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1. Wordplay as a subject of study and practice

Wordplay may not be ubiquitous, but it poses universal translational
difficulties as the strong connection between its linguistic form and meaning
places an extra burden on the translators. Yet, wordplay has remained at the
periphery of translation studies, being disregarded as something “not important”
and/or “untranslatable.” ! Even studies that acknowledge the translatability of
wordplay have focused mostly on either linguistic features used or humorous
effects (Knight 1992; 1= 1999; A== 1983). However, it is easy to overlook
the fact that wordplay performs diverse functions. Humor is one of the major
functions of wordplay. But wordplay draws the attention of audience/readers
in texts such as political speeches and news headlines, and satirizes society
in literature and propaganda. In the case of advertising, wordplay effectively
stamps brand images on consumers’ minds. Yet, the paucity of research results
in a lack of guidelines or practical suggestions for practitioners who may “tone
down” wordplay as they believe it is unimportant or untranslatable anyway

! From the stance that languages dominate thoughts, translation itself is deemed an impossible act. Burnshaw
(cited from Cannolly 1998: 173) and Ordudary(2008) point out that it is almost impossible to translate
poems as they are in ST. Then, the logical extension would be that wordplay with its focus on linguistic
features is harder to translate. Alexieva (1997) and Attardo(2002) also agree that the logical mechanisms
beneath wordplay are all different from culture to culture, and therefore, wordplay cannot be easily translated.
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(Delabastita 1996: 135). This Ph.D. thesis, based on the premise that wordplay
provides a good window into one of the fundamental questions of translation
studies, namely the relations between the source text and the target text, aims
to examine wordplay in specific contexts, such as subtitling, by analyzing how
wordplays are translated and explore strategies that fulfill the intended function
of the wordplay in source texts (ST).

2. Wordplay and subtitling

There are many types and genres of texts that contain wordplay. Of them,
audio-video materials, particularly films, have seen a sharp increase in the
demand for translation.? Films are of particular interest to us in that they pose
unique spatial-temporal “constraints” to translation (Gottlieb 1992; Kovaci¢
1994; Delabastita 1989). Because of these constraints, subtitles are sometimes
condensed, generalized, or even deleted. This in turn requires systematic
decision-making on the part of translators. Moreover, films are polysemiotic
with not just dialogue between characters but also all other auditory and visual
signs generating meaning. This demands a holistic approach to translation in
order to deliver the message as a whole package.

In case of wordplay, it is easy and somewhat understandable to make it a
prior target for deletion or generalization when spatial-temporal need arises.
Yet, it is important to analyze its function in the given dialogue and context
before determining translational approaches to preserve original functions.
In this process, relevance in Sperber and Wilson’s(1995) sense and “maxim
of the sufficient degree of precision” (Kussmaul 1997)2 should be given full
consideration to enable the target text readership/audience to enjoy the same/

% The Korean-to-English translation of films, which is the focus of this study, has shown a sharp increase in
demand as more and more Korean movies are entering foreign markets and receiving awards at international
film festivals. With the global film market expected to grow more than 11 % per annum in 2004, the export
value of Korean movies in 2005 showed a 364 times rise in 10 years (1%1%4 ©] 2006). Besides, in the 2000s,
more than 100 Korean films were submitted to various international festivals (%9=}37F 2001-2008).

8 Standing against the previous thought that all the components in a given utterance should be reproduced in
order for the readers to understand the utterance better, Kussmaul(1997: 92) argued for “the sufficient degree
of precision,” meaning translators reproduce just that semantic feature or just those features which is/are
relevant in a given context with regard to the function of their translation.
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similar function of wordplay. Signs are another dimension that needs to be
taken into account in deciding subtitling approaches to wordplay. Though
translation can only affect dialogue, not other auditory or visual signs, the
audience receives all of them as one single package. Signs, therefore, may be
constraints, but they can also be useful materials in reproducing functionally
appropriate rendering of wordplay.

3. Wordplay subtitling strategies

The data for this Ph.D. research consisted of wordplays and their English
subtitles collected from 50 Korean movies. Four professional subtitlers
evaluated them and assigned each subtitle a point from 3 to 1, with 3 being the
best and also checked if it preserves the information and entertainment value of
the ST wordplay.* Information is critical in enabling an audience to understand
the plot. Entertainment,® meanwhile, engages the audience in the movie. These
two pillars fulfill the function of the movies: offering a pleasant experience (°]
A= 1999; =9 2007; =414 2009).

Although it is ideal to preserve both the information and entertainment
values delivered by the ST wordplay, the data revealed that some subtitles
of wordplay were evaluated to be functionally appropriate even when they
were deemed to have failed to preserve both information and entertainment.
This result clearly demonstrates the uniqueness of subtitle translation where
decisions are made to accommodate different priorities and indicates some
options that are not applicable to the translation of written texts. The analysis
of subtitles that were evaluated to preserve both information and entertainment
in the ST wordplay showed translational strategies in Table 1.

4 Reliability of the data and the raters were confirmed with Cronbach’s o value and ICC which were 0.938045
and 0.982088791 respectively.

According to Huizinga (4-& % 1998), we are “playing man(or homo ludens).” Play is something not
ordinary and does not have connection to material interests. Play encompasses not just simple laughter but all

the elements of “entertainment.”
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Table 1. Translation strategies: Preserving both information and entertainment

audio-video signs.

Translation strategy Remarks Example®
Wordol. When the ST A: I smell a paradise, it smells
© ) pay wordplay has TL channel no.5.
r; | Literal translation components in B: You mean Chanel no 5?
wordpiay it, or is based on (The ST wordplay is based on
universal concepts. | “channel” and “Chanel.”)
A: What's your name again?
. B: GAE doo-sik.
Modi— | Change When discernable C: (writes on the board) “GAY
. sounds are not o
fication | sounds heard in the scene doo-sik
" | (GAE in Korean sounds like a
word meaning a dog.)
A: Really? You mean she
could be my pussy?
B: What? Your pussy? I'm not
. a cat or anything!
Ch@ge V(fher} MOUVESAC | (The ST wordplay is made of
motives | not visualized. “fruic” and “picking [imply
scoring a woman].” The
motive, which is a fruit in ST,
has changed to “pussy” in TT.)
. A: If you wanna do that,
thlllerﬁ.divu.:e.sb. T change the name. Sharing
:‘Sch aslgr epvelsilti;lty Love? Its corny, isn't it?
. > | B:Yes, we like “Making
Wordplay thyming couplets Love” not “Sharine Love”
to Utilization of other | and parody _’—g—(ST resents words with t.h
non language devices can be used. presents words wit the
. same ending sound of the
wordplay Provided that such Kotean version of “Sharing
<P lacement. does Love.” The TT wordplay
not contradict

utilizes thyming couplet of

“sharing” and “making,”)

6 . . . . .
Examples are actual subtitles taken from the movies. Grammatical mistakes and others are all transcribed as
they are in the data.
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Translation strategy Remarks Example

A: English idioms, put
up with, bear stand. They

When signs always come out on tests, 50
memorize them. Here is an

other than the .

dialogue can easy way to memorize them.

Wordplay g gu . Imagine a bear standing, The
Utilization of support offering
to . . . . bear stands, so...
auditory and visual | of information . .
non Sons or entertainin (This scene comes with a
wordplay & & standing bear whose sexual
elements of . .
ordpla organ is also standing.

wordplay: Although TT does not
contain wordplay, it can still
preserve sexual connotation
with the image of the bear. )
A: Question # 7, across.
Author of “Gone with the
Wind”
B: I know this one. What's
her name. Wait. Maybe it’s
Clark Gable.
A: Which one?

When B: I’'m not sure. Ah! She’s the

information is not | one who tells the story.

Replacement in the referential Vivien Leigh.

meaning of
wordplay.

(ST is about the name of an
actor and a soap opera that he
appeared. It is to show how
ignorant the character is in an
entertaining way. TT does not
have any materials used in ST,
but still provides information
about the character and does
itin a similar way.)
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Table 2. Translation strategies: Not preserving both information and entertainment

Translation strategy

Remarks

Example

Translation
of contextual
information

Wordplay to
non-wordplay

When the priority is on

readability for audience

to understand the scene.

A: You are now here.
Don't forget that. Why
are you causing troubles
on your first day, bitch?
Are you trying to get
yourself killed?

(ST utilizes
“shoveling|literal
translation of the
Korean wordplay, vulgar
expression of doing
needless things]” and
“digging.” T'T provides
what these expressions
mean in the given
scene.)

Deletion

When the priority is on

readability for audience

to understand the scene.

Provided that sounds
or motives used in
wordplay do not appear
in audio-video signs.

(answering the phone)
Hey. Didn't I tell you
not to call me? What are
you rambling on about,
you little shit!

(Gets angry and hits one
of his gang members)

I mean did I ever ask for
anything else?

(ST uses an “acorn”

for “little.” An acorn

in Korean means both
little and cyber money.
The last line of ST reads
“Did I ask for an acorn
oraskin” [another
popular cyber item]. TT
deletes the acorn itself
and the wordplay based

on it.)

158 Mi-hyung Oh




Some subtitles have failed to preserve both information and entertainment,
but they were evaluated to be good in quality. The analysis of such cases revealed
two translation strategies shown in Table 2. The first strategy, translation of
contextual information, is to offer information needed to understand the
scene. The second strategy is deletion, which may not be a strategy at all. But,
the analysis showed that it is a working and justifiable solution in subtitling
as Nornes (1999) and Kovaci¢ (1996) said. In subtitling, spatial-temporal
constraints require readability” to be the prior consideration in many cases.

When a specific strategy is to be chosen, the given wordplay should be
understood in terms of the information and entertainment value it provides
with the skopos (Nord 1997) of the TT as the overarching frame. The skopos of
movies is to offer pleasant experience to the audience by delivering the plot in
an easy-to-understand way and by entertaining them. Once the information
and entertainment value of the ST wordplay are understood, translational
strategies can be chosen, from literal translation to creation of TL wordplay,
to replacement, or even to deletion as the analysis of the data showed. In this
process, readability and synchronization with auditory and visual signs need to
be given full consideration as they are critical requirements of subtitles.

Although further endeavors should be made to see how actually translators
make decisions with regard to translational approaches, the value of this study
is its exploration of wordplay and subtitling, which have been in the periphery
of translation research and its examination of practical translation strategies

applicable to subtitling of wordplay.

In subtitling, readability is not just how the text is fluently and naturally written. It is also about whether the
subtitles provide enough time to audience to read them, how much information is given on the screen at one
time. It also includes legibility including fonts, style, and etc. (Gambier 2003).
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