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Lesson 6 – Friday 16th March 2007

LANGUAGE, CULTURE AND CREATIVITY IN LITERARY TRANSLATION
The translation of wordplay

What is wordplay?

Wordplay (or pun) refers to “the various textual phenomena in which structural features of the language(s) used are exploited in order to bring about a communicatively significant confrontation of two (or more) linguistic structures with more or less similar forms and more or less different meanings” [author’s emphasis] (Delabastita 1996: 128). So puns depend on the structural features of language at the phonological, graphological, orthographic, morphological, syntactic or semantic level and they are often used as a rhetorical device to create the humour feeling in various kinds of creative writing, such as literary and popular fiction, poetry, film scripts, plays, advertising, jokes, cartoons and news headlines. Puns are also intimately bound up with the culture of a language, reflecting particular values, attitudes, ways of thinking and behaving as well as tastes and lifestyles. 
Examples of wordplay in print adverts
The homonymic pun and the polysemantic pun
An example of a composite wordplay that exploits cultural differences enshrined in particular words and concepts is offered by the following body copy, where Cross & Blackwell promotes its Hollandaise sauce:

Botticelli worked in oils, but all I needed was a knob of butter… And some milk. Was this food? No, it was art. Silky smooth Hollandaise sauce ready in 5 minutes with the help of BONNE CUISINE. Should I eat it? Or send it to the Tate Gallery?        

© Cross & Blackwell  - Cosmopolitan 1997 

In this ad there is a double pun, one arising from bringing two homonyms together: oil as “a thick smooth liquid used in cooking and preparing food” and oil as “a type of paint made from oil”, usually used in the plural, the other relating to the polysemy of the verb work, which means either “to spend time trying to achieve something” or “to produce a picture or create an object using a particular type of substance”. So, through punning and a light touch of erudition that flatters the reader, since it assumes specific cultural knowledge, the preparation of ready-made English meals, which often rely on local, economical products such as milk and butter, is at one time humorously contrasted with the laborious and expensive Italian cuisine, which makes a large use of olive oil, and equated to the art of painting represented by the famous fifteenth century Florentine artist. Moreover, the question and answer rhetorical device Was this food? No, it was art. alludes to Rudyard Kipling’s “You did it, but was it Art?” contained in the poem titled The Conundrum of the Workshops (1890)
. This allusion evokes the voice of a poet and storyteller who was renown throughout the world and also known as a leading supporter of the British Empire. In this advertisement typical cultural stereotypes associated with Italian art and cuisine are effectively exploited to capture and hold the reader’s attention while appealing to British artistic talent, national pride, habits and tastes in order to express the product’s Unique Selling Proposition (USP).  

Another good example of “what makes copy work […] not the words themselves, but subtle combinations of those words, and most of all the echoes and repercussions of those words in the mind of the reader” (Anholt 2000: 5), is offered by the headline of an ad promoting Superga’s ladies lace sneakers which reads Odio Le Tangenti. Amo Il Pizzo. [I hate kickbacks. I love lace/protection money.]. The play on words, created during the 1990s advertising campaign (launched by Pirella agency for Superga), brings together the homonyms pizzo meaning “lace” and pizzo meaning “protection money extorted by the Mafia and by Camorra”
. The visual (see Fig. 1) disambiguates the verbal pun by portraying a young woman wearing a black lace veil over her face, a traditional garment worn by Catholic southern Italian women in church. The antonyms odio “I hate” and amo “I love” are associated with two forms of bribery, i.e. tangenti “kickbacks” and pizzo “protection money” respectively. While tangenti calls to mind the economically rich regions of northern Italy - following the investigations carried out into the interrelationship between big business and politicians in the early 1990s, which created the neologism tangentopoli meaning “kickback city” -  pizzo evokes a kind of fraud perpetrated in the poor regions of the south. This is associated particularly with the Sicilian Mafia, which was also sadly in the spotlight in the early 1990s after the investigations led by the magistrates Giovanni Falcone and Paolo Borsellino. The pay off SI ODIA. O SI AMA. [You either hate it. Or love it.] reiterates the contrast between two opposing feelings and socio-cultural realities, and summarises the entire communication strategy, which is enhanced by the visual, featuring old and new lifestyles through the image of a young woman wearing a traditional garment and by the contrast between black (which represents lack of resistance and possibilities and suggests solitude, immobility and distance) and white (which represents resistance and possibilities and suggests happiness, life and activity) (Luzzatto and Pompas 1984: 45). So, through the symbolic expressive meaning of colour and the creative use of homonyms and antonyms, the copywriter expresses the cultural peculiarity of the Italian North/South divide in terms of strong, conflicting emotions and markedly different social practices and attitudes (Laviosa 2007 forthcoming).

Fig. 1
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© Superga  

	Odio Le Tangenti. 
Amo Il Pizzo.

[I hate kickbacks. 
I love lace/protection money.]
SI ODIA. O SI AMA. 

[You either hate it. Or love it.]


The idiom-based pun
An idiom is a multi-word unit whose meaning cannot be generally inferred from the meaning of the individual words, this is why it is often difficult to understand the sense of an idiomatic expression. Idioms vary from being semantically opaque such as to bite the dust meaning “to die”, to being semi-opaque such as to pass the buck meaning “to pass the responsibility”, to being relatively transparent such as to see the light meaning “to understand”. Idioms that have both a literal and a figurative sense are often used in wordplay as in the example below, where the cartoonist jokes about the fortune made by Delia Smith with her cookery books, by playing with the idiom to make a mint, which literally means “to make a mint-flavoured sweet” and figuratively means “to earn a large amount of money”. 
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The Spectator 14 November 1998
The paronymic pun
Paronyms are words that have similar spellings and pronunciations. Here are some examples of paronymic visual puns selected from the advertising campaign launched by Esselunga from 2001 to 2004, known as “Famosi per la qualità” (http://www.esselunga.it).
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Exercise 1: hunt the pun
a) 
Read the following humorous text on the lexico-grammatical peculiarities of the English language and identify the homographic, homophonic and homonymic puns
 contained in the section titled “Some other reasons to be grateful if you grew up speaking English”:


ENGLISH… WHAT A CRAZY LANGUAGE!


We'll begin with a box, and the plural is boxes; but the plural of ox became oxen not oxes. One fowl is a goose, but two are called geese, yet the plural of moose should never be meese. You may find a lone mouse or a nest full of mice; yet the plural of house is houses, not hice. If the plural of man is always called men, why shouldn't the plural of pan be called pen? If I spoke of my foot and show you my feet, and I give you a boot, would a pair be called beet? If one is a tooth and a whole set are teeth, why shouldn't the plural of booth be called beeth? Then the masculine pronouns are he, his and him, but imagine the feminine, she, shis and shim.

Some other reasons to be grateful if you grew up speaking English:
 
The bandage was wound around the wound. 
The farm was used to produce produce. 
The dump was so full that it had to refuse more refuse. 
We must polish the Polish furniture. 
The soldier decided to desert his dessert in the desert. 
Since there is no time like the present, he thought it was time to present the present. 

I did not object to the object of discussion.
The insurance was invalid for the invalid. 
There was a row among the oarsmen about how to row. 
They were too close to the door to close it. 
The buck does funny things when the does are present. 
The wind was too strong to wind the sail. 
Upon seeing the tear in the painting I shed a tear. 
I had to subject the subject to a series of tests. 
How can I intimate this to my most intimate friend? 
b) 
Read the following print ad. How many examples of homophonic puns can you find?
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Translation procedures

Because puns are language- and culture-specific, they often pose a real challenge to translators. Dirk Delabastita (1996: 134) lists a number of procedures commonly adopted by translators to overcome linguistic or cultural mismatches across source and target languages, when translating wordplay:

PUN ( PUN: the source text pun is translated with a target language pun, which may be more or less different from the original wordplay in form or meaning;
PUN ( NON-PUN: the pun is rendered by a non-punning phrase which may relay the full meaning of the pun or part of it;

PUN ( RELATED RHETORICAL DEVICE: the pun is replaced by a related rhetorical device, such as repetition, alliteration, rhyme, irony, paradox, which aims to recapture the effect of the source text pun (see Smith 2006: 178-182 for a useful classification of rhetorical figures);
PUN ( ZERO: the portion of text containing the pun is simply omitted;

PUN ST =  PUN TT: the translator reproduces the source text pun in its original formulation, i.e. without translating it;

NON-PUN ( PUN: the translator introduces a pun in textual positions where the original text has no wordplay, by way of compensation to make up for source text puns elsewhere, or for any other reason;
ZERO ( PUN: totally new textual material is added, which contains wordplay and which has no apparent precedent or justification in the source text except as a compensatory device;

EDITORIAL TECHNIQUES: explanatory footnotes or endnotes or comments provided in the translator's preface.

The above translation procedures can be combined in a variety of ways. For example a pun may be suppressed with a footnote explaining what was left out and why - an example of spostamento (Salmon 2003: 204) - and a compensatory pun may be placed elsewhere – an example of compensazione (Salmon ibid). 
Exercise 2: compare and contrast

After reading the translations by Emma Saracchi and Tommaso Giglio of a famous passage from Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s adventures in Wonderland (1865), compare and contrast the translation procedures used by the Italian translators to relay the overall textual meaning conveyed by the original, which is visually enhanced by the creative use of type size and the creative patterns made by the words on a printed page (Ulrych 1992: 131-133).
Source Text

“Mine is a long and sad tale!” said the Mouse, turning to Alice, and sighing.

“It is a long tail, certainly, said Alice, looking down with wonder at the Mouse’s tail; “but why do you call it sad?” And she kept on puzzling about it while the Mouse was speaking, so that her idea of the tale was something like this:-

“Fury said to a

       mouse, That he

    met in the

       house,

                                  “Let us

     both go to

         law: I will

       prosecute

   you. – Come,

        I’ll take no

           denial; We
    must have a

trial: For

    really this

morning I’ve

      nothing

        to do.”

      Said the

          mouse to the

                           cur, “Such

                                     a trial,

                                                        dear Sir,

                                                 With

                                   no jury,

               or judge,

would be

   wasting

                                                    our

                                                        breath.”

                                                             “I’ll be

   judge, I’ll

          be jury.”

   Said

                                                                   cunning

                                                               old Fury:
   “I’ll

    try the

          whole

                 cause,

             and

             condemn

 you

to

        death”.
Target Text 1

- La mia è una storia triste – incominciò il topo – e lunga, lunga come …


- Lunga come la tua coda? – lo interruppe Alice, che già da un po’ di tempo stava osservando con meraviglia la coda del topo: era sinuosa e guizzante e tanto lunga che sembrava non finisse più.


Il pensiero di Alice era costantemente attratto da quella strana e sottile coda, mentre il topo continuava a raccontare la sua dolorosa storia con tono lamentoso:
Un bel giorno
un topolino

     dall’aspetto 
            assai carino,

        incontrò

                        un can bizzoso,

       irascibile,

 nervoso!

Disse il cane

                                                al bel topetto:

                                                 Hai un fare

un po’ sospetto.

                                                       Qui le cose

  vanno male!

    Or ti porto

             in tribunale!

 Signor cane,

                                                           disse il topo,

                                                        tu vuoi far

                                                    certo per gioco!

                                                Non ho colpe da pagare!

                                                   Perché andare

                                                         in tribunale?

                                                            gli rispose

     il cane tosto:

                 Come osi? Or qui

                                                              sul posto

                                                          senza giudici,

                                                      giurati, 

                                                 senza pubblico,

                                                       avvocati,

                                                          la sentenza

                                                              udir dovrai:

                                                                  ora il fio

                                                                       tu pagherai.

La tua colpa

       è manifesta:

         sol la morte

                    ormai ti resta.

Per mia bocca

                                                                    ora la corte

                                                               ti condanna

                                                                 quindi

                                                      a morte!
Translation by Emma Saracchi, Alice nel paese delle meraviglie, 1955, Milano: Fratelli Fabbri Editori

Target Text 2

“La mia non è una dei quelle storie senza capo né coda: è lunga e triste” disse il Topo con un sospiro, volgendosi verso Alice.

“Lo so che la coda è lunga” disse Alice, la quale non aveva capito bene. “Ma perché poi è triste?” E continuò a porsi questa domanda, mentre il topo parlava. Così non capì quasi niente del suo racconto, del quale le restarono impresse soltanto alcune parole: 
“Fido disse a

       un topolino
    che trovò
            nello stanzino:
                                                        “Sei chiamato
                            in tribunale
                                    per aver
                                agito male
                                          Presto! E non
                          ti rifiutare,
               che non ho
           nulla da fare”
Disse il topo:
                     “Mio signore!
                                 non avrà nes-
                                                      sun valore,
                                                                  un processo
                                                         celebrato
                                                                         senza Giudice
                                               e Giurato.”
                                  “Bene, il Giu-
              dice son io”
                                                 disse il cane.
                                                            “E farò io
                                                               anche il
                                                                           teste ed
                                               il Giurato.
                                                                                                    Così tutto
                                                                                                          è siste-
                                                                                                               mato. Giusta-
                                                                                                      mente condan-
                                                                                           nato, tu
                                                                          sarai
                                                                                                              deca-








                     pitato.”

Translation by Tommaso Giglio (Ulrych 1992: 133)
Exercise 3: text analysis and translation

During the first phase of the dubbing process, the dialogist (dialoghista) writes the translation of the film script, sometimes without even viewing the film (Salmon 2003: 188-189). Imagine you are a dialogist and have been asked to translate the scripts taken from two film clips. The first is from Mike Newell’s film Four weddings and a funeral (1995). It contains the words pronounced by a young priest during his first celebration of the liturgy of the holy matrimony. Being very nervous, he makes several humorous lexical errors which he corrects immediately (the correct word is in brackets). You will notice that some of the errors are paronymic puns. The second film clip is from Nancy Meyers’ film Something’s gotta give (2003). It is a dialogue between the protagonist, Harry and his cardiologist, Julian. The dialogue takes place during Harry’s first medical check-up after a mild heart attack. Note that the dialogue contains an idiom-based pun.
Liturgy of the holy matrimony
Source Text 1





Target Text 1
	In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. Let us pray.

	


	Father, You have made the bond of marriage a holy mystery, a symbol of Christ’s love for His church. Here are our prayers for Bernard and Lydia through Your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord who lives and reigns with You and the Holy Goat (Ghost). One God for ever and ever. Amen.

	


	Bernard and Lydia, I shall now ask if you feely undertake the obligations of marriage.

	


	Bernard, repeat after me: I do solemnly declare that I know not of any lawful impediment why I, Lydia (Bernard) Godfree (Geoffrey) St. John Delaney may not be joined in matrimony to Lydia John (Jane) Hibbot.

	


	Lydia, repeat after me: I do solemnly declare that I know not of any lawful impediment why I, Lydia Jane Hibbot, may not be johned (joined) in matrimony to Bernard Geoffrey St. John Delaney.

	


	I call upon those persons here present to witness that I Bernard Delaney do take thee Lydia Jane Hibbot to be my awful (lawful) wedded wife.


	


	May almighty God bless you all! The Father, the Son and the Holy spigot (Spirit). Amen.


	


Dialogue between doctor and patient
Source Text 2





Target Text 2

	Julian

Deep breath.


	


	Harry talks to Julian about Erica, the lady who’s giving him hospitality while he’s recovering.
You know, I’ve never seen a woman that age naked before.

	


	Julian

You’re kidding.

	


	Harry
Hey, we’re not all doctors, baby.

	


	Julian

I think she’s very beautiful. 
And she’s a fantastic writer, you know.

	


	Harry
No, I don’t know.

	


	Julian

She’s pretty major.

So you date her daughter?

	


	Harry
Okay, now she’s a great chick. 

Must take after her father.

Which reminds me …

Doc, what about Mr Midnight here?

When can I be up and running in that department?

	


	Julian

I think Mr Midnight needs to stay put for another couple of weeks.

	


	Harry
But it won’t kill me when I do it, right?

	


	Julian

No, it’s exercise. It’ll be good for you.

After a heart attack, rule of thumb is:

if you can climb a flight of stairs, you can have sex.

	


Exercise 4: compare and contrast 
After viewing the dubbed film clips in class, compare and contrast your translations with the Italian versions.
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� A homographic pun  brings together in the same utterance words that have the same spelling but are pronounced in different ways, a homophonic pun brings together words that are pronounced in the same way but have different spellings, a homonymic pun brings together words that have the same spelling and pronunciation but different meanings.
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