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Journalators? 

An ethnographic study of British journalists who translate 
 
 
 

Denise Filmer 
 

Abstract 
 

This article discusses the blurring of boundaries between journalist and translator (van 
Doorslaer 2012: 1050) in the context of British news discourse on Italy. Focusing on 
the journalists’ perspective, the article presents data gathered from a series of qualitative 
interviews with correspondents for Italy who work for major British newspapers, 
Reuters chief correspondent for Italy, and also the former editor-in-chief of The 
Economist. The study aims to ascertain exactly who translates the extracts and 
quotes that are “embedded as raw material for the construction of news stories” (Orengo 
2005: 173) that are published in the newspapers under discusssion. Further objectives 
of the study are to uncover some aspects of the “journalator’s” habitus, to find out how 
the journalists perceive translation in their work, and to learn something of their 
translational practices. In order to shed light on this last point, two examples of 
Berlusconi’s taboo language as reported in the media were discussed with the 
interviewees. The article concludes with some tentative observations on the data 
discussed. 
 

 
 
 

There is one feature of researching the media which still 
manages to surprise even experienced practitioners: the 

porcupine reaction of media personnel. If there is any one 
institutional disease to which the media of mass 

communication seem particularly subject, it is a nervous 
reaction to criticism, a reaction that puzzles us, for it is the 

media themselves which so vigorously defend principles 
guaranteeing the right to criticize. 

 
Bell, Alan (1991: 4) 
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1. Introduction 
 
“Translation is not the job of the journalist”. Thus affirms John Lloyd (15 
July 2013)1, veteran foreign correspondent, contributing editor to The 
Financial Times and co-founder of the Reuters Institute for the Study of 
Journalism. Lloyd’s response to the notion that journalistic training should 
include translation and intercultural skills highlights a crucial issue in 
intercultural communications today, that is, the role of translation, and 
indeed, the “translator” in the production and circulation of international 
news. If, as Lloyd sustains, translation is not the task of the journalist, then 
who does the translating, recontextualising, and reformulating so intrinsic 
to foreign news reporting? Contrary to Lloyd’s assertion, this article posits 
that journalists, in particular foreign correspondents, do in fact translate 
although the translational process in news discourse is rarely explicit (see 
van Dijk 2009: 191-205 on news as discourse). This blurring of boundaries 
between journalist and translator (van Doorslaer 2012: 1050) and the 
subsequent invisibility of translation (Scha ̈ffner 2008: 3) prompt a series of 
ethical and ideological issues. As Bielsa (2010: 10) explains: “Invisibility 
implies the assumption of transparency, that texts are unproblematically 
rendered in another language […]. The nature of translation as a process 
which necessarily mediates between cultures is ignored”. Pioneering 
research (Bielsa and Bassnett 2009; van Doorslaer 2010, 2012; Federici 
2011; Holland 2006; Kelly 1997; Orengo 2005; Sch ̈affner 2004, 2008, 
2012; Valdeón 2010) has initiated discussion on the production, transfer, 
and consumption of translation-mediated news across linguistic and 
cultural spaces, yet there are still many research lacunae. This article 
contributes to the debate with an ethnographic study of correspondents 
for Italy in the British press. The following section provides an overview 
of the research and its aims. 
 
 
2. Research questions 
 

Stemming from a larger research project on the representation and 
translation of Silvio Berlusconi’s politically incorrect discourse in the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Lloyd was a key panellist at the event, “Watchdog and Lapdog? A comparison of British 
and Italian journalism”, held at the Institute for Italian Culture, London 15 July 2013. His 
comment was in response to my questioning him on the role of translation in reporting 
foreign news. 
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British press, this study focuses on the journalists’ perspective. Telephone 
interviews were carried out with seven correspondents for Italy who work 
for British newspapers (see table below). Reuters’ chief correspondent for 
Italy and the former editor-in-chief of The Economist were also interviewed. 
 The interviewees were asked to discuss their experience of and attitudes 
to translating, and the role of the foreign correspondent today. Unlike 
Schäffner’s (2012) “Unknown agents in translated political discourse”, 
foreign correspondents are identifiable subjects who write under a by-line. 
Thus, they are exposed and can provide accountability for the use of 
translation in the texts they generate. The aims of the interviews were 
threefold:  

 
1) to ascertain who translates the extracts and quotes that are 
“embedded as raw material for the construction of news stories” 
(Orengo 2005: 173);  
2) to uncover some aspects of the journalator’s2 habitus (see Simeoni 
(1998) on the translator’s habitus); 
3) to find out how these journalists perceive translation within their 
work and learn something of their translational practices. In order to 
shed light on this last point, some examples of Berlusconi’s taboo 
language3 as reported in the media were discussed with the 
interviewees. 
 

Before presenting the interviews, the following sections outline the 
theoretical and methodological frameworks devised for this research and 
offer an overview of key scholarship relevant to this study.  
 
 
3. The Literature: translation in the news 
 
Valdeón (2010: 156) observes that “The connection between news 
production and news translation has been non-existent in academic circles 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The term coined by van Doorslaer (2012: 1050) denotes the “interventionist newsroom 
worker who makes abundant use of translation when transferring and reformulating or 
recreating informative journalistic texts”. While this definition might not perfectly 
describe the work of the foreign correspondent, it emphasises the conflation of what 
have traditionally been perceived as separate spheres. 
3 As a working definition of the concept of taboo we take Hugh’s (2010: 46) acceptation: 
“‘Taboo has now become mainly semantic[…] and is used in the broad modern sense of 
“highly inappropriate” rather than […] “strictly forbidden”’. 
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until very recently”. Scholars first began to reflect on issues surrounding 
translation in the news in the late eighties; however, interest has 
burgeoned during the first decades of the twenty first century. A special 
issue of Language and Intercultural Communication (2005) opened up the 
debate, while “Translation in Global News”, a conference held at Warwick 
University in 2004 provided the incentive for Bielsa & Bassnett’s seminal 
work Translation in Global News (2009). Their research brought together 
strands of earlier scholarship, exploring the relationships between 
translation, globalization, and the international news media. The authors 
(ibid.: 2) contend that in news contexts “the very definition of translation 
is challenged and the boundaries of what we might term as translation 
have been recast”. For example, Van Doorslaer (2012: 1048) explains that 
producing a single news item often involves the integration of various 
source texts: “journalists will base [that] article on several earlier news 
items, on information and feedback from experts, and possibly also on 
other national and international coverage on the topic”. Translated 
information is invisibly recontextualised and embedded in the target 
culture product thus creating multiple source news texts. This “cut and 
paste” approach to producing news texts in which the translational act is 
invisible could to some extent vindicate Lloyd’s reluctance to view 
translation, or rather “translation proper” (Jakobson 1959: 114) as part of 
the journalist’s remit. 

Christina Scha ̈ffner (2004) was one of the first to focus on the ways in 
which political discourse is translated in journalistic texts. She (2008: 3) 
observes “Newspapers regularly provide quotes of statements by foreign 
politicians, without explicitly indicating that these politicians were actually 
speaking in their own languages”. Her critical discourse analysis (CDA) 
approach to translation in news texts can reveal ideological slippage, 
manipulation and distortion in rendering political discourse across cultures 
(Scha ̈ffner 2004). Federici (2011), for his part, states that information in 
news texts is “framed by the journalists’ perspectives, altering translation 
procedures and tactics”. Ultimately, Bielsa and Bassnett (2009: 10) assert 
“In news translation, the dominant strategy is absolute domestication, as 
material is shaped in order to be consumed by the target audience”.  

In order to reveal the agency behind the “absolute domestication” in 
news translation ethnographic methodologies can be extremely useful. The 
following section outlines the ways in which ethnographic approaches 
have been adapted to the aims of this study. 
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4. Ethnographic approaches in translation research 
 
Following Hubscher-Davidson (2011) and Koskinen (2006, 2008), 
Scha ̈ffner (2012: 122) calls for research that investigates the agents 
involved in translating and interpreting political discourse, and the actors 
who create discursive events. Speculating on agentless “processes of 
meaning transfer” is not sufficient to understand the mechanisms afoot in 
producing translation-mediated news texts: researchers need to speak to 
the practitioners. According to Scha ̈ffner (2012: 122), “we need to employ 
ethnographic methods such as observing actual processes, interviewing 
translators, interpreters and other agents involved in the institutional 
process”. The author (ibid.) suggests that ethnographic interviewing 
techniques can be fruitfully combined with critical discourse analysis in 
order to examine translated political discourse. The interviews carried out 
for the present study adopted techniques developed by naturalist 
researchers Rubin and Rubin (2012: 10) who describe their notion of 
qualitative interviewing as the ‘responsive interviewing model’. It has three 
principle characteristics: 

1. The researcher seeks rich and detailed information with examples, 
experiences, narratives and stories not yes/no answers or 
agree/disagree responses.  
2. Questions are open-ended, that is, the interviewee can respond in 
any way s/he chooses, elaborating upon answers, disagreeing with the 
questions or raising new issues. 
3. The questions asked are not fixed. The interviewer does not have 
to stick to any given set of questions or ask them in any given order; 
s/he can change wording or skip questions or make up new questions 
on the spot to follow up new insights. s/he can pose a separate set of 
questions to different interviewees 
 (Rubin and Rubin 2012: 29)  

These three features form the basis for the semi-structured interviews 
discussed below, shedding light on the research questions through the 
journalists’ individual narratives and idiographic accounts. By speaking 
directly to the journalists who regularly translate words or phrases in their 
news reporting it is possible to gain some insight into attitudes to and 
practices of translation within the journalistic profession. Likewise, it gave 
me the opportunity to obtain first-hand accounts of translational decision-
making related to specific “critical points” (Munday 2012: 2), i.e. 
Berlusconi’s verbal transgressions. 
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The prospective interviewees were located between Rome, London and 
Milan therefore face to face interviews were not feasible within the 
constraints of the research project. Remote interviewing techniques via the 
internet (email with open questions) or by telephone seemed the most 
practical options. I was not sure of the availability or indeed the 
willingness of the subjects to participate so in the first instance I sent out 
‘feelers’ in the form of personalised emails to each of the potential 
interviewees. Between 26th September 2012 and 3rd October 2012 emails 
were sent to eight correspondents for Italy for major British newspapers, 
and to the chief correspondent for Reuters, explaining the nature of the 
enquiry and asking if the subject would be willing to be interviewed 
telephonically. In all the emails I expressed my interest in discussing the 
subject’s work experience, training and background in languages and 
translation (see table 1), and newsroom translational practices in general. I 
also specified that I was interested in their experience of translating 
Berlusconi. Then, for instance, to Michael Day of the Independent I 
specifically asked about the publication of Berlusconi’s alleged insult to 
Angela Merkel, rendered as ‘unfuckable lardarse’ [Culona Inchiavabile]. 
This question would have been irrelevant to some of the journalists as the 
story was not published in all the newspapers. I suggested to each 
potential interviewee that they might prefer to answer the questions in a 
scheduled phone interview at a time that suited them, or respond to the 
questions in a written reply. Of the nine subjects, seven opted for the 
phone interview (see below) while two (John Hooper and Tom Kington) 
responded by email. The phone interviews were transcribed. 

King and Horrocks (2010:81) suggest guidelines to ensure that 
telephone interviews yield quality results, for instance, asking the 
informant to set aside a substantial amount of time, perhaps 30-40 
minutes, receiving the call in a private place, agreeing on a time of day 
when the participant is free of other commitments, and so forth. The 
authors also observe that men tend to use the phone in a more 
instrumental way, keeping the call as brief and to the point as possible, 
thus possibly decreasing the chances of getting more in-depth information 
from the informants. For the type of subjects who were participating in 
the study I was preparing, the suggestions were not easy to adhere to. 
 Firstly, my subjects were highly experienced journalists far more used 
to being the interviewer than the interviewee. I imagined they would be 
assertive, possibly defensive, and therefore probably difficult subjects to 
interview. Secondly, given that they are high-profile correspondents who 
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work under pressure with tight deadlines, it seemed unrealistic to dictate 
when and where the interview should take place, or how long it should 
last: ultimately I had to work round the constraints under which the 
interviews were conducted. In spite of these imperfect conditions, the 
conversations yielded significant data relevant to the research questions. 
 The interviews ranged from 20 to 45 minutes in length. While it was 
not always possible to record the phone calls, notes were taken during the 
interviews and then immediately transcribed. At a later stage of the 
research Bill Emmott, former editor in chief of The Economist kindly agreed 
to two interviews; one face to face and a follow-up session on Skype (22 
February 2014, 8 March 2014 respectively). Both were recorded and 
transcribed.  
The following section discusses the role of the foreign correspondent in 
national image building and how translational decisions can influence the 
reproduction of stereotypes in news discourse. 
 
 
5. National Image and Narratives in the media  
 
According to Tunstall (1996: 341) “A nation’s foreign news […] reflects its 
prejudices and sentiments”. Kelly’s (1998: 57-63) study on the role of 
translation in national image-building and stereotyping in the media 
substantiates this posit, demonstrating that evaluative translational 
decisions on culture-bound terms influence the (negative) portrayal of 
Spain in the British press. News items are selected according to pre-
established news values (Bednarek and Caple 2012: 41-49) that create 
consonance (ibid) with the audience’s pre-conceived ideas thus reinforcing 
national stereotypes. Van Doorslaer (2010: 18) points out that “The de-
selection and framing principles used in the newsrooms (also in news 
agencies) are likely to be influenced by existing stereotypes, national and 
cultural images, and ideological convictions or sometimes prejudices”. 
Evidence of such framing processes can be identified in certain news 
narratives surrounding Berlusconi in recent years. 
 
5.1 Constructing news from linguistic taboos 
 
Former Italian Prime-Minister Silvio Berlusconi’s (mis) use of language 
has often been the raison d’être and the focus around which journalists 
have constructed news stories. These discursive events in which the 
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offending phrase or word is mediated through translation have extremely 
high news value and are widely disseminated through both traditional and 
digital news outlets. For instance, Berlusconi’s alleged utterance “Forza 
Gnocca”, translated as “Go Pussy” (see section 10.2 for full discussion) 
generated worldwide media coverage. A simple Google keyword search 
for Berlusconi+go pussy, produces 234,000 results. Culturally sensitive 
lexemes such as these are what Munday (2012: 2) refers to as “critical 
points” in translational decision-making: “those points in a text that 
require interpretation and in some cases substantive intervention from the 
translator” (ibid.). “Critical points” occur where the translator, either 
consciously or unconsciously could demonstrate evaluative attitudes to the 
text s/he is translating. Munday (2012: 4) explains: 
 

The way in which [these] critical points are resolved produces a 
specific representation of the foreign that reflects an ideological point 
of view and evaluative reading and seeks to guide the response to 
international events. 
 

The foreign correspondent is a key figure in the process of portraying the 
cultural Other through the filter of translated news discourse. It is 
appropriate, then, to ask what expertise they have and what their 
perspectives are on the role of the journalist in intercultural mediation. 
The following sections discuss the figure of the foreign correspondent, 
introduce the correspondents for Italy, and present the data garnered from 
the interviews. 
 
 
6. Meet the correspondents  
 
Walter Lippmann (1921) posited nearly a century ago that newspapers 
have enormous sway; they can influence public opinion through the use of 
stereotypes, values, beliefs and prejudices that, according to the editor of 
any given publication, reflect the views and taste of his/her audience 
(Lippmann 1921/1997: 329). Thus the worldview of journalists can 
simultaneously mould and reproduce public attitudes and ideas. More 
recently it has been argued that through gatekeeping processes journalists 
can shape what we think about, but not necessarily what we think of a 
particular issue (Valdeón 2012: 69). In other words, news providers select 
the agenda but ultimately audiences will make up their own minds on the 
issues at stake and not be influenced by editorial slanting. Either way, 



                                                       Denise Filmer 
_______________________________________________________  

 
143 

foreign correspondents are considered experts in their field and as such 
enjoy the authority and celebrity status that representing an elite 
newspaper brand confers. Conboy (2010: 103) asserts that “the future of 
journalism is linked to ‘brand trust’ that is, the public’s confidence in the 
reliability of the source”. 
 
6.1 The role of a foreign correspondent 
 
 According to Beliveau, Hahn and Ibsen (2011: 129-164) foreign 
correspondents act as a cultural interface, mediating, translating, and 
negotiating tensions between foreign and home cultures. While sharing the 
perspective of the audience for whom they write, reporters must fully 
comprehend the cultural traits of the Other, and fill in the “meaning gaps” 
between cultures (ibid: 143). In a very general sense, this is certainly true 
but such a view of the foreign correspondent evades the pragmatics and 
praxis of translation in conveying news across cultural boundaries and 
disregards the commercial pressures journalists in all spheres have to 
contend with nowadays. Instead Bill Emmott, former Editor in Chief of 
The Economist, describes the foreign correspondent’s task thus: “the role of 
the [foreign correspondent] today is not just as a reporter of facts or 
conveyer of news but as the analyser, the interpreter of those facts and 
that news. […]. He concedes, however, that “The foreign correspondent 
today is [also] trying harder to be more entertaining than they probably did 
50 or 100 years ago. They need to get attention, to get things published”. 
Emmott acknowledges that translation can play a significant part in this. 

Now let us turn to those who have participated in the construction of 
Italy’s image through translation in the British press. It should be noted 
here that while all the subjects interviewed were men, 4 this is not to say 
that there were no women reporting on Italy at the time. However, in 
2012 when the interviews were carried out the high-profile regular 
correspondents for the major British newspapers were indeed all men. 
This is important for two reasons; firstly it suggests that foreign news 
reporting is still male dominated. Secondly, might a female journalist have 
interpreted the language in a different way, making different translational 
choices?   

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Since carrying out the interviews in 2012 two prominent women have emerged as 
reporting on Italian affairs for British newspapers. The first, Hannah Roberts for The 
MailOnline, and the second, Lizzy Davies for The Guardian. 
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7. The “journalator’s” habitus 
 
In order to contextualise the interview data, it is helpful to know 
something of the professional trajectory of each of the respondents to this 
project. The table below lists the journalists interviewed, summarising 
salient data on their backgrounds, training, and career. This data was 
gleaned through a series of standard questions asked during the course of 
the interviews. However, following the responsive interviewing model the 
questions were not necessarily asked in the same way or in the same order. 
Due to time constraints, it was not feasible to ascertain the participants’ 
level of L2 competence. However, this would be a desirable aim in future 
research projects.  
 

Table 1: British newspaper correspondents for Italy: essential information 
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In Sambrook’s (2010: 104) report, Are Foreign Correspondents Redundant? 
The Changing face of International News, he asserts: “For most of the 20th 
Century, the average foreign correspondent was likely to be white, male, 
[and] middle class [….]. They probably didn’t speak the language of the 
country in which they were based […] but they would over time, develop a 
degree of specialist expertise”. While Sambrook does not provide evidence 
of this “specialist expertise”, nor any indication of how it might be 
measured, it can be observed, however, that foreign correspondents today 
bear an uncanny resemblance to those of the past: the table above shows 
that of the nine subjects interviewed, all are white, male, and middle class. 
None has any formal knowledge of translation or intercultural skills, and 
language instruction is very limited. Nick Squires, the Telegraph’s 
correspondent in Rome comments: “It goes with the job, your knowledge 
of the language”. Journalism’s do-it-yourself approach to language-
learning is also reflected in the translation practices and perceptions of the 
correspondent’s role as cultural mediator, discussed in the next section. 
 
 
8. Translation and intercultural mediation: the journalist’s view 
 
Despite their lack of training, all the interviewees claimed that they 
personally translated quotes and other material for their articles, and did 
not rely on news agencies such as ANSA (L'Agenzia Nazionale Stampa 
Associata). Nick Squires of the Telegraph believes that, on the whole, 
journalists take a serious attitude to translation: “Bearing in mind the 
constraints of time and the deadlines, none of us [correspondents] have a 
cavalier approach. People make a huge effort to get it right”. When asked 
if the invisibility of translation in new discourse could lead to 
misinterpretation on the part of the audience, Squires rejoined 
“Translation is implicit, readers know.” On the issue of accountability he 
replied that with approximately 40 foreign correspondents working on the 
news desk, crediting translations to individuals would create “a mess” on 
the page. 
 With reference to Munday’s “critical points” in translational decision-
making, Squires says: “If the word is ambiguous, I’ll ask an Italian 
colleague”. He quoted an example, the culture-bound Italian term 
“bamboccione” [chubby baby], that he had found difficult to render in 
English. The source-language lexeme is used to signify single adults, 
usually male, who live at home with their parents. In order to convey this 
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concept to a British audience Squires employs thick translation (Appiah 
2000/2004: 399), annotating and glossing the word to locate it in its social-
cultural and linguistic context: “Italians have a word for people who 
choose to live with their parents well into their thirties and even forties – 
bamboccioni, or ‘big babies’, who refuse to fly the nest and instead sponge 
off their families” (Squires 27 August 2013). If we reflect a moment on 
Squires’ rendering it becomes clear that a series of evaluations have been 
made. While it is true the SL term implies immaturity and an unwillingness 
to leave the parental home, in the target text these negative inferences 
have been greatly magnified. The annotations of the term itself, its 
contextualisation, or rather lack of it and the ideological slant of the article 
fail to convey the social reality of Italy where the rate of unemployment is 
at 13 percent, while nearly 44 percent of young people aged between 15-24 
are out of work (Istat 1 August 2014). The decision to use evaluative 
verbal phrases such as “choose to stay at home”, “refuse to fly the nest” 
and “sponge off their families” alongside semantically loaded adjectives 
such as “workshy” clearly indicates the journalist’s attitude, if not the 
editorial position. The message conveyed is that Italy’s youth is lazy and 
unwilling to work, thus conforming to stereotypes of Italians generally as 
feckless and idle (Beller 2007: 321). 
 James Bone (The Times) says he was “familiar” with Italian before 
commencing as correspondent for Italy. He states that he always translates 
himself, adding “there is no great mystery” thus confirming anthropologist 
Ulf Hannerz’s (1996: 120) observation that “newspeople do not seem 
much given to deciphering foreign meanings at all. The working 
assumption, apparently, is that understanding is not a problem, things are 
what they seem to be”. Bone concedes, however, that like Squires, he 
sometimes takes advice from colleagues to find the best English rendering 
for culture-bound language “which is not always easy, especially with some 
of the [Italian] dialect”. On cultural mediation Bone’s approach appears to 
be rather ambivalent. For Bone, “The job of the foreign correspondent is 
to catch the cultural peculiarities – and Berlusconi is a good example”. He 
illustrates this point with what he calls one of Berlusconi’s “less offensive” 
comments, describing Barack Obama as “Alto, bello e anche abbronzato” 
[Tall, handsome and suntanned, too] (6 November 2008 La Repubblica). 
The Times correspondent explains: 
 

In Italy to say one is ‘abbronzato’, ‘suntanned’, is a complement while 
in England it is clearly an insult. It is not politically correct and 
cannot be excused. It’s like 50s Britain. The use of language says a lot 
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about a culture. 
 

On the one hand Bone’s interpretation seems to justify Berlusconi’s use 
of the expression because in an Italian context it would be a 
“compliment”. On the other hand he compares it with Anglophone values 
and deems “it cannot be excused”. Finally, the journalist concludes: “We 
[correspondents] should analyse and explain, not judge”. Yet Bone’s 
comparison of Italy to “50s Britain” can be construed as an evaluation; an 
unconscious manifestation of the ways in which familiar stereotypes of 
“Backwards Italy” are resorted to in news discourse.  
 Another journalist who believes in learning the language on the job is 
the Independent‘s Michael Day who asserts “You become proficient [in a 
language] living in a place”. Although he has no training in translation he 
believes that “translation is an art”. Nick Viverelli, Rome Bureau Chief for 
Variety, the American trade journal for show business, is Day’s inspiration 
when it comes to approaches in translation. According to Day, Viverelli 
“literally re-writes texts from Italian into American English, but with the 
vernacular slang used in the tabloidy style of Variety”. Day adds, “Most 
foreign journalists don’t do that. Especially the agencies, they tend to 
translate too literally”. Ideally, he suggests the translation process should 
aim at “honing” the source text into “lovely English”. 
 John Hooper (The Economist and the Guardian) has lived in Rome on 
and off since 1994. It would seem that he believes translation is part of the 
foreign correspondent’s job and says he is responsible for all the translated 
text that appears in his articles:  
 

For better or worse, all the translations, whether taken directly from a 
speech or press conference or indirectly via a newspaper or magazine, 
are made by me. Some correspondents, and this is particularly true of 
American correspondents, rely on translations made by their Italian 
assistants. Agencies do not come into it, though we do sometimes use 
interpreters for interviews with visiting special correspondents or 
editors.  
 

Email correspondence 26 September 2012 
 
The description of “assistant” to describe the Italian native speakers who 
perform translation tasks for American correspondents is revealing. Bielsa 
and Bassnett (2009: 60) point out:  
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If the foreign correspondent is the most visible face of international 
news organisations, often enjoying personal prestige and recognition, 
in some cases even considerable fame, the local translator can be 
considered the most humble and invisible among those directly 
involved in the production of global news. The low status of this 
figure, generally known as the interpreter, is reflected in the way its 
task is described and classified as part of a whole variety of local 
services including drivers and other media assistants. 

 
It should be added here that what the authors refer to as ‘the local 
translator’ is likely to be a non-professional translator, rather a person who 
“also translates”. Hooper, however, prefers to translate for himself. He 
says: “Well, the translation tool I use most is my head, and what is inside it 
already. But I also turn to dictionaries. None is perfect, but I find Collins 
perhaps the best. I have their app on my iPhone and iPad too”. News 
translation often demands immediacy, i.e. apps and smart-phone 
technology, underlining expediency as the main translation criteria; 
nuances of meaning or cultural interpretation take second place. Tom 
Kington (the Guardian) affirms: “I always translate Italian myself, without 
recourse to agencies. That is not to say that my choice of words won't be 
the same as agencies or other papers”.  
 Nick Pisa was born in the UK but his parents are from Naples. Thus 
we might assume, rightly or wrongly, that he had some knowledge of 
Italian, or possibly Neapolitan dialect, before moving to Rome where he 
worked as freelance correspondent for major tabloids, the Sun and the 
Mirror, and the middle market Daily Mail. He still writes for the Mail and is 
now correspondent for Sky News. Pisa could therefore be identified as a 
crucial figure in disseminating information on Italian affairs and to a much 
larger British newspaper-reading public5 compared to the elite papers. He 
is also significant to the representation of Italy on a global scale as the 
MailOnline is the world’s most popular online newspaper6. On the question 
of translation, Pisa has a certain notoriety: he wrote the article for the Mail 
Online (3 October 2011, now deleted) in which the verdict of the Amanda 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 The Sun has the largest circulation in the UK with 2,409,811 while the Mirror has 
1,058,488. In comparison the best-selling elite paper, The Times, has a circulation of 
399,339 (Audit Bureau of Circulation, May 2013.). 
6 The average global total for daily ‘browsers’ for the Mail online was 8.2 million, up 46.8 
per cent year on year. Its total number of unique browsers for May 2013 was 129 million 
(Audit Bureau of Circulation, May 2013). 
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Knox Appeal was erroneously reported as “guilty”7. According to Pisa, 
“The Sky translator [sic.] got it wrong and pressed the button”, triggering 
the online publication of the “news”. Pisa was exonerated by the Mail who 
launched an inquiry into the matter stating “It is common practice among 
newspapers to prepare two versions of an article ahead of a court verdict 
and these are known as ‘set and hold’ pieces.” Colleague James Bone from 
The Times corroborates this. Says Bone “We all did it, it is routine 
practice”. An in-depth discussion on the ethics of certain journalistic 
practices goes beyond the scope of this contribution; nevertheless, it 
should be underlined that Pisa’s “reporting” goes beyond a simple 
statement, false or not, of the verdict. For example he describes scenes 
that never took place: “Knox sank into her chair sobbing uncontrollably 
while her family and friends hugged each other in tears”, not to mention 
the false quotations attributed to the prosecution (Press Complaints 
Commission, 9 December 2011). Might not such a blatant divergence 
from the truth arouse suspicion that similar tactics prevail in 
recontextualising translated information? 
 Peter Popham (the Independent) acknowledges that  comprehension itself 
becomes more of a critical issue when one is not fluent or trained in a 
second language. In particular Popham recalls inadvertently  
misrepresenting  a comment  Berlusconi had allegedly made regarding 
Margaret Thatcher. “Yes, I got that wrong. I understood that Berlusconi 
had called Margaret Thatcher a “bella gnocca”8, instead of which he said 
“Non e’ una bella gnocca” (see section 10.2 for discussion on the taboo 
nature of the translation of “gnocca”). He observes: “We are 
correspondents, we are not trained translators and if we do have the 
language it’s been learned in an informal way. Given the pressures of 
deadlines, the translation process is an informal one that is open to 
errors”. Popham’s admission here is most telling; he recognises that a lack 
of training could lead to mistakes in the translation process. 

Reuter’s chief correspondent in Rome, James MacKenzie, has no 
translation training, but describes Reuter’s translation ethos thus: “When 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 In fact Knox was found guilty of slander but acquitted on the count of murder. 
8 Apart from “getting it wrong” as to whether Berlusconi did or did not think Margaret 
Thatcher was a “Bella Gnocca”, Popham’s rendering of the epithet is also questionable 
from an ideological point of view. While it is true the term “gnocca” literally denotes the 
female genitals, pragmatically it is used as a compliment to an attractive woman and 
although vulgar is not strictly considered a taboo word. In terms of equivalent effect 
“bella gnocca” might be better rendered as “beautiful babe” rather than Popham’s 
solution, “a great piece of pussy”.  
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we translate we try to get as close to the original sense as possible”. The 
target language rendering prefers “neutral” terms that avoid local 
connotations so as not to be “too English or too American”. This strategy 
would seem to illustrate Toury’s law of standardisation (1995: 267-74) 
producing neutralising effects, particularly with culture-bound lexis. 
According to Mackenzie, Reuters adopt a “literal approach” to translation, 
while some newspapers might be tempted to use “poetic licence to make a 
quote appear more scandalous” than the original source language. 

 
 

9. Image of Italy 
 
Following van Doorslaer’s observation that national stereotypes are 
perpetuated through translation in the news, it is interesting to note the 
opinions of the interviewees regarding the nation, culture and people they 
report on. 

Although Bone observed that it was not for the correspondent to judge 
(see above), the interviewees expressed strong opinions on Berlusconi, 
Italy and Italian culture. Pisa blames Berlusconi for worsening 
international opinion about Italy: “A G8 leader indulging in Benny Hill-
style humour and behaviour deserves what he gets from the international 
press”. An opinion shared by Michael Day who exclaims “Berlusconi is 
totally beyond the pale”. Bone, on the other hand observes: “Berlusconi is 
not an aberration [in Italy] he is mainstream” and maintains that 
journalists who have been trenchantly anti-Berlusconi “have missed a lot”. 
Popham confirms that for the world’s media, Berlusconi is a synecdoche: 
“He has become a symbol of Italy’s political failings. It was tempting to 
succumb to expressions like ‘former cruise ship crooner’ or ‘media tycoon’ 
but I don’t think unfairly”. Squires is of the same opinion. When asked if 
his use of evaluative adjectival phrases to denote Berlusconi was 
appropriate for a quality paper he replied “It is all true, there is no libel”. 
Emmott observes: “2011 was a crucial moment for Italy in the 
International media – that press conference with Sarkozy and Merkel, that 
look, laughing at Berlusconi creating an official image of Berlusconi as a 
buffoon and unreliable in international affairs”.  

The next section focuses on specific examples of Berlusconi’s 
controversial language and the ways in which the foreign correspondents 
conveyed these expressions from Italian into English.  
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10. Bad language? Berlusconi’s linguistic taboos 
 
Baker (1992/2011: 234) observes “Sex, religion, and defecation are taboo9 
subjects in many societies, but not necessarily to the same degree within 
similar situations”. The perception, then, of what is or what is not taboo is 
culturally and contextually contingent requiring exceptional lingua-cultural 
competency in the SL and the TL to achieve equivalent effect across 
linguistic and cultural barriers. Editorial policy on censoring obscene or 
offensive language vary from newspaper to newspaper in Britain, therefore 
the challenge of rendering linguistic taboos from Italian into English and 
“getting it into the paper” was a theme discussed with relish by the 
interviewees. Here we summarise the journalists’ comments on taboo 
language in relation to their publications and discuss two examples of 
Berlusconi’s taboo-breaking language around which news stories were 
constructed. The aim here is to initiate a process of describing the 
phenomenon in order to understand what translation effects are created 
and to what ideological ends. An in-depth analysis would extend beyond 
the scope of this article but is part of the broader project from which it 
stems. 
 
10.1 “Unfuckable Lardarse” 
 
Allegedly uttered during a wiretapped conversation, Berlusconi’s 
soubriquet for Chancellor Merkel, “Culona inchiavablile” [unscrewable big 
arse]10 (Il Fatto Quotidiano 10 September 2011) made headlines across the 
gamut of the British press and caused an international scandal. Mackenzie 
of Reuters observed that the communicative event was significant “because 
it coincided with the euro crisis. Italy was dependent on the Germans who 
were their paymaster”. Diplomatic reverberations were indeed felt, and the 
German tabloid Bild (13 September 2011) ran the headline: “Hat 
Berlusconi Merkel übel beleidigt?” [Has Berlusconi rudely insulted 
Merkel?]. In spite of its high news value, not all the papers ran the story. 
 This could be due to the uncertain source of the information, or simply 
because the taboo nature of the utterance and its reverberations in 
translation would not be printed in certain publications. Squires of the 
Telegraph comments: “It is not a question of censorship; it’s a question of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 See Allen and Burridge 2006; Hughes 2006, 2010 for an overview of language and taboo 
10 This is, in my opinion, the most neutral rendering of the Italian ST, although it 
undoubtedly loses the comic undertones of the SL version.  
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decorum” while James Bone of The Times states: “Some language is too 
strong [for The Times] and won’t get published on the grounds of taste”. 
the Mail Online on the other hand had no qualms publishing the story with 
the asterisked rendering ‘an un****able fat ****’, thus magnifying the 
taboo nature of the expression for the target audience by using censoring 
strategies. The exaggeratedly vulgar uncensored translation, “unfuckable 
lardarse” made the rounds of the online international news outlets 
following its publication in the “quality” paper, the Independent. The 
rendering apparently originated from Michael Day, although the by-line on 
the article is Tony Patterson( 15 September 2011):  

 
For your information, the original “rendering” –  I presume you mean 
“translation” – “unfuckable lardarse” for the phrase "culona 
inchiavabile" came from me (actually, an Italian TV writer friend 
suggested it to me on the phone). 

 
Email correspondence 5 October 2012 

 
Thus, an alleged insult uttered by the Prime Minister of Italy was 
translated into English by a native speaker of Italian, a friend of a friend of 
the journalist whose by-line appears on the article.  Day defended the 
publication of the story by saying “Newspapers are there to entertain”. 
This view of journalism clashes with others, as Emmott warns: ‘If there is 
a desire to entertain it can be dangerous, […] if you’ve got to try harder to 
be heard then the danger of sensationalising, or distorting or trivialising or 
any of those sins increase. It’s across all kinds of journalism but perhaps 
there is more now in foreign correspondence compared with 50 years ago. 
Then there is an extra issue with translation”. 
 
10.2 Forza Gnocca Goes Pussy 
 
In a conversation with his deputies, Berlusconi reportedly suggested 
“Forza Gnocca” (La Repubblica, 6 October 2011) as a new party name. As 
happened with the alleged remark on Angela Merkel, “Forza Gnocca” 
rendered as “Go Pussy” fuelled yet more international news narratives on 
the then Italian Premier, already dogged by various sex scandals.  

It is useful here to briefly gloss and contextualise these two terms. 
“Gnocca” and “pussy” have different connotations within their lingua-
cultures although they both denote the female genitalia. The former is 
considered a synecdoche to signify a very attractive woman (Zanichelli 
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online, 2011), the latter is connoted “A woman, or women collectively, 
regarded as a source of sexual intercourse” (OED online). “Gnocca” can be 
heard on prime-time Italian national radio and television whereas the 
lexeme “pussy” is often censored in Anglophone contexts, for example 
asterisks were used in some British newspapers to render Berlusconi’s 
expression. Although Hooper of The Guardian and The Economist explained 
his translational decision thus:  

 
I chose "Pussy" because there were two possible English translations: 
one, "crumpet", was just too English (our [Guardian] website now has 
a vast US readership, about 30% of the total); the other, which also 
begins with c, is a word we use only if the context absolutely requires 
it and which, I felt, was much cruder than “gnocca”. “Pussy” was 
comprehensible on both sides of the Atlantic and, I felt, more faithful 
to the original.  

 
Email correspondence 30 September 2012 

 
Hooper’s ‘think aloud protocol’ is revealing. It demonstrates how 
translation choices are made in journalistic contexts and illustrates a 
domesticating strategy that bows to the requirements of an international 
English-speaking audience. Although the majority of the Guardian readers 
are clearly British, Hooper rejected the two “English” options he had 
found in favour of a term that has stronger taboo connotations within the 
target culture than the original SL term has in its own lingua-cultural 
context in order to be “comprehensible” to an American audience. While 
appearing to have lexicographical equivalence, the translational decision 
produces a significant shift from the SL pragmatic meaning. It could be 
argued that there is a wealth of other lexical alternatives or translational 
strategies that could have been employed to render “gnocca”, but this 
would go beyond the scope of this article (see Filmer, forthcoming). 
Suffice it to say that by relying only on quick dictionary solutions 
Hooper’s translation tools and resources were severely limited. This point 
demonstrates how more research into the role of translation in the news 
remains a critical priority to the discipline. 
 
 
 
 
 



CULTUS 
____________________________________________________ 

154 
 

11. Conclusions 
 
This contribution has presented some initial findings garnered from 
qualitative interviews with journalists who translate. The aim of the study 
was to investigate translational practices in news reporting in the British 
press with specific reference to Italy and Berlusconi. The results of the 
sample study strongly suggest that further ethnographic research is needed 
in order to gain a clearer picture of the role of translation in the 
production of international news. While the limited evidence adduced here 
can only provide some very broad indications, nevertheless some tentative 
conclusions can be outlined. 
Firstly, Lloyd’s affirmation that translation is not the job of the journalist 
is in stark contrast with the evidence brought to light in this study, and the 
broader project to which it belongs (Filmer forthcoming). For all the 
journalists interviewed, translation is part of their work -although they 
might lack the necessary skills and knowledge. Furthermore, Lloyd’s 
dismissal of translation/intercultural communication training for 
journalists is at odds with the findings of a recent report for which he was 
a member of the editorial committee. The report entitled “Are Foreign 
Correspondents Redundant? The Changing face of International News” 
(Sambrook 2010: 101) concludes “In the long term, news editors must 
commit to greater professional training for foreign staff[…]. It is 
increasingly clear that language skills, cultural awareness and subject or 
country expertise are more important than ever for the accurate portrayal 
of international events and issues. Cultural gaps need careful bridging”. 
Fine words indeed but as operators across international media fail to 
acknowledge the pivotal role of translation in the distribution and making 
of news, the advent of the “journalator” is still a long way off.  
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