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Abstract 
 
This article aims to show the relevance of archival and manuscript research (Munday 
2012, 2013) for the study of dubbing and focuses on the role played by the various 
figures involved in the translation process. The production process of dubbing involves a 
chain of agents who all contribute to “the creative construction of the target dialogue” 
(Taylor 1999: 432). The dialogue translator will usually do a rough translation, a 
more or less literal version of the dialogue list, which will then be passed on to the 
dialogue adapter, whose task is to create convincing dialogues that meet all the lip-sync 
requirements (Pavesi 2005, Chiaro 2009, Chaume 2012). We know that the 
dialogues are further altered in the subsequent stages of production, since both the 
dubbing director and the dubbing actors may intervene and modify the dubbing script to 
a greater or lesser extent (Bollettieri Bosinelli 2002: 87, Paolinelli and Di Fortunato 
2005). A case study is discussed to illustrate the application of process-oriented 
methodologies based on manuscript analysis for investigating the issue of agency and 
creativity in dubbing.   
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
According to Gianni Galassi (1994: 64), the talent of a dialogue adapter is 
closely connected to his or her ability to forget how the original line is 
structured and to recreate it in another language as if it were not a 
translation, while fully grasping its meaning, the allusions it contains as 
well as the intentions that underlie it. In order to achieve this goal, 
dialogue adapters have the freedom and hence the need to abandon the 
literal meaning of the source text if this makes it possible to preserve 
elements that are essential to the narrative (67). As Rosa Maria Bollettieri 
Bosinelli posits, they “ha[ve] to be creative in order to be effective” (1994: 
14). It should be added that, like the dubbing director, the dialogue 
adapter has to take into account not only the author’s intentions but also 
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the client’s needs. So, when examining dubbed versions of feature films, 
one should bear in mind that decisions, including translation choices, are 
ultimately in the hands of film distributors, who exercise strong control 
over foreign language versions produced for theatrical release (see 
Paolinelli and Di Fortunato 2005: 31).  

It is the aim of this paper to investigate the process through which the 
dubbed version of a feature film comes to light in the Italian context, in 
order to better understand the complex dynamics at work in the dubbing 
process as well as the role played by the different agents involved. 
Dubbing translators’ manuscripts provide the material for the study and 
are analyzed using the methodologies of genetic criticism, a discipline of textual 
studies which focuses on processes rather than on products (Deppman et 
al. 2004). Finally, the notion of transcreation is called into question in as 
far as it highlights the role of the translator as a creative agent. As 
suggested by O’Hagan and Mangiron (2013: 106), transcreation “draws 
attention to the human agency of the translator in the process of 
translation, inviting variable, non-uniform and at times non-predictable 
solutions”.  

The term is a buzzword that is often used by the translation industry 
nowadays. It denotes adaptive translation strategies typically associated 
with advertising and has been recently extended to include the sometimes 
radical “transformative operations” involved in the localization of video 
games (O’Hagan and Mangiron 2013: 199). In the context of audiovisual 
translation, the word transcreation has been used instead of translation or 
adaptation “to account for processes of transfer where verbal and visual 
language cannot come apart” (Di Giovanni 2008: 40). As Di Giovanni 
points out, “[s]hifting from translation to transcreation, verbal language 
has definitely lost its prominence and words have come together with 
visual references to form a broad cultural unit” (ibid.). The term is hence 
used in this paper to denote transformative translation practices that are 
sometimes found in dubbing, which lead us to reconsider the notions of 
translator’s agency and authorship.  
 
 
2. The dubbing process  
 
The production process of dubbing involves a chain of agents who modify 
the translated script to a greater or lesser extent (Chiaro 2008, 2009, 
Matamala 2010 and Chaume 2012). The dialogue translator will usually do 
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a rough translation, i.e. a word-for-word translation of the original script, 
which will then be passed on to the dialogue adapter (also called the 
adapter), whose task is to create credible dialogues that meet all the lip-
sync requirements. At this stage the translated text is changed at various 
levels in order to achieve different types of synchrony. All of this is made 
possible because dubbing allows the translator a certain leeway and helps 
explain why dubbed versions often stray from the original considerably 
(Sánchez 2004: 13). Matamala (2010: 113) shows that, even though the 
vast majority of changes in her corpus of Spanish dubbed dialogues occur 
in the synchronization stage, reductions, amplifications and modifications 
are also abundant in the recording stage “due to improvisations or last 
minute changes proposed either by the actors, the dubbing director or the 
supervisor” (105). Chiaro (2008: 247) points out that the Italian “dubbing 
cycle” is structured in such a way that the actors “will often have the 
freedom to manipulate utterances as they think fit according to artistic or 
other criteria” and that the dubbing director “may intervene in the 
dialogue whenever he or she wishes”.1 According to Paolinelli and Di 
Fortunato (2005: 42-43), the manipulation of dubbing scripts in the final 
stage of production often results in loss of features that are essential to the 
meaning of the text.  

Looking at what has been illustrated so far, we may conclude that: 1. 
the dialogue adapter very often has no real control over the finished 
product; 2. because the dubbed version is always the result “of multiple 
manipulation forces by several professionals” (Minutella, in press), it is 
very often difficult to discern what the individual contributions to the 
dubbing process are.  
 
 
3. The study 
 
3.1 Textual resources 
 
One of the problems in studying the translation process that lies behind 
dubbed texts is the lack of textual evidence. As stated above, it can be very 
difficult to figure out how the various agents intervene in the process and 
contribute to the final product. This study moves from the idea that traces 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 A similar divergence is observed between film scripts and the words that the actors utter 
(Taylor 2004: 79 and Perego and Taylor 2012: 68).  
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of the conjoined efforts of this multiplicity of forces can be found in 
dubbing scripts.  

The material for the study has been collected from the archive of the 
Italian General Directorate for Cinema, Ministry of Cultural Heritage and 
Activities (Direzione Generale per il Cinema, Ministero per i Beni e le 
Attività Culturali, MiBAC), based in Rome. This archive contains a large 
collection of documents pertaining to the film certifications produced by 
the Italian film commission, which is in charge of the examination and 
rating of films. In order to obtain public screening for a film, the 
distribution or production company submits an application form to the 
film commission. Included in the documents that accompany the 
application form are certified copies of both the original and the translated 
dialogue list. It is important to mention that the translated dialogue list is 
declared to be an exact reproduction of the dubbed dialogues.2 As will be 
shown, this is hardly ever the case.  

A preliminary investigation was conducted on a total of fifty English-
language films and their corresponding translated dialogue lists (Table 1). 
Manuscripts are all typewritten and some have handwritten revisions. 

 
  Certification 

Year 
Film Title/Year of Release Revisions 

 1 1948 Jezebel (1938) - 
 2 1947 The Wizard of Oz (1939) X 
 3 1949 Gone with the Wind (1939) X 
 4 1946 Gaslight (1944) - 
 5 1947 For Whom the Bell Tolls (1943) - 
 6 1959 The Wild One (1959) - 
 7 1955 The Blackboard Jungle (1955) X 
 8 1955 Rebel without a Cause (1955) - 
 9 1961 Butterfield 8 (1960) X 
 10 1960 The Apartment (1960) X 
 11 1962 The Children’s Hour (1961) X 
 12 1961 Splendor in the Grass (1961) X 
 13 1962 Walk on the Wild Side (1962) X 
 14 1965 Patch of Blue (1965) X 
 15 1965 Lady L. (1965) X 

 16 1969 Justine (1969) X 
 17 1969 Easy Rider (1969) - 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The following formula is found on the last page of all the manuscripts: La presente lista 
dialoghi […] è conforme al parlato del film (“The present dialogue list is an exact reproduction 
of the film dialogues”). 
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 18 1971 Summer of 42 (1971) - 
 19 1972 The Godfather (1972) X 
 20 1974 American Graffiti (1973) X 
 21 1974 The Exorcist (1973) X 
 22 1975 Mean Streets (1973) - 
 23 1979 The Lords of Flatbush (1974) - 
 24 1975 Young Frankenstein (1974) X 
 25 1976 Taxi Driver (1976) - 
26 1978 Saturday Night Fever (1977) X 
27 1977 Gone with the Wind (2nd ed.) X 
28 1978 Grease (1978) - 
29 1978 The End (1978) X 
30 1979 Animal House (1978) - 
31 1978 For Whom the Bell Tolls 2nd ed. - 
32 1979 Apocalypse Now (1979) X 
33 1984 Footlose (1984) - 
34 1984 Fear City (1984) - 
35 1987 Full Metal Jacket (1987) X 
36 1987 Dirty Dancing (1987) - 
37 1988 A Fish Called Wanda (1988) - 
38 1991 Life of Brian (1979) - 
39 1994 Reservoir Dogs (1992) - 
40 1994 Pulp Fiction (1994) - 
41 1995 Clerks (1994) - 
42 1995 Clockers (1995) X 
43 1996 Fargo (1996) - 
44 2001 Apocalypse Now Redux (2001) - 
45 2005 Everything Is Illuminated (2005) - 
46 2006 Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for 

Make Benefit Glorious Nation of 
Kazakhstan (2006) 

- 

47 2007 No Country for Old Men (2007) - 
48 2007 Juno (2007) - 
49 2010 Wall Street (2010) - 
50 2010 The King’s Speech (2010) - 
Table 1. Revisions in the MiBAC manuscripts examined for the study. 

 
As Table 1 shows, the number of dialogue lists bearing revisions decreases 
from the late 1980s onwards. 

To illustrate the types of features and content of the dialogue lists 
stored in the MiBAC archive, those pertaining to two American films (no 
6 and 7) released in 1955, namely The Blackboard Jungle3 and Rebel without a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The Blackboard Jungle, directed by Richard Brooks (MiBAC file no. 20088, USA 1955), 
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Cause,4 will be briefly described. These particular manuscripts were 
selected because they represent two extreme poles in the spectrum of the 
textual features that characterize the dialogue lists in the MiBAC archive.  

The manuscript of The Blackboard Jungle consists of 72 typewritten pages 
bearing corrections and additions in pen throughout. The excerpt in 
Figure 1 shows that the text was heavily modified to obtain a new version 
to be used by the dubbing actors.  

 

 
Figure 1. Dubbing script of The Blakboard Jungle, p. 64. 
 
As is the norm in Italian dubbing scripts, each turn is divided into pause-
based units separated by double slashes. A transcription of lines 5 to 7 is 
provided below.5 
 
(1) example 
Original dialogue  
RICHARD: […] As far as I’m concerned that school is just dead. What was it you called 
it? Was it a great, big garbage can? Yeah? Oh, man. How right you were. Well, I’ve had it 
right up to here. I’m quitting, I’m getting another job. Ten miles and 3000 delinquents 
away from here.  
MiBAC manuscript 
                                 conto mio                                           l’        chiamata? // Eh?// 
RICHARD: […] Per me questa scuola non esiste. //    Come ^avevi ragione!   
Una grande pattumiera, vero?// Eh?/ Già!/Come avevi ragione!// Beh, la nausea ce l’ho fin quassù/  
Non ne posso proprio più. ^ Me ne vado, troverò un altro posto…. mille miglia  
da//                                                   lerci 
lontano     ̂ … da questi ^ teppisti. (64) 
Back translation 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
distributed in Italy under the title Il seme della violenza. 
4 Rebel without a Cause, directed by Nicholas Ray (MiBAC file no. 20581, USA 1955, 
distributed in Italy under the title Gioventù bruciata).  
5 The following conventions have been followed in the citations from the manuscripts: 
insertions in pen or pencil are marked in italics; erasure is indicated by a strikethrough; ^ 
indicates the point in the text where the added element is to be inserted. 
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For me As far as I’m concerned this school does not exist. How right you were! What was it 
you called it? A big garbage can, right? Oh, yeah. How right you were! Well, I’ve had it right up to here. 
I can’t stand it any more. I’m quitting. I’ll find another job… A thousand miles away 
from these filthy delinquents. 
 
This manuscript allows unprecedented access to at least two stages in the 
translation process and makes it possible to compare the earlier version of 
the translated dialogues, corresponding to the typewritten text, with the 
revised version resulting from the changes carried out in pen, which can 
be identified as the final dubbing script. Importantly, for what follows, the 
differences between the final version in the manuscript and the actual 
dubbed version are minimal. The chief interest of this document thus lies 
in the revisions it contains. 

In the same year the Rebel without a Cause (dir. Nicholas Ray) dialogue 
list presents us with a completely different process. The comments in pen 
refer to the quality or overall effect of the translated lines. For instance, 
the comment Fiacco!/“weak”, occurs in the margin of p. 14. This is a 
criticism of the translation of “you’ll turn to stone” in example (2), which 
was in fact changed in the final dubbed version: 
 
(2) example 
Original dialogue MiBAC manuscript Dubbed version 
JIM: Grandmother, you 
tell one more lie and 
you’ll turn to stone.  

JIM: Senti nonna, se dici 
un’altra bugia / diventerai 
una statua di marmo./ 
(III/14) 

JIM: Senti, nonna, se dici 
un’altra bugia farai la fine di 
Pinocchio. 

Back translation Back translation 
JIM: Listen, grandma, if you 
tell one more lie you’ll turn 
into a marble statue. 

JIM: Listen, grandma, if you 
tell one more lie you’ll end up 
like Pinocchio. 

 
Comparison between the MiBAC manuscript and the actual dubbed 
dialogues reveals that the translated dialogue list underwent extensive 
rewriting before the recording. I would like to point out that the changes 
that were implemented often resulted in significant divergence between ST 
and TT. For instance, in example (3), below, the final dubbed version 
opted for the addition of information that has no counterpart in the 
original: 
 
(3) example 
Original dialogue MiBAC manuscript Dubbed version 
FATHER: My first day FATHER: Il mio primo FATHER: Il mio primo 
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of school, Mother made 
me eat so much I 
couldn’t swallow until 
recess. 

giorno di scuola mia madre 
mi fece mangiare tanto che 
rimasi ingozzato per tutte 
lezioni. (III/14) 

giorno di scuola mi fecero 
mangiare tanto da avere 
bisogno più della purga 
che delle lezioni. 

Back translation Back translation 
FATHER: My first day of 
school, my mother made me 
eat so much I couldn’t 
swallow until the end of 
classes.  

FATHER: My first day of 
school, they made me eat so 
much that I needed 
laxatives more than I 
needed classes. 

 
A similar tendency can be observed in example (4) below. In the source-
language dialogue Jim wryly addresses his father as “the king of the ball” 
and has him sit on the elevated shoeshine chair in the lobby of the police 
station on which he has been sprawling.  
 
(4) example 
Original dialogue MiBAC manuscript Dubbed version 
JIM: Well, then, there 
now. Were you having a 
ball, Dad? Well, 
everybody’s been having 
a ball. You’re the king 
of the ball, Dad.   

JIM: Beh / sai com’è, sai 
com’è! Tu sei stato a ballare, 
papà? / Eh?/ Di queste 
serate tutti vanno a ballare. 
/ H’m. / Tu sei il Re dei 
ballerini. (II/5) 

JIM: Beh, sai com’è, sai 
com’è! Sei stato a ballare, 
papa? Eh? Tu sei sempre 
stato il Re dei ballerini. Vieni. 
Siediti sul trono di 
Tersicore. 

Back translation Back translation 
JIM: Well, you know how it 
is, you know how it is! You 
went dancing, Dad? Eh? 
These nights everybody’s 
been going dancing. H’m. 
You’re the king of dancers. 

JIM: Well, you know how it 
is, you know how it is! You 
went dancing, Dad? Eh? 
You’ve always been the king 
of dancers. Come here,. Take 
a seat on Tersichore’s 
throne. 

 
In the Italian version, Jim’s action is accompanied by words that are not in 
the ST (“Take a seat on Tersichore’s throne”). The addition of new 
information was made possible by the deletion of another line in the 
preceding co-text. It may be interesting to note that the extremely cultured 
reference to the Greek goddess of dance that was added to Jim’s speech 
may not have been immediately obvious to Italian audiences. A marked 
tendency to alter and even improve source language dialogues has been a 
feature of Italian dubbing for over four decades since the emergence of 
this technique (Raffaelli 1994, Rossi 1999, Pavesi 2005). And it is 
noteworthy that, until recently, the scripts provided by some international 
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distributors contained the following warning: “Don’t improve the movie!” 
(Paolinelli and Di Fortunato 2005: 19).  

The examples discussed in this section are illustrative and do not do 
justice to the full range of features that characterize the translated dialogue 
lists found in the MiBAC archive. What is immediately clear, though, is 
that these documents have a complex and at times very different 
textuality, and that the type of relationship that holds between each 
dialogue list and its corresponding dubbed version is equally complex and 
variable. Furthermore, they suggest that there is great potential in studying 
translator manuscripts to better understand the translation process that 
lies behind film dubbing. 
 
3.2 Methodology and research questions 
 
The study of manuscripts and the reconstruction of creative processes is 
the focus of genetic criticism (De Biasi 1996, 2000, 2004), a discipline of 
textual scholarship that investigates modern manuscripts (van Hulle 2014) 
focusing on processes rather than on products. Unlike textual criticism, 
genetic criticism does not aim to reconstruct one particular state of the 
text, but rather the process by which the text came into being, its focus 
being on the essential continuity between a text and its genesis (Deppman, 
Ferrer and Groden 2004). Central to genetic methodology is the notion of 
avant-texte, which is the result of the critical analysis of “all the documents 
that come before a work when it is considered as a text” (Deppman, 
Ferrer and Groden 2004: 8). 

By giving a full account of the textuality behind the discursive surface 
of dubbed films, this methodology makes it possible to examine the 
various stages of the translation process, focusing not only on the 
alterations made by the dialogue adapter on the text of the rough 
translation, but also on the alternative options, commentaries, and notes 
provided by the first translator, as suggested by Richart-Marset (2013). In 
the present study, the genetic approach will be used to investigate the 
interventions made on the translated text by agents other than the 
translator and the dialogue adapter. 

 The methodology adopted in the study seeks to combine descriptive 
approaches (Toury 1995) with process-oriented research methodologies 
borrowed from genetic criticism.  

According to Pavesi (2005: 12), since voice is the medium through 
which oral communication takes place, dubbing actors fully participate in 
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the translation process. However, while recognizing the composite nature 
of the translation process in dubbing as well as the fundamental role 
played by the dubbing actors and the dubbing director, Pavesi argues that 
the main responsibility for the translation lies with the dialogue adapter, 
who often takes care of all of the stages of text preparation before the 
recording. She also maintains that, even though translation solutions may 
be arrived at in the dubbing studios, leading to modification of the 
dubbing script prepared by the dialogue adapter, they are but minor 
changes on an already existing text. The present study aims to illustrate the 
extent to which dubbing scripts can be manipulated in the final stages of 
production, by addressing the following research questions: What is the 
role of these other agents? What happens to the dubbing script at the 
recording stage? What is the role of the dubbing director? And how do the 
agents who intervene at a later stage in the translation process deal with 
the presuppositions and intentions that underlie the text? 
 
3.4 Case study: Young Frankenstein 
 
In order to investigate these research questions, a case study involving the 
manuscript containing the translated dialogue list of the film Young 
Frankenstein (MiBAC file no. 66418) was conducted.6 This film was 
selected because Mario Maldesi, the dubbing director, himself confirmed  
that extensive rewriting of the dubbing script took place during the 
recording (personal communication). According to Maldesi, most of the 
final dialogue lines were literally invented in the dubbing studio to make 
up for lack of creativity and humour in the translated text prepared by the 
dialogue adapter Roberto De Leonardis.7  

The manuscript consists of 62 typed pages with handwritten 
corrections probably by the dialogue adapter (see Figure 1).  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Mell Brooks (USA 1974). Dubbing director: Mario Maldesi; Italian dialogues by 
Roberto De Leonardis and Mario Maldesi. 
7 Mario Maldesi, personal communication. See also Bollettieri Bosinelli 2002: 87 and 
Sgamberulli 2011. Interviews with Mario Maldesi, Mario Maranzana (Inspector Hans 
Kemp), Oreste Lionello (Frederick Frankenstein) and Gianna Piaz (Frau Blücher) on the 
making of the Italian dubbed version of the film are included in the special features of 
the Italian Fans Edition released by Fox Video in 2006.   
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 Figure 1. Example of corrections in pen 
 
In order to evaluate the extent of the changes carried out by the 

dubbing director and the actors during the recording, the translated 
version in the manuscript was compared with the final dubbed version, 
which was transcribed from the Italian soundtrack contained in the 2006 
DVD edition. Over 250 changes were counted. Revisions were classified 
according to their focus, leading to the identification of five main 
categories: 

 
1) changes due to synchronization, which involve the deletion, 

addition, or modification of lexical items with the aim of 
producing a target-language version that allows different types of 
synchrony to be achieved; 

2) changes made for the sake of linguistic characterization, that 
mainly concern the way in which non-English-speaking characters 
are depicted through language; 

3) changes involving forms of address; 
4) changes targeting humour (e.g. visual humour, wordplay, sexual 

innuendos). 
 

The impact of synchronization on translation choices becomes 
apparent in the following exchange between Frau Blücher and Frederick 
(5), where the changes made to the original wording depend almost 
exclusively on lip sync. The actress’ lip movements are clearly visible on 
screen and therefore lexical substitutions had to be made: 
 
(5) example 
Original version MiBAC manuscript Dubbed version 
FRAÜ BLUCHER: 
Would the doctor care 
for a brandy before 
retiring? 

FRAU BLÜCHER: Il 
dottore gradisce un brandy 
prima di ritirarsi? 
FREDDY: No, grazie. 

FRAU BLUCHER: Il dottore 
gradisce un brandy prima di 
ritirarsi? 
FREDDY: No grazie. 
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FREDDY: No, thank 
you. 
FRAÜ BLUCHER: 
Some warm milk, 
perhaps? 
FREDDY: No, thank 
you very much. No 
thanks. 
FRAÜ BLUCHER: 
Ovaltine? 
FREDDY: Nothing, 
thank you. I’m a little 
tired. 

FRAU BLÜCHER: Una 
buona camomilla, per 
dormire?  
FREDDY: No, grazie mille 
comunque, no grazie. 
FRAU BLÜCHER: Latte 
caldo?  
FREDDY: Niente! Grazie. 
Sono piuttosto stanco. (14) 

FRAU BLÜCHER: Una 
buona camomilla, può darsi? 
FREDDY: No grazie mille 
comunque, no grazie. 
FRAU BLÜCHER: Orzata 
con latte? 
FREDDY: Niente grazie, 
sono alquanto stanco. 

Back translation Back translation 
FRAÜ BLUCHER: Would 
the doctor care for a brandy 
before retiring? 
FREDDY: No, thank you. 
FRAÜ BLUCHER: A nice 
camomile, for sleeping? 
FREDDY: No, thank you 
very much. No thanks. 
FRAÜ BLUCHER: Warm 
milk? 
FREDDY: Nothing, thank 
you. I’m rather tired. 

FRAÜ BLUCHER: Would 
the doctor care for a brandy 
before retiring? 
FREDDY: No, thank you. 
FRAÜ BLUCHER: A nice 
camomile, maybe? 
FREDDY: No, thank you 
very much. No thanks. 
FRAÜ BLUCHER: Barley 
milk? 
FREDDY: Nothing, thank 
you. I’m very tired. 

 
In example (6), the solution found during the recording involved 

replacing the Italian equivalent for “wedding” (matrimonio) with a higher-
register synonym associated with emphatic or solemn utterances (sponsali, 
meaning “nuptials”). This shift in register was opted for because, as well as 
being perfectly in tune with Elizabeth’s character, it also allowed lip 
synchronization to be maintained. 

 
(6) example 
Original version MiBAC manuscript Dubbed version 
FREDDY: Well, yes. 
But I, I thought perhaps 
tonight, under the 
circumstances, I might 
stay here with you. 
ELIZABETH: Would 
you want me like this 
now, so soon before 
our wedding? So near 
we can almost touch 
it? 

DR. FRANKENSTEIN: 
Beh sì, ma io… ecco, 
pensavo che stanotte, date le 
circostanze, potrei... stare qui 
con te. 
ELIZABETH: Mi vorresti, 
così, adesso? Ora che il 
matrimonio è così vicino 
che quasi mi sembra di 
toccarlo? (54) 

DR. FRANKENSTEIN:  
Beh sì, ma io ecco, pensavo 
che stanotte, date le 
circostanze, potrei, stare qui 
con te. 
ELIZABETH: Forse tu mi 
vorresti così, adesso? Non 
vedi che gli sponsali sono 
così vicini che quasi li puoi 
toccare? 

Back translation Back translation 
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FREDDY: Well, yes, but I… 
well I thought that tonight, 
given the circumstances, I 
might … stay here with you. 
ELIZABETH: Would you 
want me like this, now? Now 
that our wedding is so 
near that I can almost 
touch it? 

FREDDY: Well, yes, but I… 
well I thought that tonight, 
given the circumstances, I 
might … stay here with you. 
ELIZABETH: Perhaps you 
would want me like this, 
now? Can’t you see that our 
nuptials are so near that 
you can almost touch 
them? 

 
One of the areas where major revisions took place was linguistic 

characterization. In the recording stage, phonological features 
stereotypically associated with German where introduced into the speech 
of Transylvanian characters. Furthermore, syntactic and morphological 
alterations were made to mark the utterances of these speakers. An 
example from this category is Inspector Kemp’s speech in example (7) 
below.  

 
(7) example 
Original version MiBAC manuscript Dubbed version 
INSPECTOR KEMP: 
A riot is an ugly thing. 
And once you get one 
started, there is little 
chance of stopping it, 
short of bloodshed. I 
think, before we go 
around killing people, 
we had better make 
damned sure of our 
evidence. And we had 
better confirm the fact 
that Young 
Frankenstein is indeed 
following in his 
grandfather’s footsteps. 

INSPECTOR KEMP: Una 
sommossa è una brutta 
cosa e una volta che si è 
cominciata esiste poca 
probabilità di fermarla 
senza spargere sangue. Io 
dico…  che prima di andare 
in giro a ammazzare la 
gente sarà meglio essere ben 
certi delle nostre prove e... 
dovremo ben assicurarci 
del fatto che il giovane 
Frankenstein stia veramente 
seguendo le orme di suo 
nonno Victor. (28) 

INSPECTOR KEMP: Un 
sommosso è un cosa 
brutta, und, quando 
l’incominciate, quando, c’è 
poca probabilità, poca, di lei 
fermare senza spargere 
sangue. Io dico che prima di 
andare in giro ad 
ammazzaren gente è meglio 
essere molto certi, molto, di 
nostro probo. Noi 
dev’essere molti sicuri, 
molti, che giovane 
Frankenstein è veramente sui 
passi di suo nonno. 

Back translation Back translation 
INSPECTOR KEMP: A riot 
is an ugly thing and once 
you get one started, there is 
little chance of stopping it, 
without bloodshed. I say… 
before we go around killing 
people, we had better make 
really sure of our evidence 

INSPECTOR KEMP: A riot 
is an ugly thing, und, once it 
is started, there is little little 
chance of it stopping,  
without bloodshed. I say that 
before we go around killing 
people, we’d better make 
very very sure,  of our 



CULTUS 
____________________________________________________ 

122 
 

and … we had better 
confirm the fact that Young 
Frankenstein is really 
following in his grandfather 
Victor’s footsteps. 

evidence. We’d better be 
really really sure, that Young 
Frankenstein is in fact 
following in his grandfather 
Victor’s tracks. 

 
In the original version, Inspector Kemp stands out for his impenetrable 
German accent. In De Leonardis’ adaptation no trace of the character’s 
idiolect was found, while the dubbed version played on this aspect and 
even added extra features to the character’s speech style. Apparently, it 
was the dubbing actor, Mario Maranzana, who suggested that an echo 
should be heard when the character spoke as a result of his having an 
artificial cranium.8 For this reason, word repetitions functioning as echoes 
were introduced in his dubbed utterances. 

In the film, Inga’s linguistic charaterization is achieved exclusively 
through the use of phonological markers. In the original dubbing script 
she comes out as speaking a standard variety of Italian, whereas the 
dubbed version plays on her linguistic diversity, making it a further source 
of humour. Inga’s speech is replete with syntactic deviations 
stereotypically attributed to speakers of Germanic languages, as illustrated 
in example (8). Here we also observe the addition of an extra joke, for 
Freddie is ready to immediately adopt Inga’s irregular syntax (he says 
“Proviene da libreria dietro” ‘Coming from the bookcase behind’, instead 
of “Proviede da dietro la libreria” ‘Coming from behind the bookcase’).  
 
(8) example 
Original version MiBAC manuscript Dubbed version 
FREDDY: What’s that 
strange music? 
INGA: I have no idea, 
but it seems to be 
coming from behind the 
bookcase. 
FREDDY: Behind the 
bookcase. Hand me that 
robe, would you dear? 

FREDDY: Cos’è questa 
strana musica?  

INGA: Non ne ho idea./ 
Però sembra che provenga... 
Sì, proviene dalla libreria.  
FREDDY: Proviene dalla 
libreria, eh?/Dammi la 
vestaglia, per favore./ 

FREDDY: Cos’è questa 
strana musica? 
INGA: Io non so, però 
sembra che proviene, 
proviene da dietro di 
libreria, ja. 
FREDDY: Proviene da 
libreria dietro. Mi dia la 
vestaglia per favore! 

Back translation Back translation 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 See Maranzana’s interview in the Italian Fans Edition. 
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FREDDY: What’s that 
strange music? 
INGA: I have no idea, but 
it seems to be coming from 
behind the bookcase. 
FREDDY: From behind 
the bookcase? Hand me 
that robe, please.  

FREDDY: What’s that 
strange music? 
INGA: Don’t know, but it 
seems to be coming, coming 
from the bookcase behind, 
ja. 
FREDDY: From the 
bookcase behind? Would 
you please hand me that robe, 
please. 

 
Forms of address were another major area of intervention. In the 

original dubbing script, the non-reciprocal use of T/V pronouns was 
opted for in dealing with Frederick’s interactions with his assistant Inga, in 
the first part of the film, whereas in the dubbed version both use V forms, 
as can be seen in example (9): 
 
(9) example 
Original version MiBAC manuscript Dubbed version 
FREDDY:  […] It 
seems louder over here. 
Hand me that candle, 
will you? Put the 
candle back. Alright, I 
think I have it figured 
out now. Take out the 
candle, and I’ll block the 
bookcase with my body. 
Now listen to me very 
carefully. Don’t put the 
candle back. With all of 
your might, shove 
against the other side of 
the bookcase. Is that 
perfectly clear? 

FREDDY: […] Eh! Sembra 
più forte da questa parte. 
Dammi quella candela, 
vuoi? Rimetti a posto la 
candela. Bene, penso di aver 
capito tutto ora. Togli di lì la 
candela e io bloccherò la 
libreria col mio corpo. Ora 
apri bene le orecchie: non 
mettere la candela a posto. 
Con tutta la tua forza fai 
leva in senso contrario sulla 
libreria. È... È... è tutto ben 
chiaro? (16) 

FREDDY: […] Sembra più 
forte da questa parte. Mi dia 
quella candela, grazie! 
Rimetta a posto la candela. 
Bene, penso di aver capito 
tutto ora. Tolga di lì la 
candela e io bloccherò la 
libreria col mio corpo. Ora 
apra bene le orecchie, non 
metta la candela a posto, con 
tutta la sua forza faccia leva 
in senso contrario sulla 
libreria, è tutto ben chiaro? 

Back translation Back translation 
Freddy uses T forms Freddy uses V forms 

 
A large number of revisions was aimed at increasing the humorous 

effect of the translated lines. The manuscript reveals that finding a 
translation solution in some cases required much labour on the part of the 
dialogue adapter, as illustrated by Figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Dubbing script of Young Frankenstein, p.8. 
 
Cases such as the above constitute what Jeremy Munday calls “critical 
points”, that is, “recurrent doubts” or points “where each translation draft 
revisits and further explores the same problem” (Munday 2012: 133). In 
this specific case, the dialogue adapter tried three different solutions in 
attempting to translate the idiomatic expression to bet one’s boots. As 
illustrated in (10), the translation solution that was adopted in the dubbed 
version involved the replacing of the word “boots” with “panties”, which 
results in an enrichment of the source text that increases the humorous 
effect of the original dialogue. Prompted by the dialogue adapter’s 
tentative solutions, the final dubbed version seems to take the source text 
one step further.  

Finding a translation for Freddy’s misuse of the word taffeta was equally 
laborious – at least this is what the manuscript suggests. In De Leonardis’s 
version, Freddy understands the word taffeta as a French equivalent of 
“goodbye” and replies with a greeting formula in another language 
(sayonara). Contrary to the previous example, the dubbed version opted for 
closer adherence to the source text, restoring the word taffeta in Frederick’s 
line. 
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(10) example 
Original version MiBAC manuscript Dubbed version 
FREDDY: Does that 
mean you love me? 
ELIZABETH: You bet 
your boots it does. 
FREDDY: Oh, my 
love. 
ELIZABETH: Taffeta, 
darling. 
FREDDY: Taffeta, 
sweetheart. 
ELIZABETH: No, the 
dress is taffeta, it 
wrinkles so easily. 

FREDDY: Vorrebbe dire 
che mi ami? 
ELIZABETH: Ci puoi 
scommettere la testa i l  
s edere/i  g en i ta l i . 
FREDDY: Oh, mio unico 
amore... 
ELIZABETH: Taffetà, 
ta f f e tà  / caro. 
FREDDY: Aurevoir, 
Sayonara, sayonara. 
ELIZABETH: No, il 
vestito… E’ di taffetà. Si 
sgualcisce […] tanto. (8) 

FREDDY: Vorrebbe dire che 
mi ami? 
ELIZABETH: Ci puoi 
scommettere le mutandine. 
FREDDY: Oh mio unico 
amore... 
ELIZABETH: Taffetà, 
caro. 
FREDDY: Taffetà, 
tesorino. 
ELIZABETH: No, il vestito 
è di taffeta. Si sgualcisce. 

Back translation Back translation 
FREDDY: Does that mean 
you love me? 
ELIZABETH: You bet 
your bottom/genitals it 
does. 
FREDDY: Oh, my love. 
ELIZABETH: Taffeta, 
taffeta, darling. 
FREDDY: Sayonara, 
sayonara. 
ELIZABETH: No, the dress 
is taffeta, it wrinkles a lot. 

FREDDY: Does that mean 
you love me? 
ELIZABETH: You bet your 
undies it does. 
FREDDY: Oh, my love. 
ELIZABETH: Taffeta, 
darling. 
FREDDY: Taffeta, 
sweetheart. 
ELIZABETH: No, the dress 
is taffeta. It wrinkles. 

 
Figure 3 below contains De Leonardis’ version of what is probably the 

most memorable exchange of dialogue in the whole film.  
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Figure 3. Dubbing script of Young Frankenstein, p. 12. 

 
This is an instance of what Delia Chiaro terms “ping-pong punning”, 
which describes “what happens when the participants of a conversation 
begin punning on every possible item in each other’s speech which may 
contain the slightest ambiguity” (Chiaro 1992: 114). The manuscript 
makes it clear that the final solution was arrived at in the dubbing studio, 
as stated by Maldesi, who claimed authorship for this ingenius solution.  
 
(11) example 
Original dialogue 
INGA: Werewolf. 
FREDDY: Werewolf? 
IGOR: There. 
FREDDY: What? 
IGOR: There wolf. There castle. 
FREDDY: Why are you talking that way? 
Italian dubbed version Back translation 
INGA: Lupo ulula. 
FREDDY: Lupo ululà? 
IGOR: Là! 
FREDDY: Cosa? 
IGOR: Lupo ululà e castello ululì! 
FREDDY: Ma come diavolo parli? 

INGA: Wolf howling. 
FREDDY: Wolf howling there? 
IGOR: There. 
FREDDY: What? 
IGOR: Wolf howling there and castle 
howling [just a little bit nearer than] 
there. 
FREDDY: Why are you talking that way? 

 
As in the previous example, the translation solution adopted in the 
dubbed version (11) was prompted by the dialogue adapter, who had not 
been able to find a convincing solution but nevertheless provided cues for 
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the salient features of the text (namely the sequence “ululà”, “ulu dove?”, 
“là”), which the dubbing director used as a point of departure for the 
recreation of the wordplay. In the original dialogue the pun revolved 
around the near homophony of the word “werewolf” and the phrase 
“where wolf”, which originates Igor’s nonsensical response “There wolf, 
there castle”. In the dubbed version the comic trigger is the word ulula, the 
third person singular of the verb “to howl”. A shift in stress from the first 
to the last syllable creates a phonological wordplay based on the two 
Italian variants for the adverb “there” (là/lì) that perfectly matches the 
images. 
 

 
  Figure 4. Dubbing script of Young Frankenstein, p. 25. 
 

Figure 4 shows the dialogue adapter’s attempts to convey humour 
based on sexual innuendo. A double entendre is created over the verb to 
elevate. Frederick asks Inga to lift the platform on which he is standing with 
his creature as a lighting storm approaches. Inga is surprised and flattered 
by what she takes to be a sexual invitation and realizes her mistake only 
when Frederick makes it clear that it is the platform that she has to raise.  
 
(12) example 

Original dialogue 
FREDDY: Elevate me! 
INGA: Now, right here? 
FREDDY: Yes, yes, raise the platform. 
INGA: Oh, the platform, oh that, yeah, yes. 
Italian dubbed version Back translation 
FREDDY: Lo tiri su! 
INGA: Ora? Proprio qui? 
FREDDY: Sì, sì, alzi il piano mobile. 
INGA: Oh, il piano mobile, oh quello, sì, 
sì, ja. 

FREDDY: Lift it up! 
INGA: Now? Right here? 
FREDDY: Yes, yes, raise the platform. 
INGA: Oh, the platform, oh that, yes, 
yes, ja. 

 
De Leonardis’ original solution (tiramelo su ‘lift it up’) carried out the 
implied meaning of Freddy’s request, whereas the second solution 
(mandami in elevazione ‘take me to elevation’) focused on both semantic 



CULTUS 
____________________________________________________ 

128 
 

ambiguity and register. The solution that was found in the dubbing studio 
offered a combination of the two strategies.  

One of the challenges that translators have to face when dealing with 
humour in audiovisual texts is the translation of puns that are visually 
linked. As Chiaro (2006: 199) points out, “if the verbal code is the only 
dimension which can be manipulated to aid the target culture in capturing 
the humour, the translator’s job is a delicate one”. In the scene at the train 
station, Igor invites Frederick to go down some steps as they are leaving 
the place by saying “Walk this way”, which could be interpreted as 
meaning both “follow me” and “walk as I do”. Figure 5 shows that the 
dialogue adapter opted for resignation (Gottlieb 1997: 75), since none of 
the solutions provided manages to transfer the ambiguity of Igor’s 
utterance.  

 

 
Figure 5. Dubbing script of Young Frankenstein, p. 11. 
 

De Leonardis’ alternative versions were further elaborated upon in the 
final dubbed version, which also did not manage to convey the joke, but 
opted for explicitation of the verbal-visual link as a compensatory strategy. 
 
(13) example 
Original dialogue 
IGOR: Walk this way. This way. 
Italian dubbed version Back translation 
IGOR: Segua i miei passi. Si aiuti con 
questo. 

IGOR: Please follow in my footsteps. 
Use this to help [offering his walking 
stick to Frederick]. 

 
Another example of image-constrained humour is found in the scene in 

Victor Frankenstein’s laboratory. Igor points to “two nasty looking 
switches” which he refuses to activate. Frederick throws one of the 
switches, which causes a short circuit, and scolds Igor with the words 
“Damn your eyes” (for “Damn you”). Igor replies by saying “Too late” 
and pointing at his bulging misaligned eyes. As shown in Figure 6, De 
Leonardis offered a couple of tentative translations that aimed to retain 
the humourous effect of the verbal-visual pun by significantly altering the 
source text.  
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   Figure 6. Dubbing script of Young Frankenstein, p. 18. 
 
The two alternative translations provided by the dialogue adapter are 
shown in (14) below. Both attempt to come to terms with the constraining 
image: the first one omits the word around which the pun revolves 
(“eye”), providing another reading of Igor’s gesture; the word “eye” 
becomes the focal point in the second translation solution, which is a clear 
attempt to reverse the verbal > visual pun to a visual > verbal one 
(Whitman-Linsen 1992: 149).  
 
(14) example 
Original dialogue 
FREDDY: Damn your eyes. 
IGOR: Too late. 
MiBAC manuscript Back translation 
FREDDY: Te l’aspettavi, eh?/ 
IGOR: Dritto io.  
 
FREDDY: Occhio, Inga! 
                                Igor! 
IGOR: A chi lo dice! / Ce l’ho, ce l’ho! 

FREDDY: You were expecting this, 
weren’t you?/ 
IGOR: I was clever. 
 
FREDDY: Watch out (lit. lend an eye) 
Inga/Igor! 
 
IGOR: You’re telling me! / Don’t tell me! 

Dubbed version Back translation 
FREDDY: Ma è un malocchio questo! 
IGOR: E questo no? 

FREDDY: This is bad luck! [lit. a bad eye] 

IGOR: So is this (pointing to his own eyes) 
 
A different strategy was adopted in the dubbed version, which provides an 
example of positive transfer of image-constrained humour. Centred on the 
word malocchio ‘evil eye’, the final translation manages to preserve both the 
pragmatic function of Frederick’s utterance and the visual link. 

The humour of Young Frankenstein is a challenge to translators owing to 
its being deeply intertwined with idiomatic language and cultural 
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references, as well as to the close link that is established between verbal 
and visual humour (Bollettieri Bosinelli 2002, Filizzola 2008). As Chiaro 
(2006: 199) points out, manipulation of the source text may be necessary 
to achieve an equivalent humorous effect in the target text, so that very 
often “equivalence will need to be relinquished in favour of skopos”. 
According to Pedersen (2008: 112), a felicitous translation is one which 
manages to convey the speaker’s intentions to the target-text audience. In 
the case of filmic speech, the speaker’s intentions, if not his or her actual 
words, as well as the skopos of the utterance will have to be preserved; if 
conflict arises between the two, it would be more felicitous to give priority 
to the skopos, since the ultimate addressee of the utterances on screen is 
the viewer.  

As Fuentes Luque (2010: 179) points out, in dealing with humour the 
translator’s work involves not only “problem identification and solving, 
but also a complex and creative writing strategy that has more to do with 
the work of dialogue writers, scriptwriters and comedians”. Analysis of 
dubbing translators’ manuscripts thus has an interesting potential: by 
opening up windows into the translation process (Munday 2013), it 
provides direct access to the creative strategies that are involved in 
dubbing translation, thus allowing us to better understand the fine line 
between manipulation and creativity (Bucaria 2008).  
 
 
4. Concluding remarks 
 
The goal of this study was to provide tangible evidence as to how dubbing 
translation is the result of multiple interventions. The case study 
conducted on the dubbing script of the film Young Frankenstein reveals that 
the text prepared by the dialogue adapter underwent extensive rewriting 
during the recording process. Manuscript analysis has shown that the 
changes and revisions made during the final stage were so extensive that 
the dubbed version was truly the result of a co-creative process in which 
various agents took part. If it is true that dialogue adapters “can gain the 
status of original authors” (Ranzato 2011: 121), owing to the 
transformative dimension of audiovisual translation and its focus on 
equivalent effect, it is also true that the role played by dubbing directors 
and dubbing actors cannot be overlooked.  

The extracts examined above confirm that the manipulation that film 
dialogues undergo when they are translated and adapted for dubbing, at 
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least in the Italian context, is to be ascribed to all of the agents involved in 
the process. It has been noted that good quality dubbing “is the result of a 
collaborative rewriting process that starts with a good, detailed dialogue 
list which is translated by a highly qualified professional and is then 
reworked and given new life by the dialogue adapter” (Minutella, in press). 
This process, however, does not finish when the dubbing script is handed 
in to the dubbing director. The dubbing scripts from the MiBAC archives 
that have been presented and analyzed here are an important source of 
information regarding the role played by the various agents. These 
documents open up windows on the translation process and the 
translators’ decision-making, while casting light on the issue of agency, an 
aspect of dubbing that is very often overlooked.  

Comprehensibility and equivalent effect are a major concern when it 
comes to dubbing (Perego and Taylor 2012: 166-169). Even though “the 
original words are the blueprint to work from and should never be 
regarded as optional” (Taylor 1999: 432), the changes that audiovisual 
texts undergo, owing to the creative strategies adopted by the various 
agents involved in the process may result in radical manipulation. The 
genetic approach allows us to reconstruct the interventions made by the 
various agents involved in the dubbing process, whose individual 
contributions are hardly ever accounted for. It also brings to the fore an 
essential and fundamental aspect of dubbing: the fact that the changes film 
dialogues undergo in the process of dubbing are sometimes so radical and 
unpredictable that the notion of transcreation may be usefully called into 
question.  

It must be pointed out that, given the multiple agency behind 
transceation, the role played by each individual agent may be difficult to 
pinpoint. Moreover, owing to the prominence given to the creative 
element in the dubbing process, the translator may be completely 
forgotten. The conclusions that can be drawn from the findings of this 
study are hence twofold: on the one hand, the genetic approach allows us 
to better understand the role played by the various agents involved in the 
different stages of the dubbing process; on the other, it clearly shows that 
in dubbing the translator may well be left out of the creational part of the 
process. 
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