University of Bologna at Forli

Between Text and Image:

Screen Translation

Objectives

The Department of Interdisciplinary Studies in Translation, Languages and Cultures (SITLeC) of the University of Bologna at Forlì (Italy) organised the International Workshop Between Text and Image: New lines of search on the translation for the screen, from the 27th to the 29th October, in order to promote the exchange of ideas about the methods of translation and interpreting. 

Interest in research on screen translation has increased sharply in the past decade, while at the same time fast moving technological breakthroughs are continually modifying and renewing both products and well-established methods of linguistic mediation.

The aim of the conference was to establish the state of the art in terms of research in this ever-expanding field and at the same time to underscore the work of scholars following new paths of investigation, both in terms of innovative linguistic mediations being examined and pioneering experimental design.

Subtitling

Some sections of the meeting have taken into consideration the aspects of subtitling. Even if in Italy dubbing is more frequently used, subtitling is keeping an increasing importance as an aid for people with hearing impairment, as well as for normally of hearing people for a better understanding of films and documentaries in foreign languages.

In particular, the workshop has posed the question of the existence of Centres with qualified staff in order to carry out the subtitling of films projected in the festivals or in the cinemas. Apart from the multilingual aspect, the specific requirements of people with hearing impairment have to be considered, since for them it is necessary to provide some additional information, as the indication of the significant sounds (telephone ringing, rifle shot, etc).

One of the topics that have been discussed concerned categories of operators more suitable for the distribution of films in the cinemas in Italy for the different categories of audience: lovers of essay movies, people with hearing impairment, foreign people desiring to understand a film or a show better thanks to the subtitles, or rather to learn a foreign language.

Interpreters and translators' training

A second topic was related to the Centres that may ensure high quality, readability and visibility in subtitling. The SITLeC and the Scuola Superiore of Modern Language for Interpreters and Translators (SSLMIT) may ensure such quality, thanks also to the stages and experiences in the agencies that the students attend for completing their academic curriculum. 

Also other Centres may achieve similar levels, but of course awareness and experience on the filed would be necessary. Since there are just a few Associations of Subtitlers, the Associations of Dialogists play an important role, since while preparing the texts for dubbing, they carry out several preliminary steps useful for the subtitlers too. 

The SITLeC Department underlined that the experience in the multilingual translation for hearing people provides the interpreters with a mentality and flexibility particularly suitable for answering the requirements of the associations of people with hearing impairment. This creates a new specialisation and a new professional path for subtitling an increasing number of television broadcasts, films in festivals and cinemas, theatre performances and conferences. 

A considerable number of university students attending the Department are well skilled to work on translation, interpretation and subtitling. Particular care has been spent on their training on the latter aspect, in view of reinforcing a position as a reference Centre at national and international level. In this sense, SITLeC and SSLMIT are in regular contact with other European universities or organisations, as ISTI in Brussells and the European VOICE Project, which held the two pre-conference Seminars.
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Giuliano Pirelli presenting the VOICE Project

Pre-Conference Seminars

Opening the three days Conference, Giuliano Pirelli, VOICE Project’s coordinator at the European Commission Joint Research Centre, presented the Project and underlined the use of the prototype that has been developed, in a high number of conferences and the tests performed in several schools and universities. Also several television broadcasters took in the innovative character and some of them, like BBC, use voice recognition systems for the automatic generation of subtitles. 

A high motivated audience of young and less young interpreters and translators followed with interest the presentation, questioning both on the technical and the operative field, particularly on the training of speech recognition systems. The discussion dealt with the importance of the tone of the voice and of other requirements for using the system, the modalities for inserting new words, the control of the format of the generated subtitles and of reprocessing the produced text. 

Several students demonstrated particular interest for the innovations and the use of the new technologies for their job. Carlo Eugeni, PhD student at the University of Naples Federico II and working at the hosting department, demonstrated the results of his researches on the new professional role of the re-speaker: he made a simultaneous translation of an English speech into Italian and, via a microphone with wireless connection to a portable computer, automatically transformed his voice into subtitles, thanks to the use of the software VoiceMeeting 8, last development of the prototype previously developed by the VOICE Project.

The speech that Carlo subtitled was that of Marcel Bobeldijlk, Dutch, hard of hearing, President of EFHOH (European Federation of Hard Of Hearing), who illustrated the situation of television subtitling in Europe and the amount of the programs subtitled by public and private television broadcasters. 

Marcel concluded with the request of increasing the number of such broadcasts and of defining a European law in this sense. Encouraging initiatives already exist in some countries, like in particular Great Britain, The Nederland and France, where the television broadcasters follow the objective of subtitling 100% of the television broadcasts in four-year term 2006-2010. It is well known that Great Britain has a strong liberal political and democratic tradition, which respects the rights and equal dignity of the individuals and demonstrates to be able to adapt itself to the needs of people with hearing impairment. 

The EFHOH’s President underlined the importance of the subtitles’ quality, avoiding accepting too fast and approximate productions. It is important to overcome the economic aspect and consider that a complete and correct application of subtitles facilitates the integration of people with hearing impairment in the society. 

Round tables

In the following days, two round tables have taken place: one on dubbing and the other on subtitling. Professionals in the field have discussed about the constraints of their daily work as far as the translational process is concerned (translating difficult words or sentences, the humor, etc.)

One of them has explained how sometimes he is obliged to work under hard conditions due to time constraints, especially during film festivals or television broadcasts. A solution can be team working with experts doing each specific job (like checking on the Net some technical terminology). 

Another one has showed the conventional way of subtitling: graving subtitles directly on the grease of the 35mm films. It is, however, more and more replaced by laser graving. 

The special guest of the round table on subtitling was Elvira De Majo, co-ordinator of Ombrelettriche, a subtitling company based on Rome, producing inter- and intra-lingual subtitles for DVD companies.

The two roundtables have bore testimony of a large audience. Among the very interesting questions raised by the attendants, Carlo Eugeni has asked to the president of the major Italian dubbing company, AIDAC, whether it was possible to produce verbatim subtitles. The answer has been that, since many difficult words and phrases and rhetorical figures are cut, subtitling companies can cut up to 50% of the original dialogues. This is due to linguistic and semiotic constraints (a considerable number of Italian deaf have a low literacy rate and slow reading capacities so, verbatim subtitles would not help them in fully understanding what is said on the screen). 

Another very important issue has been the one the possibilities of collecting data about the different subtitled versions of the same film. The problem behind it is that, during the film festivals, many subtitled versions got lost and it is sometimes difficult to use the same subtitles again, once the film has been projected and the festival is over.

Probably the hottest spot was the one on copyright, hindering the possibility of projecting DVD for special needs' purposes (audio description for the blind and intra-lingual subtitles for the deaf) in a public place. 

At the end of the conference, after having talked about my studies at the Turin University (MultiDams: multimedia, cinema and theatre) and about my efforts to raise more awareness of the deaf question, I have asked cues on how to persuade cinema owners to project subtitled films more often. Even if all the speakers have underlined the importance of my initiative, they have openly declared that it is only the economic side of the coin that is of interest to the cinema owners. So, the best way to promote subtitling is to show them that there is an important loss of audience in discriminating against the deaf by not providing subtitled versions of the films scheduled to be projected. Last but not least is, for sure, the political issue of the absence of an ad hoc legislation asking for more subtitles, without which very little results can be obtained.

Giacomo Pirelli

giac_pirelli@hotmail.com

http://voice.jrc.it/forum/giacomo
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eAccessibility Conference, London.  From the left:

Giacomo Pirelli, [Winston Churchill], Marcel Bobeldijk


