Abé Mark Nornes

For an Abusive Subtitling

Translators are like busy matchmakers
who praise a half-veiled beauty as being very lovely:
they arouse an irrepressible desire
for the original.

—Gaoaethe, Maxims and Reflections

Il of us have, at one time or another, left a movic

theater wanting to kill the translator. Our motive:
the movie’s murder by “incompetent™ subtitle. The
death of a text through translation is an age-old trope,
but it takes on new meaning with its transposition into
cinema. The very possibility of that “death” implies a
state of “animation,” a state that is, after all, essential
to the moving image. As in the case of literature, thal
death is a discursive condition, but with film it also con-
stitutes a perceptual category. Spectators often find cin-
ema’s powerful sense of mimesis muddied by subtitles,
even by skillful ones. The original, foreign, object—
its sights and its sounds—is available to all, but it is
casily obscured by the graphic text through which we
necessarily approach it. Thus, the opacity or awk-
wardness of subtitles easily inspires rage.

I began thinking about the vagaries of the subtitle
when I translated my first subtitles for Ogawa Shinsuke
and lizuka Toshio’s A Movie Capital (Eiga no miyako,
1991). It was an experience filled with surprises. Here
was an extraordinarily close form of textual analysis
where every element of verbal and visual language is
read off the image, repeatedly, line by line, even frame
by frame. | was fascinated by the way this particular
ficld of film analysis naturally raised theoretical prob-
lems in the course of working out practical solutions
to seemingly simple problems. But nothing is simple
when it comes to subtitles; every turn of phrase, every
punctuation mark, cvery decision the translator makes
holds implications for the viewing experience of for-

cign spectators. However, despite the rich complex-
ity of the subtitler’s task and its singular role in medi-
ating the foreign in cinema, it has been virtually ignored.
Itis likely that no one has ever come away from a for-
eign film admiring the translation. If the sublitles at-
tract comment, it is only a desire tor reciprocal violence,
a revenge for the text in the face of its corruption. For
as we shall see, all sublitles are corrupt.

It is particularly curious that considering today’s
celebration of other cultures, this corruption has gone
unconsidered, unchecked. I suspect the explanation lies
in subtitling’s ancillary, even hidden, position in the
film’s journey from production to exhibition. Fighting
this corruption will require pushing the fact of trans-
lation oul of the darkness. We must understand the lim-
its of the subtitle in order to explore new methods. The
violence of the subtitle is unavoidable, but there is no
reason that it should necessarily lead to death . . . or
that that violence should not be valuable, even enjoy-
able. In the 1990s we are witnessing the emergence
of a new form of subtitling which is by nature posi-
tively abusive. With all the attention directed toward
multiculturalism and diversity, now is the time 1o re-
consider the mode of translation through which our cin-
ematic experiences with the foreign are mediated.
Looking closely at translations between English and
Japanese, and moving between practical and theoreti-
cal poles, this paper will identity some of the dilem-
mas subtitlers face as well as their responses to these
challenges over the past 70 years. Only then can we
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move towards creative solutions through strategic abu-
siveness,

I have elaborated the notion of an abusive trans-
lation originally proposed by Philip E. Lewis in “The
Measure of Translation Effects,” an essay he originally
wrole in French and translated into English himself.”
Lewis analyses another critic’s translation of Derrida’s
essay, “La Mvythologie blanche.” He begins by delin-
eating the differences between French and English lan-
guages, arguing thal “translation, when it occurs, has
to move whatever meanings it captures from the orig-
inal into a framework that tends to impose a ditterent
set of discursive relations and a different construction
of reality.”® The dissimilarity between languages cre-
ates differences that simply cannot be overcome, in-
evitably compromising the activity of translation. This
is further compounded by the tendency for transla-
tion of essayistic texts to concentrate on meaning to the
exclusion of texture and materiality. As both writer and
translator of this essay, Lewis discovers a freedom to
diverge from the original text unavailable to the typi-
cal translator. It is from this position that he proposes
a new approach, “that of the strong, forceful transla-
tion that values experimentation, tampers with usage,
seeks to match the polyvalencies or plurivocities or ex-
pressive stresses of the original by producing its own.”™
This is to locate the strength of a translation in its abuses.
Where an original text sirains language through textual
knots dense with signification, the translation performs
analogous violence against the target language. Cor-
rupt subtitlers disavow the violence of the subtitle while
abusive translators revel in it.

Put more concretely, the abusive subtitler uses tex-
tual and graphic abuse—that is, experimentation with
language and its grammatical, morphological, and vi-
sual qualities—to bring the fact of translation from
its position of obscurity, to critique the imperial poli-
tics that ground corrupt practices while ultimately lead-
ing the viewer to the foreign original being reproduced
in the darkness of the theater. This original is not an
origin threatened by contamination, but a locus of the
individual and the international which can potentially
turn the film into an experience of translation.

A Corrupt Practice

Facing the violent reduction demanded by the appa-
ratus, subtitlers have developed a method of transla-
tion that conspires to hide its work—along with
its ideological assumptions—from its own reader-
spectators. In this sense we may think of them as cor-

18

rupt. They accept a vision of (ranslation that violently
appropriates the source text, and in the process of con-
verting speech into writing within the time and space
limits of the subtitle they conform the original to the
rules, regulations, idioms, and frame of reference of
the target language and its culture. It is a practice of
translation that smoothes over its textual violence and
domesticates all otherness while it pretends 1o bring
the audience to an experience of the foreign. The pe-
culiar challenges posed by subtitling and the violence
they necessitate are a matter of course; they are vari-
ations of the difficulties in any translation, and in thig
sense are analogous to the problems confronted by the
translator of poetry. It is the subtitler’s response to
those challenges which are corrupt. Subtitlers say they
promote learning and facilitate enjoyable meetings
with other cultures. bringing the sense behind actors’
specch acts o the viewers through their skillful ren-
dering at the edges of the screen. In [acl, they conspire
to hide their repeated acts of violence through codi-
fied rules and a tradition of suppression. It is this prac-
tice that is corrupt—{eigning completeness in their
own violent world. One of the few attempts at theo-
rizing the subtitle touches on these issues, although is
ultimately unsatisfying, Trinh T. Minh-ha writes,

The duration of the subtitles, for example, is
very ideological. I think that if, in mosl (rans-
lated films, the subtitles usually stay on as long
as they technically can—often much longer
than the time needed even for a slow reader—
it’s because translation is conceived herc as
part of the operation of suture that defines the
classical cinematic apparatus and the techno-
logical effort it deploys (o naturalize a domi-
nant, hierarchically unified worldview. The
success of the mainstream film relies precisely
on how well it can hide [its articulated artifices]
in what it wishes to show. Therelore, the at-
tempt is always to protect the unity of the sub-
ject: here to collapse, in subtitling, the activities
of reading, hearing, and seeing into one single
activity, as it they were all the same. What you
read is what you hear, and what you hear is
more often than not, what you see.”

We can accept Trinh’s gloss to the extent that we
recognize how, in this mode of translation, all forms of
difterence are suppressed and troublesome texts are fit-
ted into the most conservative of frameworks. Take the
cxample of sexual difference. In Japanese gender is
clearly marked linguistically, and subtitles dramatize
difference through stereotypes of the way men or



women should speak. In subtitles this is accomplished
primarily through sentence-final particles. For exam-
ple. the male ending zo has a hard, assertive sound,
while female speech is softened by particles like wa
and no. As with any corruption, habits are hard to break
and behavior is ruled by convention. Al the beginning
of the Japanese subtitled version of Robocop, for ex-
ample, the female and male cops meet each other just
after the female officer beats a rowdy criminal into sub-
mission. After this display of no-nonsense brutality the
new partners are introduced to each other, they get into
a squad car. and drive away. The action is innocuous
cnough, but the dialogue involves an intense play for
power that’s entirely linguistic:

Female Officer: I better drive until you know
your way around.

Male Officer: I usually drive when I'm break-
ing in a new pariner.

In Japan this was subtitled in the following manner:

Female: Watashi ga unten suru wa. /1 will
drive.

Male: Kimi ni wa makaseraren. /I can’t leave
it to you.

Not only is this conversation reduced to its barest,
literal meaning. but the power dynamic is changed from
a struggle over knowledge to a simple domination. The
woman’s soft sentence-final particle wa contrasts with
the male officer’s curt verb ending: the difference
strongly suggests he occupies a superior position. The
woman'’s subtitle would have been much stronger with
a different particle, such as yo. Without their accom-
panying image, the lines read like a gangster talking to
his moll. The translator took great liberties, matching
the substance of the target language with the image but
evacuating the power play.°

We may be able to understand the basic, underly-
ing logic of corruption by turning to its most extreme
manifestation: dubbing. The Velvet Light Trap recently
published what amounts to an apology for the practice
of dubbing. Its author, Antje Ascheid, argues for dub-
bing as an exchange of one voice for another which
produces a new text free of the constraints on the trans-
lator because there is no debt to an original. This al-
lows the translator to bring the reader (read consumer)
a readily digestible package that easily supplants any
ideological baggage carried by the original film. While
subtitles are described as purist and elitist, the author
argues the dubbed soundtrack is liberating because mass
audiences will not resist the foreign film because the

dubber can resist the ideological underpinnings that
link film to geopolitical struggles. Strange, then, that
this is the essay’s conclusion:

Dubbing . . . mostly succeeds in cffacing the
fact of the film text’s foreign origin; or, rather,
it gives its new audience the chance to disavow
what they really know, hence opening an av-
enue for cultural ventriloquism through voice
postsynchronization. In doing so. the dubbed
film appears as a radically new product rather
than a transformed old one, a single text rather
than a double one. Like a Japanese game com-
puter, a 'Taiwanese shirt, or a German car, prod-
ucts that have been constructed to fit consumer
desires in an international marketplace through
the reduction of their cultural specificities, the
to-be-dubbed film original initially fulfills an
important criterion with which most other in-
ternational commodities also comply: it fore-
grounds its tunction, ceasing to be a “toreign”
film in order to become just a film. . . . In the
international marketplace the film original thus
tfunctions as a transnational decultured prod-
uct; it becomes the raw material that is to be
reinscribed into the different cultural contexts
of the consumer nations through the usc of
dubbing.’

Just a film indeed. Aside from an insufficient the-
orization of translation itself, this suspicious essay
reduces the foreign tongue to nothing more than a “cul-
tural disadvantage™ where dubbing is perceived as “a
strategy of empowerment.” This is a tfine example ot a
valorization of postmodern play being coopted by cap
ital. The “exchange” facilitated by the “to-be-dubbed
film™ is simply of the capitalist variety: money for plea-
sure. This is the logic of corruption in its dubbed ver-
sion, the one practiced by distributors for whom
translation serves little more than surplus value. Today’s
subtitles participate in it to an unfortunate degree; any
translator who wishes to think otherwise is blind.

These forms of corruption could be critiqued from

the ideology of fidelity, which invokes the authority of

the original and portrays it as an endangered purity or
origin. This would reveal how subtitlers are reluctant
to discuss the issue of fidelity, as it would expose their
violence and make them appear incompetent. We could
also extend the domain of this purity under siege to the
terrain of the screen itself, like the Japanese cine-
matographer who decries ugly, superimposed subtitles
for despoiling the image and separating spectators from
the beauty of the original ® Indeed, any measure of
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fidelity is a standard the apparatus itself will not per-
mit. However, even though the term “corrupt™ threat-
ens to pose the original as territory unspoiled by
subjectivity there are theoretical reasons that the abu-
sive translator steers clear of such easy binaries to take
a quite different tack. The first step is to simply expose
the act of translation, release it from its space of sup-
pression, and understand what subtitling actually is and
how it came to its corrupt condition.

The Apparatus of Translation

The practice of subtitling has been even more obscured
than the translation of written, printed texts. Indeed,
most people probably have never thought of subtitling
as translation. There is no question that English-
language criticism about foreign cinema has taken the
mediation of subtitles entirely for granted. Almost noth-
ing has been written about them. Indeed, the transla-
tors themselves, along with their technicians,
filmmakers, writers, censors, and the producers that
hire them all, go to great lengths to suppress any ac-
knowledgment of their conspiracy. It has been noted
more than once that the unlucky translator is an author
but not The Author, that her translation 1s a work but
not The Work. But even this dynamic is absent from
cinematic translation. This absence speaks doubly of
the dominance of the image and the utter suppres-
sion of the subtitler’s central role in enabling a film’s
horder crossing.

To transport the subtitle from its space of obscu-
rity and uncover the root of its corruption, we must con-
sider what is specific to it as a particular mode of
translation. This includes its material conditions and
its historical contingency. In the cinema a massive
apparatus necessitates a violent translation of the source
text. The film’s utterances are segmented by time; nat-
ural breaks in speech are marked for the temporal bor-
ders of the subtitle. The translator determines the length
of each unit of translation down to the frame, that is,
down 1o a 24th of a second. As the translation proceeds,
the translator strives to match the timing of the subti-
tle with the sound and motion of the source text. A
humorous line, for example, must be arranged (o meet
its audio-visual punctuation. Once accomplished, the
translation moves through the hands of countless tech-
nicians, some of whom think nothing of ““adjusting™
a subtitle here or there for their own capricious, tech-
nical reasons. As we will see, this can lead to the kind
of embarrassing mistakes that make translators cringe.
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Finally, the translation is grafted onto the origi-
nal text in one of three ways (in the case of film). The
subtitles are photographed optically and sandwiched
together with the sound and image as a third film strip,
literally a third track. Or they are cut into the emulsion
itself, incised, scratched onto the very tissue of the
image. Or, more recently, they come (o be burned into
the tissue of the celluloid with a computer-driven laser.

Beyond the difficulties posed by this complicated
process, the translator confronts an array of challenges
that seem o lead down the path of corruption. The space
and time available for translation is decided by the ap-
paratus itself; this may be analogous to the challenge
posed by poetry, but is actually a different problem. In
film the machine runs at a constant speed and mind-
lessly unspools its translation at an unchanging rate.
The translator must condense his translation in the phys-
ical space of the frame and the temporal length of the
utterance. The reader cannot stop and dwell on an in-
teresting line; as the reader scans the text, the machine
instantly obliterates it. There are protocols for this con-
densation, but they ditfer depending on the translator
and the apparatus. The number of spaces available for
text depends on the format of the film (16mm, 35mm),
the lens (1:33, 1:85, CinemaScope), and the subtitling
method itself. The translator then determines how many
letters or characters are legible in the second or two
or three available (o each title. It is often suaid that ac-
tors talk twice as fast as spectators can read. but this
is hardly a useful starting point for the work of trans-
lation. Donald Richie, for example, allows for about
one word per fool, or a two-line title per 12 feet.? Japan-
ese subtitlers are fond of citing the rule, “Four char-
acters per second.”'” Toda Natsuko explains how this
rule was arrived at: the first subtitlers had to determine
how fast the typical Japanese could read, so they showed
a film to a Shinbashi geisha (!) and came up with three
to four characters per second with a 13-character line."'
Over the years they reduced the line Lo ten Lo prevent
sloppy projectionists from cutting off the characters at
the edges, but soon the four-characters-per-second rule
was clad in iron. Actually, this history is far more nu-
anced than their representation of it. In any case, against
this matrix of time and space, the translator submits the
original text to a violent reduction that most readers
consider inept—il they dodge the translator’s feints and
pause to think about it at all.

The Japanese language seems ready-made for sub-
titling: for one thing, Japanese does not waste precious
space on gaps between words, and can even break a
line in mid-word. Kanji (Chinese characters) express
the maximum amount of meaning in a minimum of syl-



lables; neologisms and abbreviations are easily ac-
complished through the creative combination of kanji.
Even better, Japanese often leave out the subject, di-
rect object, or other parts of speech, saving much needed
space. Because this forces speakers to be aware of con-
text, the language itself prepares its readers to seek oul
what subtitles leave unsaid. Finally, in addition to ital-
ics, Japanese has the enviable ability to be inscribed
both horizontally and vertically, a resource whose abu-
sive potential is provocative. Finding the source lan-
guage a richer linguistic world than one’s own target
language is probably a universal—and frustrating—ex-
perience for translators, but we must not let this 1m-
pression lead toward an essentialist relationship to
translation and its tools. A far more powerful ground
for developing a translation attuned to its time is a thor-
ough historicization, especially one that takes into ac-
count multiple national contexts. To avoid this is to flirt
with the dangers demonstrated by the nationalist chau-
vinism of postwar Japanese subtitlers.

The subtitle has never been entirely ignored in
Japan. Since at least the 1930s. en-face scenarios of
foreign films have been published on a routine basis.
However, the bulk of these contain complete transla-
tions of the films. and this speaks more for the Japan-
ese film world’s appreciation of the art of scenario
writing than of subtitling per se. At the same time, there
are currently schools devoted to training translators,
and the name of the subtitler is always included as a
credit in the Japanese prints of foreign films (at least in
much of the postwar era). In fact, a number of these
translators have achieved reputations among general
audiences. Some subtitlers even have fans! The most
famous—Shimizu Shunji, Okaeda Shinji, Kamishima
Kimi, and Toda Natsuko—have published autobiogra-
phies, how-to books, and English conversation via sub-
titles textbooks.'?

While many of history’s most famous essays on
translation have emerged in the course of practice, these
authors’ writings on "“the art of subtitling”™ are deeply
disappointing. Their conception of translation is re-
grettably simplistic. For example, the Russian cine-
matic adaptation and subsequent Japanese translation
of Hamlet naturally raise the issue of the authority of
the original text; oblivious to this kind of issue, Toda
Natsuko—>by far the most popular subtitler in Japan—
uses the film only to suggest what a pity it would have
been if dubbing had erased the main actor’'s beauti-
ful, velvety voice.!? Similarly, her mentor Shimizu
Shunji describes his subtitles for Olivier’s Othello. Not-
ing that the great actor’s performance was more the-
atrical than cinematic, he made much of his going (o

the unusual length of listening to a tape recording of
the soundtrack while translating.'4 Now for most frans-
lators, Shakespeare’s words provide their most daunt-
ing task, a test case for the most basic, pressing
theoretical issues in translation. This does not occur to
Shimizu or Toda. In both cases the actor and his voice
replace Shakespeare as the sources to which the trans-
lator owes a debt.

These authors’ understanding of (ilm history is just
as impaverished; they have done little or no research
into the past or present conditions of their field, but they
never hesitate to explain or “analyze” it. In his “Phi-
losophy of Subtitling,” Okacda Shinji bases his acs-
thetics of cinema on a naive equation of silent and sound
film narration. He unproblematically compares the nar-
rative function of silent era intertitles to that of sound
subtitles in the 1980s—with no consideration of the nar-
rative presence of the benshi——to support his aesthet-
ics of cinema: the less words a film has the better.'” This
is a typical example of how simplistic is the conception
of cinema with which corrupt subtitlers operate.

Furthermore, their understanding of the relation-
ship of subtitlers to the world film industry and its pol-
itics is particularly inadequate. Toda reduces “America’s
standard practice of dubbing”™ to the fact that it is a na-
tion of immigrants, a comment that feels uncannily sim-
ilar to statements a number of ministers have resigned
over in recent years. Certainly an adequate explanation
would have to deal with a complex overdetermina-
tion of forces: the emergence of English as a lingua
franca of international business and politics; the world
domination of Hollywood., its location within U.S. bor-
ders, and its near total domination of the home market;
and an education system that places no value on for-
eign language study. Furthermore, while mass-mar-
ket films may be dubbed, it is incorrect to say this is
standard practice. The actual market for foreign films
has historically demanded subtitles, and this has also
become true of mainstream releases for foreign films
as of the 1980s.

Toda’s brand of radical reduction is complemented
hy tedious gloating over the Japanese language, the
sensitivity of Japanese spectators. and the special skills
required of the translator of films. Toda: “Japanese peo-
ple’s special tendency to want to see the original cre-
ated a unique subtitle nation (yuniiku na jimakukoku );
here, we are happy that every Japanese can read, an ex-
tremely special condition anywhere in the world,”16
Okaeda: “Japanese people’s intention (shikd) towards
the original is strong . . . (and one of the reasons)
subtitles are the mainstream. . . . Considering this,
subtitles arc immortal. We could say, ‘Japan: Nation of
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the Subtitle Culture.’”!’ Subtitling is not in a repressed
condition in Japan; rather, it is overvalued through
the idealization of Japanese language and its own prac-
tice of translation of the foreign. In this case, both the
usual repression and Japan’s unusual fetishization
achieve an identical effect in the end. They deflect or
disavow the erasure of difference and the inequality of
languages which the act of translation always threat-
ens to expose.

A Submerged History

There is a pressing need to update our approach to film
translation and perhaps even to undertake new trans-
lations of old film texts. To provide some context for
this project—and to further push subtitling from its ob-
scured position—we must uncover its history. Like the
workings of the apparatus, this history has been ignored
(or, in the case of Japanese authors, reduced to anec-
dote and gossip). This should not be surprising when
we note that subtitles were invented shortly after the
coming of sound—the moment when text was globally
suppressed from the cinema.

Much has been made of Hollywood’s innovative
attempts to overcome the obstacles sound posed to busi-
ness in non-English speaking countries. However, cur-
rent histories concentrate exclusively on the early
solutions: (eaching stars new languages and making
identical foreign-language versions with different ac-
tors on the same set. Surprisingly enough, the inven-
tion of subtitles—the greatest innovation and ultimate
solution to the problem—is a gap in our history. There
were interesting precursors to the subtitle as translators
attempted a number of strategies to transport the un-
wicldy apparatus across the language barrier. In Japan
and other parts of the world on the cusp of the sound
era, a typical work-around involved silent-film-style
intertitles explaining each section of the plot. Rudolf
Arnheim, that obstinate critic of the talking film. dis-
cussed his frustration with these early attempts at trans-
lation in a 1929 essay entitled, “"Sound Film Contusion™:

But we are already caught in the midst of a
babel of tongues. Erich Pommer wants to mix
languages when he makes his next UFA film.
This will also force him to judge his actors not
only by way of artistic measures, but also those
of the Berlitz school. . . . Those with no lin-
guistic geniuses among their actors must either
sell talking films as silent abroad. in which case
the dialogue scenes are shortened and replaced

with laborious inter-titles (a process which 1s
already beginning to raise general protest),
or they must shoot the same film twice, as a
talkie and as a silent. Both processes are only
possible when the film is a piece of industrial
waste for the masses and not art. For a work of
art is nol a shirt with removable sleeves. 18

Armheim hoped that such frustration would repel
spectators from the talkie and turn them back to the
silent film. However, translators were searching for new
methods. Luckily, the people that subtitled the first films
(and in so doing wrote the rules and conventions of sub-
titling) have committed their memories to print. Her-
man Weinberg was the first translator in the world to
usc subtitles; he is probably their inventor. In the course
of his career, he titled over 400 films, including thosc
in Sicilian, Japanese, Swedish, Hindustani, Spanish,
Brazilian, Greek, Finnish, Yugoslavian, Czech, and
Hungarian . . . obviously, a heliever in knowing the tar-
get language better than the source language. (Sur-
prisingly enough, this is not so unusual. In his 1989
profile, Okaeda Shinji claims over 1,000 titles to his
credit, including Citizen Kane, Star Wary, and films in
French, German, Italian, Russian and Spanish.!'” Need-
less to say, one must wonder about quality in the face
of such enthusiastic boasting over quantity.) Here Wein-
berg explains, in his own way, the experimentation that
led to the codification of the practice;

Someone with nothing better to do one day dis-
covered the principle of the photo-electric cell
which made it possible to transmit soundwaves
into light waves and vice-versa, and which now
made it possible for movies to talk. But when
the films I was working with talked it was in
French and German. What do we do now? Full
screen titles was the first answer, stopping the
action and giving the audience a brief synop-
sis of what they were going to see in the next
ten minutes. Ten minutes later, another (ull-
screen synopsis. This was not only silly but an-
noying as those in the audience who could
understand the language could laugh at the
jokes in between the tull screen titles while
those who couldn’t (and they constituted the
majority, by far) sat there glum, doubly irri-
tated by the laughter of the linguists in the
house. Obviously something had to be done to
placate the customers before they started ask-
ing for their money back. Then someone dis-
covered the existence of a mechanism called a
“moviola.” . .. It had a counter which enabled



you lo measure every piece of dialogue because
it, too, was now equipped with that magical
photo-electric cell so that you could now mea-
sure not only the length of every scene but that
of every line of dialogue. And from these mea-
surements we were able, by the trial and error
method . . . to determine what we were doing
and why. Whew! And when [ say “we"” [ mean
e, as no one knew any more than anyone else
did about it and [ seemed to be the only one
willing (o go ahead with the actual writing and
make something out of it. At the beginning, [
was very cautious and superimposed hardly
more than 25 or 30 titles to a ten-minute reel.
... Then I'd go into the theatre during a show-
ing to watch the audiences’ faces, to see how
they reacted to the titles. I'd wondered if they
were going to drop their heads slightly to read
the titles at the bottom of the screen and then
raise them again atter they read the titles (like
watching a tennis match and moving your head
from left to right and back again) but I need-
n’t have worried on this score; they didn’t drop
their heads, they merely dropped their eyes, |
noticed. This emboldened me 1o insert more (i-
tles, when warranted, of course, and bit by bit
more and more of the original dialogue got
translated until at the end of my work in this
field T was putting in anywhere from 100 to
150 titles areel . . . tho’, I must repeat, only
when the dialogue was good enough to war-
rant it.20

This new technology of translation is what enabled
Hollywood to avoid any interruption in its dominance
of the international film market. In Japan, new tech-
nology adding canned sound to image caused debates
on many fronts, from the benshi who saw their liveli-
hoods threatened Lo thoughtlul critics theorizing a new
practice for scenarios to leftist critics with industrial
critiques. Most relevant to the discussion at hand, Marx-
ist critic Iwasaki Akira argued the talkie was “anti-in-
ternationalistic” (hikokusaiteki) for the way sound
emphasized the national character of films, particularly
in the narrative drama. Although not his main point,
this unexpected awareness of the source culture through
the insertion of the source language/sound is precisely
the quality that subtitlers came to suppress. There were
alternatives in the very early period. Tokyo's Teigeki
and Horakuza theaters experimented with titles pro-
jected to the side of the screen and a number of Hol-
lywood films used Japanese Americans for dubbing

soundtracks. Mare often than not, the benshi would call
translations over the soundtrack, which was turned
down to facilitate the narrator’s competition with the
new sound technology.?! Theaters adopted differing
conceptions of translation. The famous benshi Mat-
sui Suisei represented one approach, which restricted
the translation to bare-hones plot summaries through-
oul the film; however, in other Asakusa theaters, ben-
shi attended to each individually spoken line. Once
every week, Matsui’s Shibazonokan Theater held “no
explanation talkie days™ (tokii musetsumei de) for those
who disliked the benshi’s interference with the plea-
surable sounds of the original.*?

However, the method that became standard oper-
aling procedure was the superimposed (sub)title—in
parentheses because they were not always at the bot-
tom of the frame. Within a year or two of the talkie’s
public appearance, the major studios brought transla-
tors to New York to subtitle the latest films. This in-
cluded Shimizu Shunji and Tamura Yukihiko, who
conducted the first translation with film subtitles in
Japanese. The film was von Sternberg’s Morocco, and
this is Tamura’s description of the process:

First of all, the first problem we encountered
was whether to use vertical or horizontal lines.
For this, [ performed various experiments. In
the case of vertical lines, three-and-a-halfl feet
of film were required to read one line with 12
characters. However., we found that if we
printed the same line horizontally it would be
impossible to read without five or more feet.
Besides the decision to print vertically, we had
to decide to put the subtitle on the right or left
side. It was impossible (o settle on a position,
We’d put them on the right to avoid covering
something on the left and vice versa. So we
walched previews and investigated the proh-
lem scene by scene. . .. About 30 cards per reel
was the limit. We were careful to avoid show-
ing the embarrassing sight of titles from one
scene running over into the next. 23

After reading these first-person accounts by the pi-
oneers of film translation, it would appear that the con-
ventions of subtitling have changed little since their
invention. This is to say that the rules and regulations
that govern the production of subtitles (exclusive of
those related to the apparatus itself) were set during the
age of the Hollywood studio system. One might think
this explains why subtitles look and function the way
they do. However, it must also be stressed that while
the subtitling apparatus itself has changed little, the
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practice of subtitlers has, and the changes themselves
are closely tied to the ideological context at the mo-
ment of translation. Likewise, any theorization of sub-
titles must be considered against its historical moment,
which points us to the weakness of Trinh’s analysis
of subtitling. Her understanding of a subtitling but-
tressing a unified subject position and the implicit call
for an oppositional avant-garde is anchored too deeply
i 1970s suture theory. While I share her concerns over
the ideological dimension of subtitling, I steer away
from such essentialized arguments and toward a the-
orization grounded in a strong historical contextual-
1zalion,

Let us focus on the example of Japanese subtitling
and its historical development. A closer consideration
of Tamura’s description suggests there are crucial dif-
ferences between prewar and present subtitling con-
ventions. Unfortunately, most of the foreign films
distributed in Japan before World War Il were destroyed
in the Film Center fire in the 1970s.24 Other prewar
prints of foreign films are extremely rare, and should
they exist they would be equally difficult to view. There
is, however, a way around this problem.

When a film was imported into Japan, the Home
Ministry required the submission of a ken'etsu daithon
(censorship scenario).?? Ken'etsu daihon typically in-
cluded a complete translation of every utterance and
a description of nearly every sound effect. They also
included an en-face listing of the film’s subtitles. Only
3 copies were made, the official copy that received the
Home Ministry scal, once lor studio use, and one for
preservation at the Ministry (with the establishment of
the [ilm Law of 1939, two more copies were created
for the Home Ministry’s Information Bureau and the
Ministry of Education). In any case, it should not be
surprising that only a handful of these precious sce-
narios are extant.

Shimizu Shunji recently acquired the ken'etsu dai-
hon of Morocco. His analysis is predictably superficial,
but provides a useful starting point for exploring the
real history of Japanese subtitles. Shimizu counts 297
subtitles in Tamura’s version. Tamura's original trans-
lation used only 234, but after seeing a test print he felt
the extra 63 titles were necessary.2® Throughout his
hooks, Shimizu often notes that before the war subti-
tlers used somewhere between a half and a third of the
subtitles used today. With Morocco’s ken'etsu daihon
in hand, he attempts to find the difference. First, he
parses the scenario according (o today’s standards and
decides his own count would come to 492. Then he
counts Kikuji Hiroshi’s postwar subbing of the film,
which uses 491. Finally, he compares Kikuji's and
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Tamura’s actual translations, concluding that outside
of a few old kanji, excessively long subtitles, and
Tamura’s choice not to translate Dietrich’s songs, there
is no significant ditference.

I find this a rather startling conclusion. Putting the
actual translation of words aside for the moment, the
ditference between 297 and 492 strongly suggests we
are dealing with two very dissimilar conceptions of
translation. Shimizu was pursuing the wrong questions.
Rather than wondering about the phrasing ol individ-
ual titles, he should have been asking, “If Tamura chose
to subtitle only half of the utterances. then what
exactly was he translating? What was the object of
transiation?’”

I have found the ken'etsu daihon tor King Vidor’s
The Champ (193 1), which contains Shimizu Chiyota's
subtitles.?” Consistent with Shimizu Shunji’s wril-
ing, roughly half of the film’s utterances went un-
translated. Only 328 of the film’s 869 lines received
titles.2® Upon closer examination, the first thing one
notices is that the translation pares down the film pri-
marily to narrative movement. 'This means certain char-
acters which the translator deemed insignificant are
virtually (or even completely) written out of the lilm
because their lines go unsubtitled. For example, not
only are the lines of Jackie Coogan’s half-sister mostly
untranslated, Shimizu ignored all references to her. The
film never firmly establishes their relationship, so for
viewers of the subtitled version she is simply a cute lit-
tle girl who shows up every once in a while, says some-
thing incomprehensible, and then disappears. Her
excision from the film via subtitles marks the film with
a patriarchal reading of the film placed between text
and reader/spectator.

Another crucial criterion for selection appears (o
be thematic. The Champ is well known as an early re-
sponse to the social effects of the Great Depression.
The film’s characterization revolves around a woman
who divorced her poor husband (the boxer) for a rich
man; the mother wants to remove their son from the
Champ’s custody to save the child from the “poor en-
vironment.” However, Shimizu’s translation tends 1o
leave out verbal references to the class discourse of the
film. Virtually the only subtitles that retain it point to
visual markers of ¢lass which the audiences would not
have missed, such as the difference between the
Champ’s flop-house apartment and the mother’s luxu-
rious hotel. Significantly. even class differences in
speech itsell—inflection, vocabulary, grammar, and the
like—are largely unreflected in the style of the subti-
tles. We can find the real effects of Shimizu’s selective
translation in a special section devoted to Ozu's Pass-



ing Fancy (Dekigokoro, 1933) in 8§15, one of Japan's
earliest film theory journals. At the time, this film was
often compared to The Champ for its narrative centered
on an intense father-son relationship, and apparently
Ozu based the seript on Vidor's film. In his STS article,
Mura Chio attempts a structural comparison of the two
films’ scripts to investigate the differences between
sound and silent film scenario writing. One of his con-
clusions: “In terms of story telling, Marion’s firm, text-
heavy scenario style and Vidor’s direct, solid directorial
method precisely show us the instinctual love of father
and child, however, they do not in any way describe
the world that lower-middle-class people inhabit.””2?
This suggests that the translator regards speech pri-
marily as a vehicle for narrative propulsion, not ex-
pression as such, and that many of the choices regarding
what to retain as relevant have quite serious ideologi-
cal implications. However, the most important crite-
rion is also the least obvious.

The Champ has (at least) three moments of
melodramatic excess which are fascinating for their
translation. By excess I mean elements such as mise-
en-scene, sound, acting, and writing which are height-
ened to complement emotional distress. These scenes
are the horse race where Jackie Coogan’s horse stum-
bles just as it is about to win, the jail scene where Wal-
lace Beery rejects Jackic and tells him to go to his
mother, and the prize fight at the end. Shimizu’s trans-
lation sets up each scene . . . and then simply stops, For
example, the narrative tension of the horse race comes
primarily trom the announcer’s call. Without his de-
scription of Coogan’s come-from-behind bid for first
place, it is impossible to tell which horse is in which
position. There are no sublitles providing this infor-
mation. The heartbreaking jail scene—by far the most
memorable moment of the film—begins with a quiet
dialogue between the Champ and his trainer Sponge.
Of their nine lines, all bul two are translated (and these
were easy to guess by context). When Dink arrives, the
melodrama gradually intensifies while the subtitle count
drops steeply. From here until the moment Dink leaves
the jail crushed by his father’s explosive rejection, only
nine of 24 lines are translated! Near the end, when
the two scream at each other and the Champ violently
strikes his son through the prison bars, the subtitles
stop. This breaks the most cherished rules of today’s
corrupt subtitlers who “naturally™ assign meaning to
every ullerance as a matter of course.

This returns us to our original question: “Tl not the
meaning of every line, what exactly was the object of
translation?” On the one hand, Shimizu was ignoring
the parts of speech that contribule to expression and

simply translating the narrative meaning behind the
waords. On the other hand, for moments when the speech
act itsell was contribuling to the overall expression
of the film’s emotional impact, he chose not fo trans-
late. Implicit in his decision was the assumption that
the grain of the voice was more important than the
meaning it articulated. The difference between these
two strategies comes down to the two basic patterns
first outlined by Cicero 2.000 years ago: sense-for-sense
versus word-for-word translations. The sense-for-sense
subtitles zero in on the narrative movement of the sce-
nario, root out each line’s basic meaning and trans-
late this into Japanese, The word-for-word translation
stresses the importance of the materiality of language
as opposed to some essential meaning found behind the
letter. In The Champ, Shimizu generally uses a sense-
for-sense translation (o the extent that he strips the lines
of dialogue to their barest, most literal, function of mov-
ing the plot (granted, as he interprets it). Simultane-
ously, we find a word-for-word translation in the
decision to refuse to translate.

The Champ’s example is not an isolated fluke. In
fact, other reports concerning prewar subtitling prac-
tices suggest a variety of graphic tactics that also ex-
hibit a word-for-word translation style. For example,
in M there is a scene in which a boy hawks newspa-
pers: as the camera nears the boy, his voice gets louder
on the soundtrack. At the same time, the Japanese sub-
titles translating the boy’s voice grow correspondingly
larger and larger, providing a graphic representation of
the materiality of the speech.’” Furthermore, Japanese
subtitlers routinely placed their titles in different areas
of the scene depending on the cinematographer’s com-
position. It was thought that the position of the words
should complement mise-en-scéne and movement. At
the same time, there are indications that subtitle posi-
tioning depended upon narrative as well. One story
from critic Yodogawa Nagaharu describes a dreamy
Hollywood love scene where the subtitles appeared be-
tween the two lovers.?! Of course!

The conception of translation in the talkie period
circulated between two poles, between a sense-for-
sense hermeneutic search for, and transmission of,
meaning, and a word-for-word translation of language’s
material qualities. The reason for this indeterminacy
lies in the historical moment. We can detect as much
from an article about the subtitling of Morocco which
Tamura published ten days betore the film’s public re-
lease: “This time, there was the fear that with too few
subtitles, the meaning would not come through. At least,
I thought that it was necessary to use the same number
of titles as silent movies. Spanish and Portuguese
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subtitles used far too many subtitles, more than 400
subtitles lor one ilm. However, because Japanese au-
diences are sensitive to the teelings of films, I believed
it was unnecessary to attach more than 30 subtitles per
reel.”2 This is an approach 10 (ranslation thal relies on
a conception of cinema grounded in the silent era. In
The Champ’s jail scene, the subtitles initially corre-
spond to the narrative mode of the talkie as it set up
the premise for the confrontation between father and
son, then it shifted back to silent cinema for the melo-
dramatic finish.

While this seems to be a likely explanation, we
must return to the silent era to adequately understand
the specificities of this national cinema context and its
historical moment. One might say that the benshi was
the first form of dubbing in the pre-history of the talkie.
These screen-side narrators would describe the action
on the screen and supply voices for all the actors, elim-
inating the need for the translation of silent film in-
tertitles. Aaron Gerow’s research into the critical
discourses surrounding the figure of the benshi reveal
that reformers of the Pure Film Movement sought to

- but you must feel the
sympathies é_efum us.

modernize Japanese cinema by renovating the role of
the henshi and revising the standard usc of intertitles. 3
The benshi, they felt, should avoid flowery elocution
for everyday speech, and stick closely to the filmmaker’s
plotting instead of their independent elaborations of the
narrative. In other words, they hoped the benshi would
become invisible, much like the corrupt subtitles of
later decades. In the end, the benshi proved more pow-
erful and popular, setting the stage for the unusual sub-
titles of the talkie era in Japan. We can attribute the two
styles of pre-subtitle benshi translation—paraphrase
vs. line-by-line—to these very discursive tensions de-
signed by the Pure Film Movement. Secondly, the same
reformers called for the elimination of intertitles, since
film was essentially a vistal medium. This could also
help explain why so few subtitles were used in the 19305
compared to today. These are probably precedents con-
tributing to an overdetermination of forces bearing
down on Japan’s first subtitles.

By the end of the decade the shift to the postwar
sense-for-sense conventions becomes detectable, In a
1939 article entitled *“The Impoverished Japanese of

Dawn of Freedom: In this dreamy
sayonara scene from Dawn of
Freedom (Ano hata o ute, 1942),a
Japanese soldier says goodbye to
his Filipino friend before departing
for the barttle of Corregidor. By
WWII, Japanese subtitles took
their place at the edges of the
screen, striving to match the
sympathies of the audience.The
subtitle for the Filipino soldier’s
line:“Tadashi, | have no idea what
you are saying. That's a pity.”




Spoken Titles,” Ota Tatsuo criticizes contemporary sub-
titles and calls on translators to study towards a new
Japanese language for film translation. He uses tropes
for sense-to-sense translations which have circulated
throughout the history of translation theory:

Understanding [a film] means not intellectu-
ally. but pertectly matching the feelings, as if
one with the same atmosphere. and soaking
through to the inside of the hearts of the Japan-
ese masses. Thus we must stop the spoken ti-
tles that are messengers brought from a foreign
language: spoken titles should be messengers
from a meeting with Japanese language. In
other words, they are not translations of for-
eign language, but they must create in Japan-
ese the things that are trying to be expressed
in the foreign language.?*

To this end, Ota calls for the end of direct trans-
lation of foreign words and the creation of a new Japan-
ese language specifically for film translation (although
a novel idea, he was beaten to the notion of a special-

ized language for translation by Schleiermacher). Sub-
titlers must stop relying on the advice of experts hired
from university literature departments and write sub-
titles that speak directly to the soul of the masses. 'lo
this end, sublitlers must recognize the limits of kanji
and restrict their usage of characters to a level attuned
to the masses. which he determines is somewhere at or
below the elementary school graduate’s level. Subti-
tlers must strive to be like the henshi, which is (o say
become one with the fabric of the film so they may
speak directly to their audience in the deepest sense
(again a conception of the benshi consistent with the
reformers of the Pure Film Movement). Above all, their
subtitles should not be direct translations of foreign
words, but strive for a perfect match with the Japanese
soul.

This last assertion is crucial because it expresses
the shift, and its historical moment, most clearly. Ota
is calling for a subtitling practice that completely dom-
inates the foreign. As with the Romans’ relationship to
Greek texts and Early Christians’ relationship to Latin
texts, he hopes to enrich his own language in the process

Left: Privilege: “*He hit my breast. A straight woman would be
embarrassed."—Some anonymous, corrupt technician changed the
translation of “straight” to seijo na hito, or “normal person.”

Below: Peking: “While photographing your countenance, they will
record your voice with this ball."/"Today, thanks to Councillor
Tanaka's introduction, the cameramen from our allied nation ...”
—Peking was a 1939 Japanese film by Kamei Fumio shot in the city
after the Japanese began their occupation. This is an example of
how early Japanese subtitles accounted for the compaosition of the
photography. When the man on the left speaks his subtitles appear
on the far side of the frame, and vice versa.
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of appropriation. St. Jerome stated the premise of this
kind of translation most directly: “The translator con-
siders thought content a prisoner . . . which he trans-

plants into his own language with the prerogative of

a conqueror.” ¥ The issue of translation cuts straight
through to the relationship of self and other. Ota’s essay,
written at a lime when Japan was penetrating deep into
China and contemplating a colonization of Asia, re-
veals a totalitarian wish for a subtitle that erases dif-
ference and incorporates foreign meaning into a
perfected, harmonized mass readership. Tt is a theory
of translation tailored to Japan’s geopolitical aspira-
tions. Ota’s vision of a sense-for-sense translation would
evolve into the codes of corruption in the postwar pe-
riod, a style of translation that effaces its violent, me-
diating presence by hiding in the margins ot the frame
and discreetly translating every utterance on the sound-
track.

While Ota calls for a new writing and a new lan-
guage he still defends most of the prewar conventions,
such as the number and placement of titles. Ilowever,
an example from the other side of the globe may teach
us that conventions themselves can be changed most
easily at particular moments in history when the rules
governing practices are in flux. Jean Eustache’s The
Mother and the Whore (La Maman et la putain, 1973)
is a central post-68 film made in the wake of the French
New Wave. This film movement was centered on break-
ing cinematic conventions and indulging in those things
only cinema is capable of—it was essentially abusive
filmmaking. This liberated Eustache's translator to deal
with the problem of the subtitle’s violence with the kind
of experimentation that works only at that kind of mo-
ment in film history. Throughout this clever film, the
transparency of the subtitles would be interrupted with
the bracketed nole:

[Untransiatable French Pun]

This provides a cogent example of the flexibility
of subtitling that is engaged in the cinematic practice
of its time. The very conception of this subtitle was pos-
sible only because the French New Wave filmmakers
were systemalically attacking every convention of cin-
ema. The freedom to experiment with textual knots
of impossibility made the untranslatable French pun
translatable. We must not reject impossibility, but em-
brace it. Moments of untranslatability—a nearly con-
stant condition for the subtitler—are times for
celebration, for not only are they privileged encoun-
ters with the foreign, bul they are also opportunities for
translators to ply the highest skills of their craft. They
are moments crying for abuse.

The Abusive Turn

There is a potential and emerging subtitling practice
that accounts for the unavoidable limits in time and
space of the subtitle, a practice that does not feign com-
pleteness, that does not hide its presence through re-
strictive rules. We must reconsider our own historical
moment and work toward a subtitling that engages
today’s sensibilities with a violence which is not cor-
rupt. but abusive.

To sketch out the character of abusive subtitling
and establish some sense for how it fits into the con-
text of its own history, | propose we divide sound film
history into three epochs of translation, the last of which
is only just emerging. The history of (ranslation dis-
course is full of tripartite formulas to describe differ-
ent modes of translation, from Dryden to Novalis and
Goethe to Jacobsen. The epochs I suggest may be seen
as historical phases through which cinemna has passed,
but they also surpass this synchronic structure and
appear simultaneously. The potential for this simul-
taneity will be particularly important for our under-
standing of abusive subtitling. Roughly sketched, the
three epochs of translation may be described in the fol-
lowing manner.

The first kind of translation occurs in the talkic cra.
[t uses a straightforward prose to introduce the plea-
sures of foreign texts. The language of the subtitles
themselves exhibits a functionality clearly designed to
communicate the power of the foreign original as ef-
ficiently as possible. In this respect the first era of sub-
titles brings the foreign text to the spectators on their
own domestic terims. At the same time, the translator
remains fully cognizant of the material dimensions of
language—both its graphic and aural qualities. This
i8 Lo say il is an approach (o translation straddling the
theoretical paradigms of sense for sense vs. word for
word. It may be that this is a conception of cinematic
translation anchored firmly to that transition into am-
plified aurality. However, while there can be no ques-
tion of its historical specificity in this instance, we still
must resist restricting a given mode of translation as
« possibility in any period of cinema.

In the second epoch of cinematic translation, the
translator pretends to move toward the foreign, dwell
there, and bring its wonders to the waiting crowds. This
era is replete with rules designed (o guarantee a trans-
lation’s quality, but what this regulation actually ac-
complishes is an appropriation of the source text and
its thorough domestication. The rules also enforce a
territorialization and professionalization of translation,



producing stars and experts and excluding all alterna-
tives. This mode of translation, which I have con-
temptuously called corrupt, conforms the foreign to the
framework of the target language and its cultural codes.
All that cannot be explained within the severe limits of
the regulation subtitle gets excised or reduced o do-
mestic meanings which are often irrelevant or inap-
propriale. These subtitlers claim to bring their
readers/spectators to a pleasurable experience of the
foreign, but in fact they please only themselves through
these impoverished translations. As for their audiences,
they are kepl ignorant of the conspiracy and the riches
that remain hidden from the cinematic experience.

The final part of this triptych brings us to the abu-
sive. For this epoch of translation, 1 wish to borrow an-
other phrase from Goethe, both for the power of its
image and to specify what abusive subtitling is not.
In the third stage of Goethe’s own periodization of trans-
lation, “the goal of the translation is to achieve perfect
identity with the original, so that the one does not exist
instead of the other but in the other’s place.”*® Here the
translator identifies strongly with the source text and
the culture in which it was produced, so much so that
he cedes the particular powers of his own culture Lo ac-
complish a translation that invites the reader/spectator
to a novel and rich experience of the foreign. Of course,
Goethe’s conception of translation is deeply tied to Ro-
mantic notions that seek to define the self through its
various others—another form of domestication. How-
ever, abusive subtitling avoids this kind of erasure of
difference, seeking to intensify the interaction between
the reader and the foreign. And while the notion of abu-
sive translation originates from a Derridian perspec-
tive, the third epoch of subtitling T am identifying also
rejects poststructuralism’s endless play of signification.
Rather. this translation does not present a foreign di-
vested of its otherness, but strives to translate from and
within the place of the other by an inventive approach
to language use and the steady refusal of rules.

As we have seen, the key differences between the
translation of printed texts and the subtitling of mov-
ing image media are that the cinema adds the human
voice to the equation and is propped up by an appara-
tus that requires a violent translation which in turn ex-
hibits many of the traits Philip Lewis calls abusive.
Even the subtitles for the most nondescript, realist film
tamper with language usage and freely ignore or change
much of the source text; however, corrupt subtitlers
suppress the fact of this violence necessitated by the
apparatus, while the abusive translator enjoys tore-
grounding it, heightening its impact and testing its lim-
its and possibilities. To the extent that Lewis™ abusive

translation partakes in a kind of guilt-free licentious-
ness, his model is attractive to the subtitler of the emer-
gent third epoch. This theorization will prove
particularly attractive in an age where the experience
of the foreign is valued, and where abuse helps inject
a palpable sense of the foreign—precisely where we
must depart from Lewis’s theoretical assumptions.

In the Derridian approach to translation which
Lewis espouses, abuse is directed at both language and
its metaphysical assumptions. While this is a compo-
nent of the abusive subtitle, the objects and ends of
abuse are more than this. Trinh Minh-ha’s meditations
on subtitling—one of the few examples trom the his-
tory of film theory—share Lewis’s theoretical concerns,
as we saw in her previous comment on subtitles and
suture. It is an approach heavily dependent upon 1970s
film theory and its rather elitist conception of the role
of experimentation in combating the evils of Holly-
wood realism with a deconstructive or Brechtian avant-
garde.’’ The problems with such a position have since
been argued on many fronts: its Eurocentrism, its elit-
ism, and its inability to account for popular reading
modes. Still, we may consider the critiques of post-
structuralism the segue between the second and third
epochs of subtitling. Thus, the abusive turn I am iden-
tifying is also a turn trom Lewis and Trinh.

A better measure of its location is Cicero’s sense-
for-sense vs. ward-for-word translations. For all the
elaborate theorizations of translation, few writers stray
far from this early conceptualization. The corrupt sub-
titles of the middle epoch are solidly sense for sense,
for the translator looks hehind the word and ferrets out
an essential meaning that she transports to the “cquiv-
alent” meaning in the target language. Abusive subti-
tles encroach on the word-for-word end of the spectrum
because they take into consideration the array of qual-
ities that make up the material basis of language, many
of which call the specter of untranslatability to the fore.
On this count, Trinh comes closer in spirit to the third
epoch in the following quote from a different essay:
“Language as voice and music—grain, tone, inflections,
pauses, silences, repetitions—goes underground. In-
stead, people from remote parts of the world are made
accessible through dubbing/subtitling, transtormed into
English-speaking elements and brought into confor-
mity with a definite mentality.”?® Abusive translations
are also sense-for-sense translations 1o varying degrees,
as a truly word-for-word translation—a literal substi-
tution of one word directly for another—would result
in meaningless gibberish. However, one of the most
important values of the third epoch is a respect for other
cultures and a willingness to confront their otherness
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without domination or erasure. Abusive subtitles em-
body this spirit, and thus circulate between Cicero’s
poles without settling in cither extreme.

Let us look at a number of concrete examples that
suggest that corrupt subtitling practices are obsolete
and the time for abuse is ripe. Donald Richie, who
has subtitled some of the most famous Japanese films,
is the translator of Kurosawa’s Ran, one of the most
abusive translations ever undertaken (with the possi-
ble exception of the Marxist appropriations of kung-fu
films in post-1968 France or the dubbing of Woody
Allen's What's Up, liger Lily?).*® With the coming
of talkies, Japanese samurai films found it necessary
to codity a version of what pre-Meiji Japancse language
should sound like. They ended up with a samurai ver-
sion of King James English, which has remained a cen-
tral feature of the genre up to the present. This poses
an interesting dilemma for the subtitler, who is well
aware of the generic importance of this specialized lan-
guage—onge can hardly imagine a period film without
it (indeed. to replace it with “standard Japanese™ would
probably be perceived as daringly experimental). How-
ever, there is no way to bring this important element ot
the genre to a foreign speetator without breaking the
laws of corruption, which is exactly what Richie at-
tempted. He writes, “Carried away by all the pageantry
I relaxed my guard and thought to intrude a bit of pe-
riod color of my own. . . . Ileft out the oceasional prepo-
sitions in a way common to formal court English.
Something like ‘1 want you to go,” I foolishly rendered
as ‘I would with you go." Not incorrect but, in dialogue
titles, completely inappropriate.™ Obviously regrel-
ting his experiment, Richie finally exemplifies the sen-

Otaku no Video (Otaku no bideo, 1991) is a pseudo-
documentary about fan cultures in Japan. Praduced by
a large anime production and distribution company,
half the documentary is animated. Its subtitles use the
abusiveness of the amareur translators they market to.

sibility of corruption when he calls for a “scrupulously
anonymous kind of English.” He continues, “I feel that
the translation should be invisible. . . . Any oddity, any
term oo heightened, as well as any mistake, calls at-
tention to this written dialogue. I won’t even use ex-
clamation points. The language should enter the ear as
the image enters the eye.™! I couldn’t disagree more.
Actually, these subtitles were gquite wonderful for the
way they approximated the generically tortured Japan-
ese of the film itself, but subsequent video versions
have substituted Richie’s subtitles with an obscenely
anonymous translation. Richie self-censors his smart
impulse to abuse the text.

Rob Young confronted similar issues with Ya-
mamoto Masashi’s Tenamonya Connection (Tenamonya
konekushon, 1991), which celebrates Osaka'’s culture
and dialect. This film is subtitled “IFools Cross Bor-
ders” (Aho wa kyokai o koeru) and in the course of
its 90-odd minutes it criss-crosses between Tokyo, Hong
Kong, and Osaka, blurring the boundaries between
Hong Kong/Tokyo, fiction/documentary, Hong Kong
comedy/Japanese comedy, male/female, and even in-
side movie/outside theater. Young takes this rowdy play-
fulness as license to experiment ever so slightly. He
manipulates his English in a manner analogous to
Richie, filling his text with excessive contractions, slang,
and “bad™ English where the scenario deploys an anal-
ogous fast-and-loose approach to speech, or where it
celebrates linguistic markers of class and regional dif-
ference. Another tactic he uses comes far closer Lo the
spirit of abusiveness. Obscene expressions like
konchikusho! and konovara! are translated % &$#t! @!!
We can learn several things from Young's example.
First, this is not the kind ot censorship we expect of
corrupt subtitles, which often leave “foul” language
untranslated. Rather, it is the translator’s attempt to ex-
periment with language in ways that are analogous to
the linguistic playtulness of the original scenario and
its verbalization. Secondly, faced with the seemingly
untranslatable, the abusive subtitler may seek to pro-
duce polyvalencies and knots of signification that may
not coincide precisely with the problem in the source
text. There may not be a one-to-one correspondence
between all of Young's subtitles using “improper” gram-
mar and similar utterances on the soundtrack, never-
theless his approach cues the spectator to the elaborate
playfulness of the dialogue that would have been com-
pletely erased by corrupt titles. Third, despite his in-
stinctual abusiveness, Young, like Richie before him,
also restricts himself to the time/space/graphic limits
of the standard subtitle. Attuned to his historical mo-



ment in the third epoch, Young hints at the possibili-
ties; but a truly abusive subtitling would have been as
wild as the original tilm. It would have truly brought
the spectaror ro the film. This would appear radical from
the perspective of the second era, but surely you, who
live in the emerging third era, can feel the problems
with convention.

There are more daring and thrilling examples of
the emerging abusive subtitle elsewhere. places where
capital does not enforce the rules and regulations of
corruption. In the spring of 1993, Professor Laurel Rodd
of the University of Colorado assigned her Japanese
translation class the task of translating subtitles for the
opening of Itami Jizo’s A Taxing Woman Returns
(Marusa no onna 2, 1987). This short sequence includes
strings of kango (Chinese words) and snalches of clas-
sical Japanese. The class quickly learned to appreciate
the difficulties facing the translator of films, but their
intuitive solutions to confronting the practical issues
had little to do with the corrupt rules of the second
epoch’s subtitlers. They regretted their “inability”™ to
experiment and put subtitles in different colors and in
different parts of the frame. In fact, their exercise was

hypothetical and nothing was preventing them from in-
dulging in the most outrageous innovation (the new
technologies of video which link the apparatus with
computers can easily manipulate the material aspects
of the subtitle through colors, fonts, sizes, and ani-
mation). The tools are in place, but the professionals,
like the students above, check themselves, held back
as they are by the inertia of convention and the ideol-
ogy of corruption.

Actually, this has not restrained one group of trans-
lators from whom we may learn much. In fact, this ar-
ticle was inspired by their work. In the past few years,
a massive fandom has developed around Japanese an-
imation {anime) throughout the world. A substantial
portion of the fan activity concentrates on translation.
Scripts are posted on internet newsgroups and circu-
lated among clubs and individuals. Fan hackers write
software for the Amiga and other computer platforms,
software that enables them to take the subtitling ap-
paratus into their own hands. Groups collaborate on
not-for-profit subtitled versions of their favorite anime.
Working outside of the mainstream translation in-
dustry, lacking any formal training, these fans have

Fanmic Pante Panig!

whal?,

Four frames from a fan-subbed video tape of Ranma
I12:This Is Greenwood (Ranma [/2: Koke wa Guriin uddo).

31



32

produced abusive sublitles quite by instinct. In scenes
with overlapping dialogue, they use different colored
subtitles. Confronted with untranslatable words, they
introduce the foreign word into the English language
with a definition that sometimes fills the screen. Fool-
notes! Some tapes include small-type definitions and
cultural explanations which are illegible on the fly (here
we find a completely new viewing protocol made pos-
sible by video where the viewer halts the apparatus’s
mindless march and reads subtitles at leisure). They
use different fonts, sizes, and colors to correspond to
material aspects of language, from voice lo dialect to
written text within the tframe. And they treely insert
their “subtitles™ all over the screen. It is as if history
folds back on itsell and we find a resurgence of the
subtitling practice of the talkie era, but the underlying
differences put the two worlds apart.

The example of anime fandom reveals the distance
between the often clitist valorizations of anti-Holly-
wood experimentation and the abusive subtitle. Both
may be canny on ideological problems, both may in-
novalively break convention, but the latter attempts
to engage readers’ sensibilities with the same sensibil-
ities with which the readers engage their texts, Just as
the spectator approaches films from far-away places to
enjoy an experience of the foreign, the abusive trans-
lator attempts to locate his or her subtitles in the place
of the other. Rather than smothering the film under the
regulations of the corrupt subtitle, rather than smooth-
ing the rough edges of foreignness, rather than con-
verting everything into easily consumable meaning, the
abusive subtitles always direct spectators back to the
original text. Abusive sublitles circulate between the
foreign and the tfamiliar, the known and the unknown,
just as they shift between sense-for-sense and word-
for-word modalities. Were we speaking of the trans-
lation of printed texts, the third epoch would most likely
be filled with interlinear books. And is this not a char-
acteristic of the foreign film’s structure? The subt-
tled moving image is a constellated figure: both the
original and the translation are simultaneously avail-
able, as if they were en face. Most important, viewers
work off the original text whether they understand its
language or not. Although corrupt subtitles work
strongly against this reading practice, abusive subtitles
encourage it.

The time is ripe for abuse, if only because we are
in an age where moving image literacy includes the
ability to manage complex text/image relations. Au-
diences bring those talents to the foreign film, but they
go entirely unused. Tndeed, whal once was radical ex-

perimentation is now the stuff of Hollywood cinema,
MTYV and pop-up video, commercials, sitcoms, and the
nightly news. Complex image/text relationships are a
normalized textuality from everyday experience (ex-
ceedingly so in Japan). From this perspective, cor-
rupt subtitling is actually archaic. Thus, “abusc™ is
directed at convention, even at spectators and their ex-
pectations. And when abusive subtitling becomes nor-
malized, we will think of other terms . . . or simply drop
the adjective. It is likely that abusive translations will
begin with animation, comedies, the art film, and the
documentary—texts that are themselves transgres-
sive or essayistic—but there is nothing holding us back
from subjecting the most non-violent films to abuse.
The only other choice is corruption.

Abé Mark Nornes teaches Asian Cinema at the
Program of Film and Video Studies and Department of
Asian Languages and Cultures at the University of
Michigan. His most recent subtitles were for Satd
Makoto's Artists in Wonderland (Mahiru no hoshi, 1998).
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