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BLOC-NOTES

PARTIAL DUBBING

In order to make a film accessible to those
who do not understand the language that is spoken
in it, two methods are currently used : subtitling and
dubbing (or postsynchronisation). The advantage of
dubbing is that the viewer can watch the film as
usual. It is however, a rather elaborate and expensive
procedure and also, the actors lose much of their au-

thenticity : an English speaking Yves Montand or a -

German speaking Grace Kelly is not the real thing.
Besides, it is somewhat strange to hear a person say
"cabbage” while seeing his lips forming the word
“chou”. Subtitling, on the other hand, is inexpensive
and relatively easy to carry out, but it has several di-
sadvantages. The written text covers up part of the
picture, you often need to have good eyesight to
make it out — especially on a small television screen
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—, and it is altogether useless to people who cannot
read fast enough or who cannot read at all (it is esti-
mated that there are over a thousand million illitera-
tes in the world). A further major objection to subti-
tling is that the viewer’s attention is drown away
from the actual performance of the players — and of
the director.

In the Netherlands, in the Flemish part of
Belgium and in many other small countries, subti-
tling is most often the only form of translation avai-
lable. The English, French and German public are
very reluctant to accept subtitles, and insist on syn-
chronized translation. In Italy the importation of
films that are not dubbed in Italian has been made il-
legal. Furthermore, opera and stage-plays are rarely
accompanied by any form of translation. Finally,
problems arise in many homes when a programme
on the telly is presented in a language that is not
equally well understand by all members of the fa-
mily.

An alternative form of translation would the-
refore be very welcome and the method described be-
low might be an acceptable solution, at least in cer-
tain cases.

I propose to call it “partial dubbing” or “con-
cise synchronisation”. It would consist in adding to
the original sound track a spoken text giving the ne-
cessary information in the target language without
providing a full translation of the dialogue. Al-
though no serious study has been made so far of the
possibilities of this method, it has several obvious ad-
vantages. In the first place, it is relatively easy to
carry out and therefore economical. Secondly, it
would allow opera and stage-plays to be provided
with a kind of simultaneous translation, possibly by
means of the very light portable electronic devices
that are now available at relatively low cost, and
which are already extensively used for simultaneous
interpretation in conference halls.

Considerable research will certainly be nee-
ded to find the techniques required to put this idea
into practice. However, experiments on a small scale
have already allowed me to reach the following con-
clusions :

1.The method is feasible and the result can be
very satisfactory.

2.The cost is low, especially since the presen-
ters need not be professional actors.

3.1t is possible to make translations in several
languages available at the same time.

4.Total suppression of the original sound-
track is, in most cases, not advisable, but it is not cer-
tain when and to what extent the dubbing signal
should be allowed to drown the original sound. In
any case, the fact remains that part of the advantage
resulting from the viewer being able to concentrate
on the image rather than on a written text is partially
annihilated by the fact that the original sound esca-
pes his notice whenever he is listening to the transla-
tion. In order to compensate for this, it is necessary
to make full use of the silent passages in the original
dialogue and to make the translated text as short as
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possible, which means that any information that is
not essential should, in principle, be left out. Preci-
sely to what extent this can be done without impai-
ring the validity of the production is still an open
question. In many cases, however, it appears that the
dialogues can be considerably shortened without un-
due loss of quality.

5.Dialogue may possibly even be replaced —
partly or entirely — by a (shorter) description of
what is going on, or it may simply be reproduced in
indirect speech.

6.Finally, careful consideration should be gi-
ven to the rate of speed at which the “translation” is
delivered.

The following additional observations may
also be of interest.

— Partial dubbing is not possible in all cases,
nor, for that matter, is it always advisable.

— Its application will not be satisfactory un-
less the right technique is used in the proper way and
adapted to each individual case.

— The working method will have to be modi-
fied according to the length and importance of the
dialogues and the type of subject : screen play, docu-
mentary, opera, etc.

— In order to determine the nature and
length of the new text, the time of insertion, the vo-
lume of the sound, etc., a completely new script will
have to be produced in close collaboration with the
translator. The writer of this new script and the di-
rector will need to be perfectly familiar with the play,
and all those involved in the adaptation will require
considerable skill, imagination and ingenuity.

— With the currently available stereo sys-
tems of sound reproduction, it is now possible to add
to the original sound track one or more dubbing
texts, which those members of the audience who do
not understand the language of the original can then
receive through ear-phones without disturbing those
who are listening to the original sound.

— Extensive research will be necessary to
provide the right answers to many questions, such as
are the following, which still open.

a) In which cases should be dubbing text be
presented by more than one person in
view of differentiating the various actors,
i.e. to what extent can the lines of various
actors — men, women, children, etc. —
be rendered by one person ?

b) When is it advisable to maintain the ori-
ginal intonation of a dialogue rather than
read out the “translation” in a necutral
tone ? The latter is certainly the simplest,
easiest and less expensive solution, but it
may result in objectionable monotony of
the presentation.

¢) Authors and actors may not approve of
this new type of “translation”. They
should consider, however, that some of
the quality of the original is lost in any
form of translation, and that an imper-
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fect adaptation may be preferable to no
translation at all.

Considering the large numbers of people
throughout the world who watch film and television
programmes without properly understanding the
language used in them, and considering also the nu-
merous cases in which the appreciation of films, etc.,
is greatly reduced or made altogether impossible be-
cause of the inefficiency of the existing methods of
translation, there can be no doubt about the desirabi-
lity of looking more closely into the possibilities of
partial dubbing.

PAUL HENDRICKX



