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Interjections in Original and Dubbed Sitcoms  
in Catalan: A Comparison

anna matamala
Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Barcelona, Spain 
anna.matamala@uab.cat

RÉSUMÉ

Le présent article fait état d’une analyse des interjections, lesquelles constituent des 
éléments très spécifiques de la communication orale, dans un corpus composé de comé-
dies de situation doublées ou enregistrées d’emblée en catalan. La notion d’interjection 
et les caractéristiques du corpus sont tout d’abord définies. Le nombre d’interjections 
figurant dans chacun des deux sous-corpus fait l’objet d’une comparaison, et le pourcen-
tage d’occurrences est également comparé au pourcentage d’interjections présentes dans 
un corpus de conversations réelles spontanées en catalan. Les possibles effets des 
contraintes du doublage sur l’oralité dans les productions doublées sont discutés et les 
changements subis par les interjections au cours de ce processus dynamique sont mis 
en évidence.

ABSTRACT

This article analyses interjections, a very specific element of orality, in a corpus of sitcoms 
both dubbed into Catalan and originally shot in Catalan. After defining interjections and 
describing the corpus used to carry out the analysis, a comparison between the number 
of interjections contained in the dubbed sitcoms of the corpus and the number of inter-
jections included in those originally shot in Catalan is presented. This data is also 
 compared to the percentage of interjections found in a corpus of real spontaneous con-
versations in Catalan. Finally, the possible effects of the constraints of dubbing on the 
orality of dubbed products are discussed and the changes interjections undergo during 
this dynamic process are highlighted.

MOTS-CLÉS/KEYWORDS

doublage, interjections, oralité, comédie de situation, catalan
dubbing, interjections, orality, sitcoms, Catalan

1. Introduction

Various researchers have dealt with the topic of orality in audiovisual translations, 
highlighting that the language of dubbing is a simulated orality which does not 
include all the features of real oral spontaneous language (Chaume 2003: 213-221; 
Chiaro 2005). This article presents an analysis of one marker of orality – interjections 
– in a corpus of sitcoms either dubbed into Catalan or originally shot in Catalan 
(Matamala 2005a). 

First, the items included under the category interjections will be defined. 
Second, the corpus used to carry out the analysis will be described and, third, the 
results of the comparison between the number of interjections contained in the 
dubbed sitcoms of the corpus and the number of interjections included in those 
originally shot in Catalan will be presented. This data will also be compared to the 
percentage of interjections found in a corpus of real spontaneous conversations in 
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Catalan, a comparison which will help to attribute different degrees of orality to 
different products. Finally, the possible effects of the constraints of dubbing on the 
orality of dubbed products will be discussed.1

2. Defining interjections: a cognitive-based approach 

A definition of the category “interjection” has not yet been clearly established: in 
traditional grammars interjections are usually included among word classes and 
stress is placed on their phonological anomalies, syntactic independence, morpho-
logical invariance and expressive nature (Crystal and Quirk 1985; Greenbaum and 
Quirk 1990; Huddleston 1986; Leech and Svartvik 1975; Quirk et al. 1972). Some of 
these units have also been studied from other perspectives and labelled phraseo-
logical units (Lorente 2002; Sancho 1999), discourse markers (Aijmer 2002; Andersen 
2001; Brinton 1996; Fischer 2000; Fraser 1990; 1999; Redeker 1990; Schiffrin 1987; 
Schourup 1982), vocalizations and paralinguistic features (Calsamiglia and Tusón 
1999; Kerbrat-Orecchioni 1990; 1996; Crystal and Quirk 1964; Trager 1958), response 
cries (Goffman 1981) or even alternants (Poyatos 1993). They are even the main topic 
of certain monographic articles and theses (Ameka 1992; James 1973; Wilkins 1992; 
Wierzbicka 1992). However, each of these theoretical frameworks pays attention to 
specific subcategories of interjections, with analyses focusing on a number of char-
acteristics from various points of view.

The objective of this study is also to provide an extensive analysis of linguistic 
elements that may be included in the category of interjections. To this end, Cuenca’s 
cognitive model (1996; 2000; 2002a) has proven to be the most appropriate because 
the definition of interjections is based on the prototype theory (Kleiber 1990; Taylor 
1989; Ungerer and Schmid 1996) as well as on the theory of grammaticalization 
(Hopper and Traugott 2003; Lehmann 1995; Traugott and Heine 1991). As a result, 
the definition includes a wide array of units under a single category. 

According to the prototype theory, interjections are considered to form a periph-
eral class of the category “sentence.” They correspond to communicative units that are 
syntactically autonomous as well as intonationally and semantically complete (Cuenca 
2000; 2002a). Furthermore, they generally express pragmatic values, but they do not 
consist of a subject associated to a predicate and are highly context dependent. 

The theory of grammaticalization accounts for the evolution of secondary inter-
jections through a process of subjectification (Traugott 1995). This cognitive-based 
approach considers that boundaries are fuzzy and that members of a category may 
share only a small number of attributes with other members of the same category. 
This allows, under the heading “interjections” , the inclusion of items such as mhm 
or tut (which, according to certain authors [Poyatos 1993], constitute paralinguistic 
features), together with prototypical interjections such as oh or ah and even almost 
phraseological expressions such as damn or holy shit. The units which have a simple 
form and do not come from another word class are called “primary interjections” 
(oh, ah, ouch), whereas those that come from another word class and have become 
interjections through a process of grammaticalization are called “secondary interjec-
tions” (God, bloody hell, shit). 

As shown in Matamala (2005b), interjections play a key role in the three main 
elements of a conversation, accomplishing different functions in openings, develop-
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ments and closings (Tusón 1995). As defined and exemplified below, Cuenca, adapt-
ing Jakobson’s classical functions, proposes differentiating expressive, conative, 
phatic, metalinguistic and representative interjections.

2.1. Expressive interjections

Expressive interjections express the speaker’s feelings, for example, Good God or 
wow.

(1)  Hal: Your wife wants to know if you’ve looked at the carpet satches, your gardener 
wants to know if he should re-seed your lawn, and your mother’s cancer specialist 
needs to know about her living will. 

 Matt: Good God, woman, you didn’t call me in the car about this? How much time 
did he say is left? Hal: Two weeks until rainy season.

(“Working,” episode 21)
(2)  Matt: I propose a four day working week in which employees would work Monday 

through Thursday for ten hours a day, adding an hour in the morning and an hour 
in the afternoon. 

 Hal: Wow, Matt, it must feel terrific to see one of your ideas put into action.
(“Working,” episode 21)

2.2. Conative interjections

Conative interjections are units used by the speaker in order to produce an effect on 
the listener, such as please or hey!

(1)  Abby: I want to hear it, Matt. What’s your idea? Tell me, tell me.
 Matt: Well, I came up with it in the shower this morning. 
 Abby: Uh. Please, tell me. Tell me.

(“Working,” episode 21)
(2)  Hal: Well, if this is your way of apologizing for all of your demeaning derogatory 

remarks then I say, “apology accepted.” Hey! Look everybody. Delaney gave me 
flowers.

(“Working,” episode 21)

2.3. Phatic interjections

Phatic interjections show that communication has been established. Two subtypes 
can be found. The first contains prototypical units like good morning, hello, bye or 
thanks. The second are units between phatic and metalinguistic interjections, 
expressing agreement, disagreement, etc., such as allright, fine or OK. 

(1)  Butch: Who goes on a date on Thanksgiving? 
 Pamela: Popular people. 
 Butch: Fine. I’ll just take this over to Mom and Dad’s for dinner. They’re not popular.

(“Normal, Ohio,” episode 2)
(2)  Pamela: Forget it. I’m not doing Thanksgiving.
 Butch: For Tom? C’mon, do you realize how old Mom and Dad are? This could be 

our last Thanksgiving together.
 Pamela: All right, all right, I’ll do it. For Tom. Robbie! Kimberly! Bad news! We’re 

having Thanksgiving together!
(“Normal, Ohio,” episode 2)
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2.4. Metalinguistic interjections

Metalinguistic interjections are used as discourse markers (Schiffrin 1987). They are 
the key elements which demarcate units of speech in conversational exchanges, e.g. 
look, well or listen.

(1)  Abby: I want to hear it, Matt. What’s your idea? Tell me, tell me.
 Matt: Well, I came up with it in the shower this morning.

(“Working,” episode 21)
(2)  Pamela: You’re not going to that game!
 Pamela: Look, sis, this is my son, who I haven’t seen in four years, who wants to 

share something special with me. Let me bond with my son.
(“Normal, Ohio,” episode 2)

2.5. Representative interjections

Finally, representative interjections are onomatopoeic interjections such as miaow, 
gobble, gobble or cock-a-doodle-doo.

(1) Joan: Gobble, gobble. We’re here. (Imitating a turkey’s sound).
(“Normal, Ohio,” episode 2)

3. Audiovisual corpus of sitcoms

The audiovisual corpus of sitcoms was created in 2002 and contains two subcor-
pora: a monolingual subcorpus (Table 1) and a bilingual subcorpus (Table 2).2 The 
first includes 25-minute sitcoms originally shot in Catalan and broadcast on Catalan 
television with great success: episodes 2 and 3 of the series Plats Bruts, and episodes 
1 and 2 of Jet Lag. Both series display a very oral language and the selection of the 
episodes was based on the availability of the material. The subcorpus includes the 
transcription of the final broadcast version (which does not always correspond to the 
script given to actors) aligned with audiovisual clips. The segmentation of the clips 
was carried out with Videosplitter, a freeware software, and the alignment was done 
manually due to the absence of adequate software.

Table 1

Monolingual subcorpus (number of words)

Series Catalan
Jet Lag, episode 1 3,931 words
Jet Lag, episode 2 3,394 words
Plats bruts, episode 2 3,092 words
Plats bruts, episode 3 4,414 words
Total 18,222 words

The bilingual subcorpus consists of British and American sitcoms, both in the 
original version and in the Catalan dubbed version. The sample was randomly selected 
and consisted of one episode of the British sitcom Coupling (Parelles), one episode of 
the American sitcom Working (Jornada Intensiva) and one episode of the American 
sitcom Normal, Ohio (Normal, Ohio), all broadcast on Catalan television. Again the 
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availability of scripts and video material was paramount in the process. The alignment 
text-video was also manually carried out, but a specific software developed at the 
Institut Universitari de Lingüística Aplicada (Universitat Pompeu Fabra-Barcelona) 
(De Yzaguirre et al. 2005) was used to align both written transcriptions. 

Table 2

Bilingual corpus (number of words in the broadcast version)

Series Catalan British/American
Coupling/Parelles 3,698 words 3,727 words
Working/Jornada Intensiva 2,605 words 2,726 words
Normal, Ohio 2,919 words 3,045 words
Total 9,222 words 9,498 words

The whole corpus, that has been used to carry out the study, contains a remark-
ably high number of interjection occurrences (Table 3).

Table 3

Number of occurrences of interjections

Corpus N
Catalan (original) 882
Catalan (dubbed) 296
English 362

4. Comparing interjections in original and dubbed sitcoms

Interjections are commonly found in spontaneous conversations. However, sitcoms 
are nothing but fiction attempting to imitate spontaneous oral dialogue with certain 
time restrictions. This forces scriptwriters to mimic oral features only to a certain 
degree so that the action may go on. This section deals with two questions: to what 
extent the dialogues found in sitcoms differ from real spontaneous conversations? 
And to what extent the actors oralise the script? Due to their relevance to the oral 
language, interjections are used as a marker to answer these questions. Needless to 
say, other units than interjections should be considered in order to reach valid con-
clusions concerning the spontaneity of these audiovisual products, but the analysis 
of interjections may be considered as a first step shedding light on this issue. Hence, 
the number of interjections have been counted in: (1) the written script given to the 
actors; (2) the final broadcast version; and (3) spontaneous conversations. Then the 
rate of interjections in relation to the total number of tokens in each corpus was 
calculated (Table 4).

For spontaneous conversations, the data obtained by Castellà (2004) were used. 
Castellà used the same cognitive-based framework as Cuenca’s and the corpus con-
sisted of a 27,254-word sample from the Corpus Oral de Conversa Colloquial (COC; 
Oral Corpus of Colloquial Conversations) from the Corpus del Català Contemporani 
(Catalan Contemporary Corpus) from the Universitat de Barcelona (Payrató and 
Alturo 2002). 
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Table 4

Number and rate of interjections 

Catalan
N                   %

Dubbed
N                   %

Written script 349 3.01% 295 3.03%
Broadcast sitcom 882 4.84% 296 3.2%
Spontaneous language  1,387 5.09% — —

The following sections present a detailed analysis of these results.

4.1. Interjections in Catalan sitcoms

In the Catalan sitcoms, actors add a remarkably high number of interjections which 
are not found in the original script, which contains 11,594 words. From the 349 inter-
jections originally found in the written pre-production script (3.01%), 66 are elimi-
nated by the actors and 601 new interjections are added, reaching a total of 882 (4.84% 
due to the fact that the final broadcast version contains 18,222 words, a remarkably 
higher number due to improvisations which are not present in the script). The propor-
tion of interjections in the broadcast sitcom is therefore more similar to the 5.09% of 
interjections found in a corpus of real spontaneous Catalan conversations made up 
of 27,254 words. Therefore, the higher proportion of interjections in Catalan original 
sitcoms suggests that they show a high degree of orality, as they perfectly simulate 
spontaneity, thanks to the improvisations of the actors, a hypothesis that Martí (1997: 
75) had already proposed when analysing the language of Catalan fiction series. Some 
of the interjections which result from improvisation in the Catalan original corpus 
are shown in Table 5, next to their approximate meaning. 

Table 5

Interjections added in the Catalan original corpus

Number of added 
occurrences

Meaning and similar English interjections

Aaa 13 Interjection expressing doubt (er)
Ah 54 Multipurpose interjection (oh)
Ai 43 Multipurpose interjection expressing both pain (ouch) and 

sudden realisation (oh)
Bueno 27 Widely used interjection meaning well but not included in 

the normative dictionary.
Eh? 107 Interjection meaning approximately right?, ok?, huh?
Ei 26 Interjection meaning hey.
Escolta/eu 18 Interjection used at the beginning of a sentence (listen)
Home 34 Multipurpose interjection with a wide range of meanings 

(literally: man)
Mira 25 Interjection used at the beginning of a sentence (look)
Mmm 31 Primary interjection with different meanings according to 

the intonation.
Molt bé 10 Generally used at the beginning of sentences, literally 

meaning very well (OK).
No? 16 Question tag.
Oh 18 Multipurpose interjection (oh)
Va 21 Conative interjection (come on)
Vale 17 Widely used interjection meaning OK but not included in 

the normative dictionary.
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This data also demonstrate what Paloma and Segarra (2000: 54) had already 
stated: although the script is always planned and has been revised by a registered 
linguist, actors oralise the text and include oral and colloquial features, sometimes 
distancing themselves from the linguistic norm. In our corpus, some of the interjec-
tions resulting from actor improvisation are not sanctioned by the prescriptive 
authorities (Institut d’Estudis Catalans): interjections such as bueno or vale, calques 
from their Spanish counterparts, find their way into Catalan sitcoms because actors 
include them spontaneously, whereas in dubbing these units are never found due to 
the strict linguistic revision undergone by all products (see section 5). There is no 
doubt that, in terms of language control, a laxer approach is adopted towards pro-
grammes originally produced in Catalan, especially those aimed at a young audience, 
and the medium gives actors the freedom to include improvised sentences and inter-
jections, mirroring oral colloquial language. For instance, in colloquial texts, the unit 
bueno is more commonly used than the normative bé (Espuny 1998, González 1998, 
Vila 1998) and even carries an expressive and illocutive force not found in bé 
(González 2001). As far as vale is concerned, it is also one of the Spanish loanwords 
most commonly found in Catalan (Vila 1998), but unluckily there are no specific 
studies that have addressed this unit.

4.2. Interjections in dubbed sitcoms

Dubbed sitcoms contain approximately the same number of interjections in the writ-
ten script (295 interjection in a 9,735–word corpus, that is 3.03%) as in the broadcast 
version (296 interjections in a 9,222-word corpus, that is 3.2%). This moves away from 
the percentage of real spontaneous language in Catalan (5.09%) and demonstrates 
that dubbing leaves virtually no room for improvisations, an issue further developed 
in section 5. Considering the fact that dubbed scripts contain a lower percentage of 
interjections, a key question arises: do translators omit interjections when translating 
from English into Catalan or does the English version contain a limited number of 
interjections? In our corpus, the English version contains 3.81% of interjections – 362 
interjections in a 9,498-word corpus – a higher percentage compared to the final 
dubbed product but low compared to Catalan spontaneous interjections.3

5. Dubbing constraints 

As demonstrated in the previous section, dubbed versions present a limited number 
of changes as far as interjections are concerned, contrary to the differences observed 
between the written script and the broadcast version in Catalan sitcoms. The second 
part of the article is intended to demonstrate that dubbing is, however, a dynamic 
process in which changes occur, particularly in the first stages (from the draft trans-
lation to the final written version) and much less frequently in the last stages (record-
ing), with actors refraining from oralising the script.

As shown in Figure 1, dubbing in Catalonia is a long process which involves 
different agents. I will focus on the highlighted tasks (translation, adaptation and 
linguistic revision), which can be carried out by a single professional or different 
professionals.
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Figure 1

Dubbing process in Catalonia (adapted from Ledesma and López, 2002)

The translator is in charge of delivering a translation which expresses all the 
nuances of the original, taking into account its register, but without paying attention 
to lip-synchronisation. This does not imply that translators deny they are transferring 
an oral text into a written text which will be received as an audiovisual product: on 
the contrary, the relationship between the text and the image must be taken into 
account by the translator, who nonetheless will leave lip-synchronisation to the next 
professional in the chain.

The adaptor makes sure that the target language script is synchronised with the 
original length of the sentences (isochrony), the lip movement (lip-synch) and the 
body movements of the characters (kinetic synchrony). According to Gilabert, 
Ledesma and Trifol (2001), the adaptor must check the orality of the dialogues and 
adapt the translation if necessary.
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Finally, the linguistic revision is a step not always included in the working chain, 
but it is compulsory when working for Catalan television. Linguistic quality – mean-
ing linguistic adequacy – is a key step for this network and this is why registered 
linguists, who have passed a selective examination, carry out a linguistic control at 
two different levels: they check that the written text does not include any mistakes 
and that the register is adequate, and they also guarantee that the oral version does 
not include any wrong or inconsistent pronunciations – often attributed to Spanish 
influences – and ask for a retake if necessary. In all cases, the linguist follows the 
client’s indications: in the Catalan market, the client is generally the Catalan televi-
sion and its style indications can be found in a recently created webpage.4

During this long process, some interjections may be added, changed or omitted, 
as shown in the following selection of examples from the three dubbed episodes. 
Changes generally occur during the adaptation and linguistic revision processes, but 
sometimes also during the recording session, although actors do not have the free-
dom to improvise as they do in original sitcoms. This might explain why their degree 
of orality – based solely on the number of interjections – differs.

5.1. Interjections added in the adaptation/linguistic revision

Table 6 presents examples of interjections which were added either during the adap-
tation or the linguistic revision. The table includes the original utterance, the written 
translation, the final written version and a back-translation of this latter version.

Table 6

Interjections added in the adaptation/linguistic revision

Original Translation Final written version Back-translation4

Um pollen? 
(Coupling)

El pol·len? A… el pol·len? Um… pollen?

Well, the female lead. 
Sorry. (Coupling)

Protagonista 
femenina. Perdona.

Bé,/ protagonista 
femenina./ Perdona.

Well, the female lead. 
Sorry.

Could you wrap it 
up? (Normal)

Que podries anar 
per feina?

Fes via, sisplau. Hurry up, please.

I will back your 
proposal, Peyser. 
(Working)

Tiraré endavant la 
seva proposta.

Tiraré endavant la seva 
proposta, entesos?

I will back your 
proposal, OK?

Most interjections added by the adaptor were already present in the original 
script, but were omitted by the translator. However, when adapting, the adaptor 
needed more text and used a feature which was already found in the original version. 
Interjections are especially useful due to their autonomy and brevity, and this is why 
they occupy an intonational unit. For example, the sentence Well, the female lead. 
Sorry. has clearly three different blocks ([well], [the female lead], [sorry]). The adap-
tor needs to fill the first block and the interjection bé fits perfectly there. On the other 
hand, there are instances where no interjection is included in the original but, in 
order to synchronise the text, the adaptor uses an interjection which not only accom-
plishes the synchrony requirements but also adds orality to the dubbed version.
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5.2. Interjections changed in the adaptation/linguistic revision

Table 7 focuses on the interjections which were changed either by the adaptor or the 
language consultant. The back-translation provides a literal translation for both the 
translation and for the final written version, which are separated by a slash.

Table 7

Interjections changed in the adaptation/linguistic revision

Original Translation Final written version Literal back-transla-
tion

Yes! (Coupling) Sí! Visca! [Yes!/Hooray!]
Oh, thank you. 
(Normal)

Gràcies. Moltes gràcies. [Thank you/Thank you 
very much.]

Good God, woman, 
you didn’t call me in 
the car about this? 
(Working)

Valga’m Déu 
Senyor! Per què 
no em trucaves 
al mòbil?

Mare meva! Per què 
no em trucaves al 
mòbil, dona?

[God, my Lord, protect 
me!/ My mother!] Why 
didn’t you call me to 
the cell phone?

In some cases, such as the first one, the changes are due to linguistic reasons: sí 
(literally yes) is considered a calque for the English expression yes and other interjec-
tions such as the proposed (visca) are preferred by the client. This strict linguistic 
control in Catalan dubbed products generally avoids errors which affect all type of 
pragmatic units such as discourse markers, discourse routines, speech rules, prefor-
mulated discourse and interjections (Gómez Capuz 2001), and which increasingly 
find their way into dubbed products (Castro 1997). 

In other instances such as the second one, the changes are clearly due to reasons 
of isochrony (moltes gràcies is a longer utterance and therefore is closer to oh, thank 
you in terms of length than a simple gràcies, which would render the linguistic mean-
ing more accurately). Although there is a slight change in the intensity of the interjec-
tion, the final effect is the same and this type of change is commonplace in 
dubbing.

As far as the last example is concerned, the second form is preferred probably 
due to the constraints of synchronisation. Although the literal translation of both 
Catalan interjections is completely different (Valga’m Déu Senyor > God, my Lord, 
protect me, and Mare meva > My mother), the pragmatic value remains the same and, 
in my opinion, both options are valid. This is a good example which illustrates that

“translating interjections is not a matter of word translation,” but “the translator must 
interpret the semantic and pragmatic meaning and the context of use, and then look 
for an equivalent (interjection or not) which can convey the same meaning and produce 
the same effect on the audience of the dubbed version” (Cuenca 2006). 

5.3. Interjections omitted in the adaptation/linguistic revision

Some interjections included in the translated script do not find their way into the 
final written version, as shown in Table 8.
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Table 8

Interjections omitted in the adaptation/linguistic revision

Original Translation Final written version Back-translation
Well, I’m trying not to 
answer before he 
actually asks 
(Coupling)

Bé, intento no 
contestar-li abans 
que m’ho pregunti.

Intento no contestar-li 
abans que m’ho 
pregunti.

I’m trying not to 
answer before he 
actually asks.

My God (Normal) Ostres! (G) (G)
Before lifting it, please 
sign this (Working)

Abans d’aixecar 
res, sisplau… signi.

Abans d’aixecar res, 
m’hauria de signar 
aquí

Before lifting it, you 
should sign here.

Again, some of the changes are due to the constraints of synchronisation – for 
example, My God is changed into a simple vocal sound because it is hardly heard in 
the original and two syllables do not fit – but in some cases the adaptation is due to 
the fact that other structures are preferred in certain contexts in Catalan: for exam-
ple, although it is perfectly correct to use the interjection sisplau (please), it is also 
true that other structures such as m’hauria de… (you should; TVC 1997: 79) are more 
commonly used and sometimes forgotten in dubbed products because translators 
tend to mimic the syntactic patterns of the original.

Needless to say, an interjection is not always adequately rendered by another 
interjection in the target language, since each language has its own linguistic mech-
anisms. In our corpus, for example, 10.7% of interjections are not translated by 
interjective forms, but by means of other linguistic resources. For instance, the inter-
jection well, translated by the Catalan equivalent bé in the first example, is omitted 
in the adapted version, following the indications of the Catalan television stylebook 
(TVC 1997: 79). This suggests that this unit does not need to be translated, especially 
when a long pause follows. However, this view is not shared by González and Sol 
(2002). In their analyses of the translation of well in the Catalan version of the film 
Pulp Fiction, they recommend translating it by any means possible, after stating that 
a third of the occurrences of the English well are not translated in the analysed film. 
In our opinion, a further analysis of the frequency of usage of both units should be 
carried out in order to establish their relationship and one should bear in mind that 
not all pragmatic units in the source language need to be rendered by pragmatic units 
in the target language. Indeed, a wide array of translation strategies are possible, such 
as the six identified by Cuenca (2006) after analysing the dubbed version of the film 
Four Weddings and a Funeral: (a) literal translation; (b) translation by using an inter-
jection with dissimilar form but the same meaning; (c) translation by using a non-
interjective structure with similar meaning; (d) translation by using an interjection 
with a different meaning; (e) omission, and (f) addition of elements, generally a pri-
mary interjection. 

According to Cuenca (2006) , strategy (b) is the most frequent when translating 
secondary interjections and seems to be the best option because it usually avoids the 
risk of pragmatic errors. Regarding primary interjections, Cuenca (2002b; 2004) used 
part of the same corpus in a previous analysis and concluded that they tend to be 
omitted or translated either by a different interjection with the same meaning or 
translated by strategy (b).

interjections in original and dubbed sitcoms in catalan    495

 01.Meta 54.3.final.indd   495 9/17/09   4:46:35 PM



496    Meta, LIV, 3, 2009

5.4. Interjections added during the recording

Some changes also occur during the recording: table 9 shows some interjections 
added in the process, including the original, the final written version, the final oral 
version and a back-translation.

Table 9

Interjections added during the recording

Original Final written version Final oral version Back-translation
Well, that’s sad, 
because the funny 
thing is is I think 
we’ve both got a lot in 
common. I know I 
have (Coupling)

Això és molt trist… 
perquè el cas és… que 
crec que tenim molt 
en comú. Sé que jo sí.

Mmm. Això és molt 
trist… perquè el cas 
és… que crec que 
tenim molt en comú. 
Sé que jo sí.

Mmm. This is very 
sad, because the thing 
is I think we’ve both 
got a lot in common. I 
know I have. 

Oh, darn. I’m out of 
popcorn. I’ll be right 
back. (Normal)

(G) Se m’han acabat 
les crispetes

Ah! Se m’han acabat 
les crispetes

Oh! I’m out of 
popcorn.

Hello. (ININT) 
(Working)

(ADLIB) Hola. 
ININT. 

Bon dia. Hola. Good morning. Hello.

In these cases interjections are added in basically two places: when there is a (G) 
symbol or an (ADLIB) or an (AMBIENT) indications, when the actors are given the 
freedom to introduce vocalizations or expressions at random and when there is a 
space to be filled that had not been taken into account by the adaptor. The “G” sym-
bol – meaning literally gesture – is used by adaptors to indicate to the actors that they 
must emit a sound that has no written form in Catalan (for example, a cough, a 
sneeze, clearing one’s throat, etc.). The ADLIB and the AMBIENT indications mean 
that there is an unintelligible dialogue in the original soundtrack which has to be 
“filled” in the dubbed version: whereas in the AMBIENT characters are not defined 
and their mouth is not clearly visible (for example, supporters shouting at a football 
match), the ADLIB symbol is used when characters are more clearly visible (for 
example, additional dialogues in a restaurant).

5.5. Interjections changed during the recording

Table 10 presents the only interjection which was changed during the recording, 
providing the original version, the final written version, the final broadcast version 
and its back-translation.

Table 10

Interjections changed during the recording

Original Final written version Final oral version Back-translation
Oh, sure, yeah, 
absolutely (Coupling)

Ah sí, sí, esclar. Oh, sí, sí, esclar. Oh, yeah, yeah, 
absolutely.

There was only one interjection changed during the recording in our corpus: the 
actor has imitated the original oh and, instead of using the interjection ah proposed 
by the translator, has chosen another possible interjection in Catalan which is how-
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ever less appropriate in this particular context. In fact, Cuenca (2006) considers that 
the written form oh exists, with different pronunciations, in English, Catalan and 
Spanish, “and it exhibits similar expressive meanings. However, its frequency and 
context of use are different and the literal translation of the form leads to pragmatic 
errors.” Another short analysis of the translation of oh in three different Spanish 
translations of the American film Pulp Fiction is also found in Chaume (2004), who 
considers these units to be used in repair strategies, in question-answer adjacency 
pairs and as intensifiers and also states that the same written form does not convey 
the same pragmatic meaning in all languages.

5.6. Interjections omitted during the recording

Table 11 presents an example of an interjection omitted during the recording, which 
corresponds to the series Coupling.

Table 11

Interjections omitted during the recording

Original Final written version Final oral version Back-translation
Oh, Patrick, Patrick, 
Patrick (Coupling)

Oh, Patrick, Patrick, 
Patrick

Patrick, Patrick, 
Patrick

Patrick, Patrick, 
Patrick

In this particular case the actress has omitted the interjection oh, probably due to a 
slip, because it is obvious that the final written version fits perfectly in the original 
space available. 

Table 12 summarizes the data related to the changes observed in the three 
dubbed sitcoms (Coupling, Normal Ohio and Working). Seven scenarios are envis-
aged for each sitcom: interjections are the same (that is, they are found in the  
translation and are maintained in the final broadcast version), interjections are 
added/changed/omitted in the written text (that is, in the adapted and linguistically 
revised written version given to the actors), and interjections are added/changed/
omitted during the recording (that is, actors improvise and modify the written text). 
The number of interjections for each situation is provided next to a percentage which 
is calculated taking into account the total number of interjections for each sitcom. 
For example, 87 interjections out of 120 are kept the same in the sitcom Normal Ohio, 
and this corresponds to a 72.50% 

Table 12

Distribution of change types in the dubbing process

Interjections are… Coupling Normal Working
…the same 86 72.26% 87 72.50% 41 54.67%
…added in the written text 16 13.44% 12 10.00% 20 26.67%
…changed in the written text 4 3.37% 8 6.67% 9 12.00%
…omitted in the written text 4 3.37% 9 7.50% 4 5.33%
…added during the recording 2 1.68% 4 3.33% 1 1.33%
…changed during the recording 1 0.84% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
…omitted during the recording 6 5.04% 0 0.00% 0 0.00%
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In short, the data show that in dubbing most changes occur during the written 
processes (adaptation and linguistic revision) and are added to the translation: despite 
the fact that a percentage of 54.67% to 72.5% of interjections originally proposed by 
the translator are kept, a remarkable percentage are added (from 10% to 26.67%, 
depending on the sitcom) and a few are changed (from 3.37% to 12%) or omitted 
(from 3.37% to 7.5%). Furthermore, and contrary to the sitcoms originally shot in 
Catalan, actors are not given the freedom to improvise during the recording. 
Therefore, very few interjections are added, changed or omitted during the recording, 
with percentages under 5% in all cases.

6. Concluding remarks

In conclusion, the differences in the number and proportion of interjections, which 
are key oral elements, have been analysed in dubbed and original sitcoms. Although 
attempting to mimic spontaneous oral language, the language of dubbing is nothing 
but a convention, an artificial linguistic variety which takes elements from different 
sources to create a credible yet planned spontaneous language with no room for 
continuous improvisations, whereas Catalan sitcoms include more spontaneous 
interjections, even units not sanctioned by the prescriptive authorities, therefore 
increasing the orality.

Should translators bridge the gap and offer translations closer to real oral lan-
guage even though they might contain units not sanctioned by the prescriptive 
authorities? Should the language of dubbed sitcoms and the language of original 
sitcoms draw closer, as Ainaud et al. (2001: 133-138) suggest? In our opinion, there is 
no doubt that translators should aim at recreating a colloquial spontaneous language, 
but putting the language of both types of products on the same level is nothing but a 
fallacy: the dubbing process has its own specific constraints, as demonstrated in sec-
tion 5, and is part of a global fiction in which everything – characters, settings, 
language, etc. – is a simulated reality more distant to the Catalan audience than the 
one portrayed by Catalan sitcoms.

In the second part of the article, an analysis of the changes that the translation 
undergoes during the process has been performed, illustrated by the description of 
a single type of unit. The data presented show that all audiovisual translations are 
part of a dynamic process in which various agents participate in order to shape a 
final version.

While this article provides some answers regarding the presence of interjections 
in sitcoms, it should be considered as a first step of a wider research on the orality of 
the language resulting from the dubbing process, in which various features of orality 
could be analysed, as shown by Romero (2006a; 2006b) in Spanish.

NOTES

1. The data is taken from a Ph.D. thesis developed within the doctoral programme in Applied 
Linguistics at the Universitat Pompeu Fabra (Barcelona) in which an audiovisual corpus of sitcoms 
was created in order to analyse interjections from various perspectives and propose a lexico-
graphical tool (Matamala 2005a; Matamala and Lorente 2008).

2. The corpus was created by the author specifically for her doctoral dissertation because no corpora 
of this type existed in the language combination English > Catalan. This corpus was created with 
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humble technological means and is rather small in size – nothing in comparison with Forlixt 1, 
for example (Valentini 2008; Heiss and Soffritti 2008) –, but hopefully it will be enlarged. However, 
it has been one of the first of its kind and can be used to provide trends which in the future can be 
validated in wider corpora.

3. Unfortunately, a question not answered yet, due to the complexity of the work involved with an 
oral spontaneous corpus, is whether English oral language features less interjections than Catalan. 
The answer might be obtained by analysing real spontaneous oral corpora. This would provide an 
insight regarding the specificity of interjection usage in both languages.

4. See <http://esadir.cat/>, visited on June 6th, 2009.
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