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Prefabricated Orality
A Challenge in Audiovisual Translation
Rocio Bafos-Pifiero & Frederic Chaume (London Metropolitan University & University 'Jaume I' of Castelld)

Abstract

Creating fictional dialogues that sound natural and believable is one of the main challenges of both screenwriting and
audiovisual translation. The challenge does not lie so much in trying to imitate spontaneous conversations, but in
selecting specific features of this mode of discourse that are widely accepted and recognised as such by the audience.
The main purpose of this article is to analyse and describe the linguistic code in an audiovisual corpus, focusing on what
is specific to audiovisual texts and, therefore, to audiovisual translation. Although this code is common to all texts that
need to be translated, it stands out further in audiovisual texts since they are “written to be spoken as if not

written” (Gregory and Carroll, 1978: 42). We are therefore dealing with texts whose orality may seem spontaneous and
natural, but which is actually planned or, as Chaume (2004a: 168) terms it, ‘prefabricated’. Since this is a characteristic
that is common to most audiovisual fictional texts regardless of their origins, our aim here is to describe the main
features of the linguistic code in native and foreign productions (dubbed from English into Spanish) and to highlight the
trends when writing and translating these texts, in order to compare them at a later stage.

Keywords

Fictional dialogues, screenwriting, audiovisual translation, conversation, oral discourse, dubbing, prefabricated orality.

1. Introduction

i

Creating fictional dialogues that sound natural and believable is one of the main
challenges of both screenwriting and audiovisual translation, especially in the case of
dubbing. The challenge does not lie so much in trying to imitate spontaneous
conversations, but in selecting specific features of this mode of discourse that are
widely accepted and recognised as such by the audience. The implementation of
those features should not hinder the understanding of the dialogue, but must
succeed in recreating a spontaneous-sounding conversation. As a result, many
authors (Chaume, 2001 and 2004a; Mason, 1989; Whitman, 1992, among others)
have concluded that fictional dialogue consists of a combination of linguistic features
used in both spoken and written texts, and that both translators and scriptwriters
should aim to achieve a balance between speech and writing.

Bearing in mind the critical role that fictional dialogues play in audiovisual texts and
their translations, it is worth delving into the study of the resources available to
recreate spontaneous dialogue on the screen. Considering the multiple semiotic
codes which operate simultaneously in audiovisual texts, the main purpose of this
article is to analyse and describe the linguistic code in an audiovisual corpus, the
focus being on what is specific to audiovisual texts and, therefore, to audiovisual
translation. Although this code is common to all texts requiring translation, it stands
out more in audiovisual texts since they are “written to be spoken as if not

written” (Gregory and Carroll, 1978: 42). We are therefore dealing with texts which
are characterised by a strange kind of oral discourse, an orality which may seem
spontaneous and natural, but which is actually planned or, as Chaume (2004a: 168)
terms it, ‘prefabricated’. Since this is a characteristic that is common to most
audiovisual fictional texts regardless of their origins, our aim here is to describe the
main features of the linguistic code in native and foreign productions (dubbed from
English into Spanish) and to highlight the trends when writing and translating these
texts, so that they can be compared at a later stage. We will then follow a descriptive
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empirical methodology by analysing, selecting and comparing some oral and written
features of fictional dialogues from both a domestic sitcom in Spanish (Siete Vidas)
and a translation for the dubbing of the TV series Friends. This comparison between
two products in Spanish - one original, the other a translation — will reveal the
extent to which translations try to imitate, on the one hand, domestic audiovisual
genres and norms and, on the other, the spoken target language. Moreover, a
comparison of these texts will allow us to determine if, as suggested by other studies
(Baiios, 2006; Romero Fresco, forthcoming), domestic audiovisual texts bear more
resemblance to spontaneous conversation than dubbed texts.

2. Prefabricated Orality in Original and Dubbed Fictional Dialogues

Prefabricated orality is common to most original and dubbed audiovisual
programmes based on a script to be interpreted as if it had not been written,
especially fictional texts. Scriptwriters have numerous linguistic resources at their
disposal with which to elaborate believable dialogues that, despite having been
carefully planned in advance, can be identified by viewers as true-to-life
conversation. Depicting realism through dialogues seems to be one of the keys to
creating a successful audiovisual programme, according not only to professionals in
the field (Comparato, 1993; Toledano and Verde, 2007), but also to scholars
(Chaume, 2004a; Whitman, 1992) and viewers.

However, several factors seem to put a limit on scriptwriters’ creativity and actors’
improvisational skills. Firstly, scripts must comply with the constraints of audiovisual
media, as well as with the conventions of the specific genre the programme belongs
to. Secondly, the production of audiovisual discourse is governed by norms which
have been consolidated since the creation of cinema and television — such as the use
of formulaic language (Pavesi, 2008: 93) - and which might differ depending on the
media where the text is to be broadcast (television, cinema, Internet). The selection
of particular linguistic features aimed at mirroring spoken speech will ultimately
depend on what is considered as acceptable in the system the audiovisual text
belongs to, and on the varied factors which operate on that system (see
Karamitroglou, 2000: 71-81).

The specific mode of discourse of audiovisual programmes also has direct
consequences on its translation: translators must be aware that the original script
they receive from the translation agency or dubbing studio, which needs to be
translated taking into account the multiple signifying codes that operate
simultaneously in audiovisual texts, has been written to be spoken in such a way as
to appear spontaneous. Audiovisual translators must therefore be skilful at imitating
spontaneous-sounding conversation in the target language. In a sense, the
translator of audiovisual texts could be considered as a second scriptwriter, whose
task is to transfer the exchanges on screen in such a way that they sound believable
in the target language, and could thus be identified as true-to-life dialogues and
easily understood by the target audience.

Mirroring spontaneous conversation in dubbing might not seem to be too
complicated as, unlike subtitling, spoken linguistic features of fictional dialogues are
also transferred using the spoken mode in the target language. However, in addition
to the above-mentioned restrictions to scriptwriters’ creativity and actors’
improvisational skills, and the constraints of dubbing as a type of audiovisual
translation (lip synchrony, kinesic synchrony and isochrony, see Chaume, 2004b: 43-
45), one must take into consideration the tacit norms set by dubbing studios in
dubbing countries that ‘enforce’ the linguistic and stylistic standardisation of dubbed
fictional dialogues (Avila, 1997: 25).

Concerns about the corruption of the Spanish language through dubbing and
subtitling have been manifested through the publication of style guides and books
aimed at regulating the correct use of Spanish in the media. Taking these concerns
into account, the absence of a publication providing guidance for translators
specialised in dubbing and subtitling in Spanish is paradoxical, to say the least.
However, a work of this kind has been published by Televisié de Catalunya (1997) to
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control the quality of audiovisual programmes dubbed into Catalan: Criteris
lingiiistics sobre traduccio i doblatge (Linguistic Criteria for Translation and Dubbing;
see its updated online version esadir.cat The authors of this style guide argue that
both translators and dialogue writers should imitate spontaneous spoken speech
using appropriate spoken linguistic features in Catalan, but without failing to observe
the grammar rules and conventions of this language (Televisié de Catalunya, 1997:
11). The differences between the discourse of domestic and dubbed audiovisual texts
are also pointed out in these linguistic criteria, which suggest that some linguistic
features of spoken Catalan should be exclusive to native programmes and thus not
be used in audiovisual texts dubbed into Catalan.

This statement brings us back to the key concept of this article: prefabricated orality
in both original and dubbed sitcoms. It also invites us to reflect on what makes
domestic programmes stand apart from dubbed productions from a linguistic point of
view and on what kind of norms govern the production of their discourses.

3. Methodology

Based on Baiios (2006) and Chaume (2004a), a polysystemic and descriptive
approach has been adopted in this study, according to which the native and dubbed
texts under study are seen as part of the Spanish audiovisual polysystem. We thus
consider that audiovisual texts should not be analysed as an isolated phenomenon,
but as elements belonging to a complex, dynamic system that in turn is made up of
numerous subsystems. All kinds of audiovisual formats and texts, regardless of their
genre and origins (domestic or foreign), could be accommodated within this
audiovisual polysystem. For the purposes of this article, a clear distinction could be
made between the subsystem comprised of native texts and that comprised of
(translated) foreign texts, that is, between domestic and foreign productions.
Therefore, the texts of our corpus would belong to different subsystems (Siete Vidas
belongs to the domestic production or native texts subsystem, whereas Friends
would belong to the foreign production or translated [dubbed] texts subsystem), but
the two would coexist within the same polysystem (i.e. the Spanish audiovisual
polysystem).

Following Toury’s terminology (1995: 59), our study focuses on the analysis of
‘textual-linguistic norms’. The aim is therefore to describe the linguistic features
used in the elaboration and the translation of spontaneous-sounding fictional
dialogues in audiovisual programmes - domestic and dubbed sitcoms (translated
from English into Spanish). The ultimate purpose of this description is to identify
trends or norms in the production and translation of prefabricated orality in both
discourses. This involves accepting that the production of dialogues mirroring
spontaneous spoken speech in original and dubbed texts is governed by specific
textual-linguistic norms which, despite being active in the same target polysystem,
might not coincide (Baker, 1996: 177; Toury, 1995: 59).

In order to carry out the descriptive analysis of textual-linguistic features of
prefabricated orality in Spanish, a monolingual and comparable audiovisual corpus
(consisting of four episodes of the North American sitcom Friends and two episodes
of the Spanish sitcom Siete Vidas) was compiled taking into account several criteria
regarding their suitability and their similarities (see below). An analytical framework
was also developed from the findings and works of several scholars (Biber et al.,
1999; Briz, 1996; Briz and Grupo Val.Es.Co, 2000; Chaume, 2001 and 2004a; Vigara,
1980 and 1992), with the aim of describing the main features of prefabricated orality
in both native and foreign productions at the microtextual level.

3.1. Audiovisual Corpus

Our corpus consists of dubbed and original domestic fictional television series, both
broadcast in Spain, belonging to the subgenre of situation comedies. Thus, it could
be clearly divided into two sub-corpora: domestic texts and dubbed texts. The native
sub-corpus comprises two episodes of the Spanish TV series Siete Vidas, as aired on
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Spanish television, and their respective scripts, which have been compared with the
final audiovisual product. The dubbed sub-corpus consists of four episodes of the
North American TV series Friends, and their respective scripts. The duration of each
episode is the main reason for the difference between the number of episodes
included in each sub-corpus, as episodes of Friends normally last 25 minutes,
whereas the duration of the Spanish sitcom is nearly double (approximately 50
minutes). Both components were thus considered as comparable as far as their
duration was concerned, i.e. we are then comparing 100 minutes of each TV series.

Several well-thought-out criteria were taken into consideration when selecting the
corpus: a) the text type and subgenre; b) the two specific series; and c) the six
specific episodes. The parameters taken into account when selecting fiction
television series belonging to the subgenre of situation comedies are related to the
suitability and potential of these products as candidates for the study of Spanish
prefabricated orality. Fictional dialogue is a clear example of prefabricated discourse:
dialogues have been carefully planned but are intended to emulate a natural and
spontaneous-sounding conversation. In addition, sitcoms aim to recreate typical
domestic situations by using dialogues which resemble everyday speech, and they
constitute an excellent example of genre influences between systems (Gé6mez Capuz,
2001).

Friends and Siete Vidas were selected because of their similarities as well as their
position in the Spanish audiovisual polysystem. A North American series was chosen
due to the overwhelming presence of these products on Spanish television
(Eurofiction, 2004: 13). Regarding the position of the chosen texts in the system,
these products seem to reflect the trends governing the Spanish audiovisual fictional
polysystem: Friends is considered to be a semi-cult series in Spain, followed by a
small nhumber of very loyal fans, whereas Siete Vidas has not only achieved very high
ratings, but is also perceived as a domestic sitcom of excellent quality, supported by
authentic and meticulously written scripts.

With the aim of compiling an up-to-date, homogeneous and valid comparable corpus,
the resemblances between the series chosen were one of the main criteria that
guided the selection process. Consequently, it was determined that both series would
have a similar profile and bear significant resemblances regarding genre
conventions, themes, broadcasting characteristics, and viewership. Finally, the six
episodes selected bear some resemblances with regards to the field of discourse, and
the year when they were aired in Spain; the episodes selected were broadcast in
2003, and the main plot is built around the pregnancy of Rachel (in Friends) and
Carlota (in Siete Vidas).

3.2. An analytical model for the study of prefabricated orality in sitcoms

An analytical framework was developed from the findings and works of several
scholars (Biber et al., 1999; Briz, 1996; Briz and Grupo Val.Es.Co, 2000; Chaume,
2001 and 2004a; Vigara, 1980 and 1992). These authors have mainly analysed
spontaneous oral discourse. Chaume (2004a), however, has selected those features
of spontaneous oral discourse which also appear in dubbese, as well as features
typically belonging to written discourse which are also characteristic of dubbese. The
model, then, comprises both features belonging to spontaneous oral discourse and
features that are typical of dubbese. These are the main characteristics of the model:
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GENERAL

FEATURES SPECIFIC FEATURES
Consonant and wowel reduction

PHONETIC Addition of epenthetic initial vowels

ARTICULATION Assimilation
Aszpiration of consonants

Clarity in pronunciation and diction:
- Avoiding cacophonies, metatheses and
prosodic ambiguity
Marked and emphatic pronunciation
Elongation of sounds

Use of intonation as a cohesive marker

PROSODIC FEATURES

Tablel: Analytical model for the study of prefabricated orality in Spanish Phonetic
and prosodic level

GENERAL
FEATURES SPECIFIC FEATURES
GRAMMATICAL Grammatical disagreement (number

and gender)

INCONSISTENCIES . .
Incorrect substandard werbal inflections

Table2: Analytical model for the study of prefabricated orality in Spanish
Morphological level

Iiiﬁfjﬁl_s SPECIFIC FEATURES
Short, simple syntactic structures
Syntactic dysfluencies:
- incomplete utterances
- syntactic blends, digressions, expressive
araphrases
Uzgi L E:Ipaupses and hesitations
ORGAHNISATION ;
- repeats, reformulations and false starts
VWord order:
- conventional ws. pragmatic word order
- marked ward arder (franting, inversian,
dislocation and clefting)
Type of connections hetween clauses:
Juxtaposition, coordination, subardination, in
that order
LINK BETWEEN Type of conjunctions and cohesive devices
CLAUSES AND used:
PHRASES - discourse markers
- stereotypical structures of conversation
- interjections
- vocatives
REDUNDANCY Fepetitions and additions
ELLIPSIS El@s@nn af clausal_glements _ _
Elision of prepositions and conjunctions
EXOPHORIC FPersonal deixs (iou.. )
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EXOPHORIC Personal deixis (Iiyou...)
REFERENCE Temporal and spatial deixis (here/now.. )

Table3: Analytical model for the study of prefabricated orality in Spanish Syntactic

level
GENERAL FEATURES SPECIFIC FEATURES
Simple vocahulary — limited lexical choice
LEXICAL CHOICE : .

Colloguial lexis

Creative neologisms (especially in cartoons)
- Suffixes, prefixes and shortening

processes
LEXICAL CREATION - Argotic terms

- Specialized terminology

Loan words

Fhraseclogy

EXPRESSIVITY AHD

LEXICAL CREATIVITY Features that promote expressivity and lexical

creativity (colloguial expressions, figures of
speech, intertextuality, etc )
Use of swear words and offensive terms (in films)
Use of euphemisms (in cartoons)
Use of standard lexis
- Avoiding use of dialectalisms and
anachronisms

SWEAR WORDS

LExICAL
STAHDARDISATION

Table4: Analytical model for the study of prefabricated orality in Spanish Lexical and
semantic level

4. Findings - prefabricated orality in domestic and dubbed sitcoms in Spanish

4.1.Phonetic and prosodic level

Results point out that, at the phonetic and prosodic level, the domestic audiovisual
production bears more resemblance to spontaneous conversation than the dubbed
foreign production. Nevertheless, the analysis also showed some resemblances
between the prefabricated discourses under study.

The resemblances registered between domestic and foreign prefabricated orality are
as follows:

- Clear and correct pronunciation: cacophonies, metathesis and prosodic ambiguity
are thus avoided in both corpora;

- Marked and emphatic pronunciation, to facilitate the viewers’ understanding of on-
screen conversation in both corpora;

- Marked intonation units in both corpora are used as a means of organising
prefabricated speech.

Main differences:

- Phonetic articulation is overall relaxed in the domestic sitcom. Typical phonetic
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phenomena of spontaneous spoken discourse such as consonant and vowel reduction
and elision, as well as assimilation, are frequent in Siete Vidas but completely absent
in Friends.

4.2. Morphological level

Regarding the use of carriers of orality at the morphological level, although
prefabricated, the Spanish sitcom discourse is closer to spontaneous conversation
than that of Friends. The correct, standardised discourse of the dubbed sitcom
contrasts with the occasional use of non-standard and seemingly spontaneous
morphological features in the domestic production, such as grammatical
disagreements. These occasional features, supposedly included by actors while
filming, are not at all frequent in Siete Vidas, but help to achieve convincing
dialogues.

4.3. Syntactic level

Trends identified in the analysis of the corpora at the syntactic level again suggest
that the domestic series is less planned than the dubbed series. However,
resemblances between domestic and foreign production are greater than on the
above-mentioned levels, and the main divergences seem to lie in the frequency and
variety of false spontaneity markers used in both TV series. As expected, these
features are overall more diverse and recurrent in the domestic production.

Resemblances:

- Predominance of short, simple sentences

- Frequent use of stereotypical structures of conversation

- Sentences are frequently linked without conjunctions; predominance of juxtaposed
structures as opposed to subordinated structures, which are more common in writing
- Frequent use of discourse markers

- Predominance of canonical word order, but emphasis through fronting and
inversion

- High level of repetitions and additions

- High level of ellipsis and deixis, which are characteristic of spoken discourse
Differences:

- The elision of conjunctions, considered to be a feature of real spoken discourse, is
avoided in Friends but not so in Siete Vidas

- Syntactic dysfluencies (pauses, hesitations, repeats, digressions, expressive
paraphrases, fillers, etc.) are more common in the domestic audiovisual production

- The use of the following features is overall more marked and varied in the corpus of
native texts: discourse markers, conversational routines, pragmatic word order,
colloquial particles used as fillers, deictic units typical in spontaneous conversation,
etc.

4.4. Lexical and semantic level

Similarities outweigh differences at the lexical and semantic level, since both native
and dubbed audiovisual productions use very similar features to imitate real spoken
discourse and to achieve spontaneous-sounding dialogues. Prefabrication allows
various colloquial characteristics of spoken texts to be included at the lexical level.
However, these features seem to be more standard in the dubbed sitcom, this being
the main difference between the two discourses at this level. This trend is reversed
in the case of some word-creation procedures, which are more frequent in the
foreign TV series.

Resemblances:

- Use of generalised vocabulary and colloquial lexis
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- Avoidance of unnecessary specialised terminology

- Use of features aimed at increasing expressivity and lexical creativity: metaphors,
phraseology, comparisons, word play, intertextuality, clichés and stereotypical
structures of colloquial conversation, etc.

- Avoidance of dialectalisms and anachronisms

- Frequent use of argot (especially youth lingo)

Differences:

- Loans and specialised terminology are more widely used in the domestic sitcom, in
comparison to the dubbed sitcom

- Swear words and non-standard vocabulary are more common in the domestic
sitcom, in comparison to the dubbed sitcom

- Non-standard features are used more frequently in Siete Vidas than in Friends

- However, some word-creation procedures (the use of prefixes and shortening
processes typical of spoken language) are more common in the dubbed subcorpus

5. Conclusions and suggestions for further research

Findings reveal that the oral features of the Spanish sitcom are ‘pretended’ and
prefabricated, and that domestic fictional dialogues are not as natural and
spontaneous-sounding as viewers would expect when watching the TV series. The
conventions and restrictions of audiovisual media, and the meticulous planning that
the scriptwriting of this series is subject to, clearly tip the balance in favour of
prefabricated discourse. However, both scriptwriters and actors use several features,
either planned or triggered by improvisation, which are targeted at making viewers
believe that the conversation they are witnessing is a spontaneous and colloquial
exchange between friends. These features aimed at mimicking spontaneous speech
include, among others, the use of a relaxed articulation which mirrors authentic
spoken Spanish (phonetic level); the introduction of dysfluencies by actors while
interpreting the written script (morphological level); the varied mechanisms that
disrupt the typical fluency of written discourse (hesitations, fillers, false starts, etc.),
as well as the implementation of word order patterns that are characteristic of
spontaneous conversation (syntactic level) or the non-standard, non-specific and
colloquial language used by most characters (lexical-semantic level). Results have
also pointed out that the mirroring of spontaneous spoken speech tends to be higher
at some levels of language: similarities with spontaneous spoken speech are
outstanding at the lexical-semantic level, marked at the syntactic level, notable at
the phonetic and prosodic level, and very limited at the morphological level.

As far as the dubbed discourse of the TV series Friends is concerned, findings
similarly reveal that its orality is prefabricated, planned and falsely spontaneous. The
aim of mirroring conversational speech is manifested through the use of linguistic
features which normally occur in spoken texts, such as the high occurrence of
repetition, the frequent use of short, simple syntactic structures at the syntactic
level, and the introduction of suffixes, slang, prefabricated fillers and simple
vocabulary in fictional dialogues (lexical-semantic level). As suggested by Chaume
(2001; 2004a), these ‘carriers of orality’ (Pavesi, 2008: 90) are more prevalent at
the lexical-semantic level, which appears to be ‘overloaded’ if compared to other
language levels, where features of spoken language are limited (phonetic-prosodic
level) or practically non-existent (morphological level). Thus, the foundations of
prefabricated dubbed fictional dialogue rest upon the partial and selective imitation
of the syntax and lexis of spoken language.

In addition to the conventions and restrictions of audiovisual media, and the
consequences of the scriptwriting and translation of Friends’undergoing meticulous
planning, other factors lessen the feeling of spontaneity and credibility of dubbed
dialogues in Spanish. These factors include the difficulties involved in improvising in
the dubbing studio, the space and time constraints restricting the dubbing process,
and the tacit target norms governing the dubbing of audiovisual texts which
recommend the use of standardised language (Avila, 1997: 25).

Although findings drawn from the descriptive analysis prove that both the native and
the dubbed sitcom feature a prefabricated spoken speech, findings drawn from the
comparative analysis reveal that domestic audiovisual texts bear more resemblance

http://www intralinea.it/specials/dialectrans/ita_more.php?id=761_0_49_0_M (8 de 11) [08/03/2012 09:58:30]



inTRAlinea :: special issue :: The Translation of Dialects in Multimedia ::Issues in Media Translation :: Prefabricated Orality

to spontaneous conversation than dubbed texts. Dissimilarities often lie in the
frequency and variety of the orality markers used in dialogues, which tend to be
higher in domestic texts, with only some exceptions (such as the expressive use of
creative neologisms, especially the use of prefixes and shortening processes that are
typical of spoken language). However, the leeway that scriptwriters and Spanish
actors are allowed to mirror spontaneous conversation tends to be greater when
compared to that of translators and dubbing actors.

Differences and resemblances between the two discourses studied, as well as the
concessions granted to written and spoken discourse, could be represented on a
continuum delimited by two poles referring to one of the characteristics of register:
the mode of discourse, and more specifically, the degree of spontaneity, as shown in
the following figure:

Domestic Dubbed
andiovisual audiovisual
Spoken Programmes Programrmes Written
register (Siete Vidas) (friends) register
+ -
Spontaneous Mon-spontaneous

Drawing on the results of the current study, further research will be aimed at the
implementation of statistical tools (i.e. corpus management tools) in order to
quantify observed recurrences, increase the precision of results and conclusions
drawn from the contrastive analysis, and provide a more accurate description of
trends identified with regard to the production of prefabricated discourse.

Corpus processing software should also be used to analyse specific features of native
and dubbed fictional dialogue and verify the conclusions obtained in the present
study, in line with research carried out by scholars in the field of audiovisual
translation (see Matamala, 2004; Pavesi, 2008; Romero Fresco, 2008). Taking this
research one step further, source texts could be added to constitute an additional
subecorpus, to be compared against the subecorpus of target texts. The purpose of
comparing source and target texts would be to identify whether those carriers of
orality featured in the target text are also present in the source texts, or whether
they are a result of the implementation of domesticating strategies and norms.

As far as the methodological framework is concerned, we believe that the proposed
analytical model for the study of prefabricated orality in original and dubbed sitcoms
could be adapted and used to study other genres and even other types of audiovisual
translation, such as voice-over and subtitling, even though this type of translation
involves converting spoken features, originally expressed in a written script, back
into writing.
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