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SUBTITLE TRANSLATION AND GLOBAL
CULTURE COMMUNICATION

Focusing on the Movie Parasite

Darcy Paquet

2019 Autumn KSCI & HUFS LISI

Joint Conference

September 21, 2019

The subtitling process

* The process of subtitling films is different from country to
country. The system in use in Korea has only been fully
developed for about 10 years.

* The subtitling process often starts before post-production is
finished, because of film festival submissions, etc. The
translator is chosen by the international sales company, the
production company, or the director.

* The production company provides the translator a video file
and a dialogue list, and the translation is done in MS Word or
Excel, with the translation written under the original dialogue.

* After a first draft is complete, the production company will
provide comments and requests for revision. In some cases,
the translator will meet with the director to go over the
subtitles line by line.

* Sometimes the dialogue or editing will change during post-
production, so the translation should be updated.

* Often in Korea the subtitle translator is also expected to
translate a press kit or other marketing materials.

The challenge of condensing subtitles

* Subtitles appear on the screen only briefly, so the
translation must be condensed and easy to understand at
once glance.

* Most often, subtitles are one or two lines with a maximum
of 36-38 characters per line (for Cannes, the maximum is 36).
For films with subtitles in multiple languages, one longer line
may be preferred.

*In Korea, it is usually up to the subtitler to do the “spotting”
(deciding where to divide up lines of dialogue). In Japan, a
“pre-spotted” dialogue list is often given to the translator.




* Some programs used in other countries provide line-by-line

information about how many characters may be used per line.

* Expressing as much meaning and emotion as possible in the
shortest possible space is one of the most important abilities
for subtitle translators. It does tend to improve with
experience.

* Apart from keeping subtitles as short as possible so that
viewers have time to read them, it is also important to choose
words and phrases that can be understood at one glance. For
example: avoiding phrases that have two possible meanings,
and prioritizing single-word verbs over verb phrases (for
example “argue” instead of “talk back”).

The differences between translating novels
and translating films

* When reading a novel in translation, the original text is
nowhere to be seen. It has been “replaced” by the translation.

* But when watching a subtitled film, the original text exists
alongside the translation.

* Even if viewers do not understand the dialogue, they can
hear the actors speaking. Much of the emotion and meaning
of the original dialogue can be felt by viewers through tone of
voice, the actors’ facial expressions, non-verbal
communication between the actors, the tempo of the
dialogue, etc.

* When watching a film without subtitles, one can still
partially follow the story, and judge whether a film is well-
made or not.

4

* Because of all this, it makes sense for subtitle translators to
take a somewhat different approach from translators of
novels or even screenplays.

* When translating subtitles, it is important to express both
the literal meaning and the emotional shading of the original
dialogue. But because the emotions in the original dialogue
are also communicated to the audience, | think it makes sense
to “shape” the translation according to the emotions rather
than the meaning.

* There is such a thing as comic timing in subtitles as well.
When watching a film in another language, audiences laugh at
the moment that the punch line is delivered by the actor. So it
makes sense to shape the subtitle translation to make it
mirror the original dialogue (e.g. to put the punch line in the
same part of the sentence)




*If there is a large gap between the emotions expressed in
the subtitles and the emotions expressed by the actors, the
audience will feel uncomfortable. So, for example, the
subtitles should not be emotionally stronger than the original
dialogue.

* Personally, the metaphor | keep in my head is of subtitle
translation as a sort of “vessel” that holds the emotion of the
original dialogue. The vessel should be shaped to fit the
emotion expressed by the actors — it shouldn’t be too large or
too small.

Particular challenges when translating Parasite

* Bong Joon-ho and the translation of names. (“Min” vs. “Min-

n i

hyuk”, “Ki-jung” vs. “Kijung”, “Namgung Hyun-ja”)

k

* Repeated phrases (e.g. Al / HE /&= E=C /
AZFOICH / ZAIXte Bl

* References to things that are unfamiliar outside of Korea:
R T2l Bl K, MM IS, 2l 28, I AA g

* Relationships between characters: Mr. Park and Yeon-gyo,
Mr. Park and Ki-taek, etc.
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We're now doing ‘seo-ri'.
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Se-joo, this is not stealing.
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We're like Robin Hood, right now.

We're becoming legendary, you know?

o

EE A2l "ol Mal g o AE]

A Robin Hood, exactly like the story.

4 That song in your diary,
The Face | Want to See, that will be the sign

Y&t (ZELOD

ot=0f ST ol 4 TT

Ol o) BT AlS T A x) ‘B_kecause there's something about you that | really
ike.

A 1= 0of. 'You know what | mean?

W7t 2 22H, otMM & HI2 =H| E0{7}5F3 &|&= When | first saw you, when you first walked into t

HolR. he sushi restaurant.
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Yes, so here's the deal, Romeo

If | say | like you, say thank you and be nice.
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