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TRANSLATION OF ENGLISH-VIETNAMESE FILM SUBTITLES
IN SOME POPULAR MOVIES
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ABSTRACT

In accordance with the great need of studying English in Vietnam, especially through English
movies, translating subtitles has become a decent job as well as demanding work. With the aims of
figuring out which strategies have been used in translating English-Vietnamese film subtitles and
providing some implications on subtitle translation, this article looks at those of five popular movies
on the website www.studyphim.vn to analyze namely “Ice Age: The Meltdown”, “Friends”, “Prison
Break”, “Avengers: Age of Ultron”, and “The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey”. The researcher
watched and compared English and Vietnamese subtitles of the movies to find out the procedures
and strategies of translation employed based on the theoretical framework adapted from Newmark’s
and Baker’s theories about translation. After analyzing, there were principal procedures and
strategies have been used as follows: literal translation, transference, naturalization, through
translation, shift or transposition, notes, translation by a more neutral/less expensive word, translation
by cultural substitution, translation by paraphrase using a related word or using unrelated words,
translation by omission, collocations, and idioms. The study also found out errors that are still existed
in the subtitle translation of the collected films and they should be corrected. This project is hoped to
contribute to the literature for future research on similar topic.
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DICH PHU PE PHIM ANH-VIET TRONG MQT SO BQ PHIM PHO BIEN

Dwong Hong Yén", Vii Thi Quyén
Khoa Ngogi ngiz - PH Thai Nguyén
TOM TAT

Véi nhu cau hoc tiéng Anh ngay cang cao & Viét Nam, dic biét 1a thong qua cac bo phim tiéng Anh,
dich phu dé phim da tré thanh mot cong viéc tét ‘nhung cling doi hoi khét khe. Voi muc dich nghlen
ctiu céc chién luoc dich thuat da duoc sir dung dé dich phu dé phim Anh-Viét va dua ra mot s goi y
cho dich phu d& phim, bai béo ndy tap trung khai thac nim bo phim phd bién trén trang web
www.studyphim.vn dé phan tich: “Ky Bing ha: Bang tan”, “Nhiing ngudi ban”, “Vuot nguc”, “Biét
d6i siéu anh hung: Dé ché Ultron”, va “Ngudi Hobbit: Hanh trinh vé dinh”. T4c gia di xem va so
sanh phu dé tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét caa nhitng bo phim nay dé tim hiéu vé quy trinh va chién luoc
dich duoc sir dung, dua trén khung Iy thuyét duge didu chinh tir cac ly thuyét vé dich thuat cua
Newmark va Baker. Két qua phan tich cho thiy cac quy trinh va chién luoc dich thuat cha yéu da
dugc sir dung nhu sau: dich nguyén van, dich dua trén phién am, dich nghia tu nhién, sao phong,
dich ddi chirc nang ngir phap, ghi chd, dich sir dung tir ngit trung lap hon, dich bang cach dién giai
mét tir lién quan hoac nhiéu tir khong lién quan, dich dua trén khéc biét van hoa, dich lugc bo, sir
dung ngir ¢6 dinh va thanh ngit. Bén canh d6, nghién ctru ciing cho thay ban dich phu dé cua cac bo
phim dwoc thu thap van con kha nhiéu 13i va can duoc chinh stra. Tac gia hi vong nghién ciu nay s&
g6p phan 1am phong phd ¢ ly luan cho cac nghién ciu tiép theo vé dich phu dé phim.

Tir khéa: dich thugt; phim tiéng Anh; phu dé phim Anh - Viét; quy trinh dich thugt; chién heoc
dich thugt.
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1. Introduction

It is widely recognized that translating from
one language into another has never been an
easy job even for the most experienced
translators.  Translation, involving the
transposition of thoughts expressed in one
language by one social group into the
appropriate expression of another group,
entails a process of de-coding, re-coding and
en-coding. It is believed to "render the
meaning of a text into another language in the
way that the author intended the text" [1].
Since studying English by watching films in
English language has become much more
common among learners in the world,
especially in Vietnam, the translation of
subtitles is raised as a matter of concern for
researchers. Nevertheless, not many studies
on the issue of the translation of English -
Vietnamese film subtitles have been found so
far. Some notable research works that should
be mentioned are those by Nhung [2] and Ha
[3]. Nhung [2] has successfully exploited the
equivalence of English — Vietnamese
translation for subtitles at word level of some
documentary films. The later study [3] has
brought some interesting insights into film
subtitle translation; however, the website the
researcher used for analysis is currently
corrupted. The website www.studyphim.vn is
one of the leading sites in film translation
with both English and Vietnamese translation
subtitle with a large number of viewers.
Interestingly, the audience can also look up
any English words they want while watching
the movies at the same time. Those reasons
may explain how this study came into being.
This article is expected to enhance the
literature of research on subtitle translation
and serve as a helpful reference for
individuals who are pratising English-
Vietnamese translation and in the thirst of
mastering English language.

The study aimed to: 1) investigate which
procedures and strategies adopted in
translating subtitles in the five selected films;
2) give some suggestions for improving
visible errors in subtitling if any.

2. Methodology
2.1. Data source

This article focuses on the translation of
English into Vietnamese subtitle of five films
“Ice Age: The Meltdown” [4], “Friends” [5],
“Prison Break” [6], “Avengers” [7], and “The
Hobbit” [8] on the website
www.studyphim.vn. The reason why these
movies were selected is that they are popular
among audiences in the world in general and
in Vietnam in particular. Moreover, the films
belong to different genres, varied from
cartoon, sitcom, thriller, science fiction to
adventure which could reach the audience at
different ages.

2.2. Data analysis method

There have been a variety of translation
procedures and strategies prosed by different
linguists and researchers [9]. In this article,
the English and Vietnamese subtitles of the
collected movies were analyzed based on the

theoretical ~ framework  adapted  from
Newmark’s and Baker’s theories about
translation  procedures and translation

strategies and then they were compared to
find out the procedures and strategies that
translators used to render the films.

2.2.1. Translation procedures

The followings are some basic translation
procedures that Newmark [10] presents:

Literal translation

Literal translation is the process in which the
grammatical constructions of source language
(SL) are converted to their nearest target
language (TL) equivalents, but the lexical
words are again translated singly, out of
context.

Transference

This is the case of transferring an SL word to
a TL text. It includes transliteration and is the
same as what Harvey [11] named
“transcription”.

Naturalization

Naturalization translation process adapts the
SL word first to the normal pronunciation,
then to the normal morphology of the TL.
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Cultural equivalent

It means replacing a cultural word in the SL
with a TL one but they are not accurate [10].

Functional equivalent

This translation process requires the use of a
culture-neutral word.

Descriptive equivalent

In this procedure, the meaning of the culture-
bound term (CBT) is explained in several
words.

Componential analysis

It means "comparing an SL word with a TL
word which has a similar meaning but is not
an obvious one-to-one equivalent, by
demonstrating first their common and then
their differing sense components” [10].
Synonymy

Synonymy refers to a "near TL equivalent"
[10].

Through-translation

It is the literal translation of common
collocations, names of organizations and
components of compounds. It can also be
called calque or loan translation.

Shifts or transpositions

It involves a change in the grammar from SL
to TL, for example, (i) a change from singular
to plural, (ii) a change required when a specific
SL structure does not exist in the TL, (iii) a
change of an SL verb to a TL word, a change
of an SL noun group to a TL noun, etc.
Modulation

It occurs when the translator reproduces a
message of the original text in the TL text in
conformity with the current norms of the TL,
since the SL and the TL may appear
dissimilar in terms of perspective.

Recognized translation

It occurs when the translator "normally uses
the official or the generally accepted
translation of any institutional term™ [10].
Compensation

It means the loss of meaning in one part of a
sentence is compensated in another part.

Paraphrase

In this procedure, the meaning of the CBT is
explained. Here the explanation is much more
detailed than that of descriptive equivalent.

Couplets

It occurs when the translator combines two
different translation procedures.

Notes

Notes are additional
translation.

2.2.2. Translation strategies

Different scholars have various perspectives
to the aspects of the act of translation so they
define and describe different types of
strategies. It was mentioned that Baker [12]
lists the most applicable set of strategies
which have been used by professional
translators to cope with the problematic issues
while doing a translation task.

information in a

Equivalence at word level
Translation by a more general word

This is one of the most common strategies to
deal with many types of nonequivalence. As
Baker believes, it works appropriately in most,
if not all, languages, because in the semantic
field, meaning is not language dependent.

Translation by a more
expressive word

This is another strategy in the semantic field
of structure. A translator may use a more
neutral or less expressive word to avoid the
author’s personal feelings that may reflect on
the text.

Translation by cultural substitution

neutral/ less

This strategy involves replacing a culture-
specific item or expression with a target
language item considering its impact on the
target reader.

Translation using a loan word or loan word
plus explanation

This strategy is usually used in dealing with
culture-specific items, modern concepts, and
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buzzwords. Using the loan word with an
explanation is very useful when a word is
repeated several times in the text. At the first
time, the word is mentioned by the
explanation and in the next times the word
can be used by its own.

Translation by paraphrase using a related word

This strategy is used when the source item in
lexicalized in the target language but in a
different form, and when the frequency with
which a certain form is used in the source text
is obviously higher than it would be natural in
the target language.

Translation by paraphrase using unrelated
words

The paraphrase strategy can be used when the
concept in the source item is not lexicalized in
the target language.

When the meaning of the source item is
complex in the target language, the
paraphrase strategy may be used instead of
using related words; it may be based on
modifying a super-ordinate or simply on
making clear the meaning of the source item.
Translation by omission

This may be a drastic kind of strategy, but in
fact, it may be even useful to omit translating a
word or expression in some contexts. If the
meaning conveyed by a particular item or
expression is not necessary to mention in the
understanding of the translation, translators use
this strategy to avoid lengthy explanations.

Translation by illustration

This strategy can be useful when the target
equivalent item does not cover some aspects of
the source item and the equivalent item refers
to a physical entity which can be illustrated,
particularly in order to avoid over-explanation
and to be concise and to the point.

Equivalence above word level:

Equivalence above word level involves in
dealing with the differences in collocations
and idioms of the SL and the TL.

3. Findings and discussions

3.1. Procedures used in translating subtitles
of the selected films

3.1.1. Literal translation

Since the language in the movies is spoken
language used in daily life, literal translation
is proved to be the outstanding procedure.

For instance:

- You're telling me about your mom? What's
the matter with you?

= Cu dang ké Vi t& vé me cau? Cau bi sao
thé? (Friends, season 3, episode 1)

- Well, I'm pleased to find you remember
something about me even if it's only my
fireworks.

= Ta thdy vui vi cau c6 chit 4n twong Vé ta du
chi vé m& phéo bong phao hoa 4y.

(The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey)

3.1.2. Transference

In some cases, the subtitlers use transcription
of the SL words. This procedure not only
makes their translation job simple but also
keeps original meanings.

For instance:

- This glycoside saxitoxin hybrid goes to
work in the blood stream instantly.

= Hop chat glycoside saxitoxin nay s&
ngam vao mau ngay lap tuc. (Prison Break,
season 1)

- NATO's got him.

= NATO da bit han rdi. (Avengers: Age of
Ultron)

3.1.3. Naturalization

This procedure is commonly used for
subtitling text referring distances in the
selected movies.

For example:

- On foot? Maybe two miles.

= Di b ha? Khoang 2 dam. (Prison Break,
season 1)
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- He swung his club so hard, it knocked the
Goblin king's head clean off and it sailed 100
yards through the air and went down a
rabbit hole.

= Ong 4y da nén nhiing bla oanh liét, danh
bay dau vua bon Gia tinh bay xa tan ca trim
thwéc rdi roi vao hang tho. (The Hobbit: An
Unexpected Journey)

- Trail went cold about 100 miles out, but it's
headed north.

= Mat diu trong 100 dim, t6i nghi n6 da bay
I&n phia bic (Avengers: Age of Ultron)

3.1.4. Through translation

- Salvage Yard African Coast = Khu tau
ddm bd bién Chau Phi (Avengers: Age of
Ultron)

3.1.5. Shift or Transposition

- Not much of a life for them.

= Cudc séng ¢ dé6 khong hop véi ho dau.
(Prison Break, season 1)

3.1.6. Notes

In the movies Avengers, in one of Banner and
Natasha’s conversations, it is really helpful
when the translator uses notes in the subtitle
so that viewers could get more information
about the location mentioned at that time.

For instance:

In the Red Room where I was trained,...

= Trong cin phong d6 (X6 Viét), noi ma em
dugc huin luyén,... (Avengers: Age of
Ultron)

3.2. Strategies used by the translators of the
website

3.2.1. Equivalence at word level

* Translation by a more neutral/ less
expensive word

- Give him hell.

= Cho han biét mui di. (Avengers: Age of
Ultron)

* Translation by cultural substitution

This process could be found in a lot of
movies. According to Baker [8], this

translation strategy makes the translated text
more natural, more understandable and more
familiar to the target reader.

- It was just a figure of speech. = Chi la
phong dai chut théi. (lce Age: The
Meltdown)

- He sees me in a two-piece for the first time.
Lan dau tién anh 4y nhin thiy t& mac bikini.
(Friends, season 5, episode 1)

- Come on, bugger face. = bi tho6i, mit lon.
(Friends, season 5, episode 1)

- Will be dragging around 170 pounds of
dead Alabama flesh with him.

= Con thang nhoc nay s& phai kéo 18 mot
dbng thit 77 ky. (Prison Break, season 1)
- We're standing 300 feet below it.

= Chung ta céach ho chi chuwa téi 100 mét.
(Avengers: Age of Ultron)

* Translation by paraphrase using a related
word

- He was talking about finding something
new, a game-changer.

= Han néi minh dang tim mot thir mgi, mét
thir thay ddi cudc choi. (Avengers: Age of
Ultron)

* Translation by paraphrase using unrelated
words

- I'min a loop!

= T6i lai roi vao hoan canh dé ri.
(Avengers: Age of Ultron)

* Translation by omission

- Cool! Oh, it looks like a tiny little person
drowning in your cereal.

= Hay that! Nhin I}hlI 6 ngudi dang chét dudi
trong bat ngli coc cua cau vay. (Friends,
season 3, episode 1)

3.2.2. Equivalence above word level

* Collocations

- I'll keep in touch.

= Ta s€ lién lac thwong xuyén. (Ice Age: The
Meltdown)
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- This is a ruse and a filthy lie.
* |dioms

- Cry me a river, blubber-tooth tiger. Have
some fun.

= Cau nhau gi thé, anh ban ring dai. Vui vé
Ién. (Ice Age: The Meltdown)

- Sir, it's none of my business, but are you
gonna call the Governor?

= Giam ddc, toi biét khdng phai viéc cia toi,
nhung ma ong c6 dinh goi cho ngai thdng déc
khong? (Prison Break, season 1).

3.3. Visible errors of translation in collected
subtitles

While studying the movies and their subtitles,
the researcher found that there are some
problems in subtitling. Take an idiomatic
expression in the film “Ice Age: The
Meltdown” as an example:

- Hey, buddy, have you seen a mammoth?

= Nay anh ban, c6 thdy con ma-mit nao
khong?

- | sure have. Big as life.

= C6. To va séng dong.

- Where?

= O dau?

- I'm looking at him.

= Trudc mat t6i day. (Ice Age: The Meltdown)
As can be consulted in a lot of dictionaries,
this idiom should mean “a colorful way of
saying that a person or a thing appeared, often
surprisingly or dramatically, in a particular
place”. However, the subtitler seems to
translate the meaning literally from English to
Vietnamese. Thus, the excerpt is suggested to
be translated as follow:

=> Suggested version:

- Nay anh ban, anh cé thiy con ma-mut nao
khbng?

- Puong nhién 1a c6. Thay rd iy chir.

- O dau?

- Trudc mat t6i day.

Errors also appeared in the subtitles of other
movies:

The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey

- It is the start of the Dwarves' new year,
when the last moon of autumn and the first
sun of winter appear in the sky together.

= Po 1a ngay dau nam moi cia ngudi lon, 1a
ngay dau tién cua tuan trang cubi Thu, ngay
trudc ngudng cua Mua Dong.

=> Suggested version: D6 1a thoi diém dau
nim méi cia Ngudi lun — khi mat trang cudi
thu va mat troi dau déng cing xuat hién trén
bau troi.

Friends, season 5, episode 2

- He was a cab driver we had in London.

= Anh ta la tai xé taxi cua bon t& & London.
=> Suggested version: Anh ta la tai xé taxi
cua bon té hoi con ¢ Luan Don.

Friends, season 3, episode 10

- And what is second prize?

= Va con giai hai thi sao?

- A 10-speed bike.

= Mot chiéc xe dap.

=> Suggested version:

- Thé con giai nhi thi sao?

- Mot chiéc xe dap.

4. Conclusion

In summary, the article is a quick glance at
the subtitles of the five prominent films on the
website  www.studyphim.vn in the
perspectives of Newmark and Baker’s theory
about translation procedures and strategies.
After analyzing the film subtitles, the author
can conclude that the most common
procedure used in translating those films falls
to literal translation while translation
strategies are varied. It is hardly denied that
subtitling is a demanding job; therefore,
problems of non-equivalence which could be
resulted from either the subtitlers’

misunderstanding of the context or their lack
of linguistic competence are still seen.
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There exist several crucial implications for
the findings of the present study, which could
be fallen in two groups: theoretical
implication and pedagogical implications. In
terms of theoretical implication, when
translating film subtitles, translators should
consider to apply various translation
strategies, especially those proposed by
Baker. Film genre is also an important factor
to discover the meanings of language used.
With regard to pedagogical implications, those
who attend translation courses should be well
aware of translation procedures and strategies.
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