
The chapter on Semiotic Equivalence in the 3rd edition of In Other Words is a very welcome 

addition to the book. It sets the scene of what semiotic equivalence might involve and 

heightens awareness of the creative nature of 'semiotic transfer'.   

Ιt reminds me of  instances of visual shifts I have come across in researching migration 

mediation in the Greek translated press, where the mediators were deliberately undermining 

verbal-visual cohesion as an act of resisting the narrative emanating from the ST visual (pity 

narratives). Especially when the news article was about migration and asylum seeking 

occurring in Northern European states (2015) and the visuals of the source text conveyed an 

aesthetic quality (assuming aestheticization of suffering) , the Greek version resisted this 

aestheticization intention. The Greek visuals, which were selected to accompany the TT, 

accentuated state or supra-national authority awareness, assuming that state or supra-national 

authority was a source for migrant crisis resolution. This resisted a narrative of pity which the 

source visuals disseminated, in favour of highlighting political responsibility on the part of 

the EU and member states. I would assume the pattern of visual selection in the Greek target 

version reveals a deliberate undermining of verbal-visual cohesion in order for the mediator 

to create a text whose emanating narratives are coherent and in agreement with institutional 

ideology or public sentiment. 

Transferring verbal-visual cohesion is another challenge for mediators. A few years ago, 

there appeared an Olympic Airways advertisement on billboards in Athens, which showed 

passengers on board while the background did not show the inside of an aircraft. It showed 

the sky, instead, as if the passengers were seated up in the air. The Greek caption read: σας 

έχουμε ψηλά  (idiom meaning 'we think highly of you', where the highly [ψηλά] pun allowed 

a deliberate ambiguity, one meaning layer of which (the literal one) was cohesive with the 

sky in the visual.  I have always been wondering what other options might be available in 



English which would do justice to the deliberate ambiguity activated by highly. 

Greek students who were familiar with idioms used in both their literal and idiomatic sense1 

suggested We look up to you and High regards. These expressions would retain the cohesive 

link with the sky in the picture. 

In addition, here is a Greek geographical variety which functions as a semiotic resource 

signalling wickedness (!) In the dubbed version of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (Walt 

Disney production 1937), the wicked Queen disguised as a pedlar woman, in the deepest 

dungeon of her castle uses a Southern Peloponnese accent: she nasalizes /ni/ sounds and 

palatalizes /li/ sounds when carrying primary stress. In consulting her book to make sure that 

no antidote exists for Poison Apple, the wicked Queen reads aloud the following extract:  

Poison Apple Antidote 

Victim of the Sleeping Death can be revived only by Love's First Kiss.

and then she suggests "the Dwarfs will think she is dead and will bury her alive". 

The Greek word for kiss (/fi`li/) has a /li/ sound carrying primary stress, and it is 

palatalized in the dubbed version to signal dialectal/geographical variation. The Greek word 

for alive (/zonta`ni/) has a /ni/ sound carrying primary stress and it is nasalized in the dubbed 

version. I wonder why this 'innocent' Peloponnese dialect would carry such negative 

connotations...It is probably one of the instances where translating a ST dialect in terms of a 

TT dialect may create unintended effects (Hatim and Mason 1992). 

Visuals mirroring semantic content may be another challenging situation for mediators in 

audiovisual translation contexts. In Steven Spielberg's film Hook, there are placard words 

shown on screen, carried by boys which form the message RUN HOME JACK. The 

1 As discussed in the 1st edition of In Other Words (1992) in terms of the alleged President 

Nasser saying I'll cut off might right arm (idiom meaning Pigs might fly) who was having the 

territories tattooed on his arm. 



illocutionary force of the phrase is that of a suggestion or advice for Jack to leave captain 

Hook and return home to his father Peter. The Greek subtitled version rightly translates the 

phrase as ΤΡΑΒΑ ΣΠΙΤΙ ΤΖΑΚ (GO HOME JACK) in caps. However, when the boys 

rearrange themselves for the placard words to form the message HOME RUN JACK 

(signalling disapproval on the part of the boys), the film fragment was not subtitled (and the 

pun was lost). obviously because the ΤΡΑΒΑ ΣΠΙΤΙ ΤΖΑΚ placard word combination could 

not be rearranged to suggest that the boys were criticizing Jack for having left home.  This 

was an instance of the mediator's sacrificing verbal-visual cohesion (Hook trailer, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LxnR9e7M8Vw, accessed 17 Nov. 2017). 

Maria Sidiropoulou 

 

Exercises 

1. Drawing on Flood (1993), O’Sullivan (2013) explains that the choice of font in sixteenth-

century Germany, during the Reformation period, evoked important ideological distinctions. 

The roman typeface carried negative connotations while the gothic typeface carried positive 

connotations. ‘The system’, Flood (1993:133) suggests, ‘was that words importing “anger”, 

“threat” and “blame” were printed in roman, whereas those connoting “mercy” and 

“consolation” were given a gothic initial’. 

 

Consider whether similar elements of typography or layout – including the use of BLOCK 

CAPITALS and italics – might have specific connotations today, either globally, in your own 

culture, or in specific genres such as comics, advertisements (perhaps italics for femininity in 

advertisements for perfumes and cosmetics?), scholarly articles, etc.  

 

2. In many, but not all cultures, pink signifies femininity, and babies are often dressed in pink 



if they are female and in blue if they are male. What colours carry these connotations in your 

own culture? How would you interpret the visual message expressed in Sherry Simon’s well-

known book Translation and Gender (Figure 20)? How do the visual elements (the two main 

colours and the amount of space occupied by each) complement the verbal content of the 

title? Would you advise a publisher of a translation of this book into your own language to 

retain or amend the cover design, and why? 

 

 

<INSERT FIGURE 20> 

Figure 20:  Cover of Gender in Translation (left hand panel is blue, right hand panel is pink) 

The narrower pink area on the book cover probably signals weakened female positions in a 

society, which translators are expected to be aware of, in order to reshape gender identities in 

text, as intended in a target environment.  

 

3. Consider the use of italics in the following extract from Gore Vidal’s The City and the 

Pillar (1948/65:120), which features an exchange between two homosexual men who are 

very different in character. Jim is ‘an ordinary American male who can, and often does, pass 

as heterosexual’ (Harvey 1998:307). Rolly is a minor character in the novel who uses the 

kind of camp language and mannerisms often associated with openly gay men. Rolly and Jim 

meet at a party (1998:307-308): 

 

– ‘You know, I loathe these screaming pansies,’ said Rolly, twisting an emerald and 

ruby ring. ‘I have a perfect weakness for men who are butch. I mean, after all, why be 

a queen if you like other queens, if you follow me? Luckily, nowadays everybody’s 

gay, if you know what I mean ... literally everybody! So different when I was a girl. 



Why, just a few days ago a friend of mine ... well, I wouldn’t go so far as to say a 

friend, actually I think he’s rather sinister, but anyway this acquaintance was actually 

keeping Will Jepson, the boxer! Now, I mean, really, when things get that far, things 

have really gone far!’ 

Jim agreed that things had indeed gone far. Rolly rather revolted him but he 

recognized that he meant to be kind and that was a good deal. 

–  ‘My, isn’t it crowded in here? I love for people to enjoy themselves! I mean the 

right kind of people who appreciate this sort of thing. You see, I’ve become a 

Catholic.’ (Vidal 1948/65:120) 

 

Five words are italicized in the above dialogue: gay, literally, friend, sinister and boxer. 

Harvey argues that the French translation by Philippe Mikriammos (Un Garçon Près De La 

Rivière, 1981) diminishes the gay character of the exchange, in part by failing to reproduce 

the italics. This typographical feature is ‘typical of representations of verbal camp in 

English’; it ‘exaggerates (and thereby renders susceptible to irony) the speaker’s own 

investment in the propositional content of his speech, and helps to take the addressee – 

willingly or not – into his confidence’ (1998:309). The problem for the French translator is 

that French is a syllable-timed language, which means that its stress patterns ‘do not allow 

this prosodic feature (and its written encoding) to the same degree’ as English (1998:309). 

Mikriammos makes no attempt to compensate for this typographical feature. 

 

Imagine that you have been commissioned to translate Gore Vidal’s novel into your target 

language. Does the prosodic patterning of your language allow for the use of italics to signal 

similar meanings? Italics also poses a technical problem for Arabic and many Asian 

languages such as Chinese and Japanese, and hence its use is very uncommon and, more 



importantly, it does not have the same meaning potential as in English. Can you technically 

use italics at all in the writing system of your language? How would you reproduce or 

compensate for the effect of this typographical feature, in this context? 

 

4.  Consider the scene from the cult film Pulp Fiction discussed earlier (under 8.3.3), 

reproduced here for convenience: 

 

Vincent: Come on, Mia. Let’s go get a steak. 

Mia:  You can get a steak here, daddy-o. Don’t be a ...  

[Mia draws a square with her hands] 

 

Note that the word square is not actually uttered in this scene. What options are available to 

you as subtitler to communicate a similar meaning to viewers in your target language? 

 

5. The National Geographic Magazine is published in numerous language editions, including 

Arabic, Bahasa Indonesia, Bulgarian, Chinese, Croatian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, French, 

Finnish, Georgian, German, Greek, Italian, Hebrew, Hungarian, Japanese, Korean, Latvian, 

Lithuanian, Mongolian, Norwegian, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Russian, Serbian, 

Slovenian, Spanish, Swedish, Thai and Turkish,i with accompanying language-specific 

websites for most editions: see, for instance, http://nationalgeographic.com.cn/ for the 

Chinese edition and http://www.nationalgeographic.com.tr/ for the Turkish edition.  

 

Imagine that you have been asked to translate the article in which Figure 15 (Chapter 6, p. 

xx) appeared, for a special collection of open access articles to be made available on your 

target language edition website. Figure 15 is reproduced below for convenience.  

http://nationalgeographic.com.cn/
http://www.nationalgeographic.com.tr/


 

[Insert Figure 15 here] 

[caption]Figure 15 ‘Not Beyond Compare’, National Geographic Magazine, 1 March 2010, 

p. 26 

 

Try to approach this task creatively, bearing in mind that a website offers considerably more 

flexibility and opportunities for establishing links between visual and verbal material than a 

printed page. When you have translated the image (complete with verbal content) and 

embedded it in a mockup of a web page, comment on the strategies you used to reproduce or 

adapt the patterns of verbal-visual cohesion, including shapes, colour, idioms, patterns of 

verbal repetition, links and, if necessary, new subsidiary pages linked to the image.  

 

6. Barbara Reeves-Ellington is a scholar of oral history whose work involves interviewing 

people in Bulgarian and then reporting on the results in English academic journals. She 

therefore has to engage in two types of translation: first transcribing the oral into written 

Bulgarian, and then translating it into written English. The switch from the oral to the written 

channel risks losing much of the emotion expressed through intonation and stress patterns. In 

transcribing and translating the speech of Olga Vezhinova, a 75-year old, university educated 

interviewee, Reeves-Ellington thus proposes to replace the typical, dry prose format of 

written interviews with a poetic one, as in the example below. 

 

PROSE FORMAT  (Reeves-Ellington 1999:114) 

 

One of the saddest moments in my life was my mother’s early death. She died from 

heart disease when she was 45 years old and I was still in high school. But I think the 



harsh village life killed her. She worked as a teacher, and she had village work and 

field work to do. Conditions were unimaginably harsh. The land was so mountainous 

and infertile. And then she had to help her mother-in-law. Quite simply the harsh 

village life had an adverse effect on her, and she passed away very early. 

 

POETIC FORMAT (Reeves-Ellington 1999:118) 

ST TT+ backtranslation  

My mother. 

I told you, didn’t I 

that one of the harshest moments of my 

life 

which I think most harshly affected my 

fate 

was my mother’s early death. 

My mother died when I was still a girl in 

high school. 

My mother died when she was 45 years 

old 

from heart disease. 

But I think 

my mother died because of the harsh 

village life. 

Unimaginably harsh conditions. 

And school work 

And village work 

And those fields 

H μάνα μου... 

[My mother] 

 

Στο είπα...,από τις πιο τραγικές στιγμές,  

[I told you...,οne of the most tragic moments]  

 

που επηρέασαν βαθειά τη ζωή μου  

[which deeply affected my life  

 

και τη μοίρα μου ... 

[and fate...] 

 

ήταν ο πρόωρος χαμός της 

[was her untimely loss] 

 

Πέθανε όταν ήμουν στο γυμνάσιο 

[she died when I was at high school] 

 

στα 45 της 

[at her 45 years] 

 

από καρδιά... 

[from a heart problem] 

 

Αλλά πιστεύω ότι  

[But I believe that...] 

 

πήγε από την αδυσώπητη ζωή του χωριού 

[she passed from relentless village life 

 

Απίστευτα σκληρές συνθήκες... 

Unimaginably harsh conditions 

 

Δουλειά στο σχολείο.. 

[work at school...] 

 

στο χωριό... 

[at the village...] 

 



Mountainous 

Infertile 

She had to help with that 

That and her mother-in-law. 

Quite simply 

the harsh village life affected her very 

badly 

and she passed away very early 

my mother. 

 

στα χωράφια... 

[in the fields...] 

 

τα άγονα... 

[infertile...] 

 

πάνω στα κατσάβραχα.... 

[on rocky mountains...] 

 

Έπρεπε να τα φροντίζει... 

[she had to take care of the m...] 

 

και την πεθερά της μαζί... 

[together with her mother-in-law... 

 

Πολύ απλά, 

[Quite simply,] 

 

την έφαγε η σκληρή δουλειά 

[harsh work destroyed her] 

 

κι έφυγε πολύ νωρίς... 

[and passed very early...] 

 

η καλή μου! 

[my sweet heart!] 

 

 

Consider the differences between the above two versions in terms of the use of semiotic 

resources such as typography (layout, italics) and verbal repetition. Taking the English poetic 

version as a source text, how might you render this in your own language? Do resources such 

as italics and repetition communicate similar meanings or do you need to employ other 

resources to recreate the emotional impact of this narrative? 

The English poetic version suggests that the speaker is sad at her/his mother loss, and that as 

the memory is brought back, it is gets painful. The poetic version is much closer to an oral 

narration. The prose version does not allow implications of sadness. I attempted a Greek 

translation (see blue version above, with the backtranslation in square brackets under each 

line). I avoided repetition of my mother, harshest, harsh village life, died etc., which I would 

assume is used in English as a cohesive device. I thought  repetition would sound rather 



pompous, too poetic, which may be cancelling connotations of harsh living conditions. I 

would expect a hurtful memory would need a less elaborated style. The ST item died in 'But 

I think my mother died because of the harsh village life' was also interfered with  πήγε 

(passed) which partially activates the idiom she passed like a dog in a vineyard (πήγε σαν το 

σκυλί στ'αμπλέλι), implying 'no one cared'.  

The mother chain was also interfered with. In  rendering the first occurrence of my mother, 

I used a low tenor item for 'mother' (μάνα  rather than μητέρα), because a rural background is 

assumed, although the more formal item, μητέρα, would not be inappropriate. Μy mother’s 

early death has been rendered as my mother's untimely loss which is more emotionally 

loaded. I rendered the last occurrence of my mother as my sweet heart (η καλή μου). This 

might also generate the implication that the speaker is missing her. ST italics are occasionally 

rendered in terms of dots throughout  the poetic version, as dots may be allowing a 

contemplation of events implication, or harsh village conditions. The exclamation mark at the 

end conveys a similar implication.  

 

                                                 
i See http://press.nationalgeographic.com/files/2012/05/NGM-History-10-12.pdf (accessed 23 September 2017). 

See also García-Álvarez  et al. (2014). 

 

http://press.nationalgeographic.com/files/2012/05/NGM-History-10-12.pdf

