
1.1 The divorce

More than 120 years after it was born, film has evolved immensely, turning into 
one of the leading artistic modes of our times. Over this period, film has borrowed 
from, and in some cases even claimed ownership over, different areas that are 
now essential in the production of films, such as photography, design, animation, 
technology, etc. Translation and accessibility are exceptions to this rule. In an 
increasingly diverse and multilingual world, translating films and making them 
accessible for audiences with sensory impairments is an essential requirement, 
yet film translation is much less visible now than when it was first used at the 
beginning of the 20th century. Back then, even before sound was introduced in 
cinema, when the intertitles used in silent film had to be translated, translation 
was included within the post-production stage and it was thus part of the film-
making process (Izard, 2001, p. 190). The production of the first talkies brought 
about the first unsuccessful attempts at dubbing and subtitling and, subsequently, 
a new solution: the so-called “multiple-language versions” (Vincendeau, 1988), 
also known as “multilinguals” or “foreign language versions” (Ďurovičová, 1992). 
Films were made and remade in 2 or 3 languages by the same director and some-
times in up to 14 languages with a different director for each language version. 
The cast could remain the same or change depending on the film and the number 
of versions to be produced (Vincendeau, 1999, pp. 208–209). Translation was 
then at the very core of the production process. However, once dubbing and sub-
titling techniques improved, studios opted for these modes, which would reduce 
the cost of their translations to some 10% of the film budget. Increasingly out-
sourced and unsupervised by filmmakers, translations lost their status as part of 
the filmmaking process and became part of the distribution process, as is the case 
now. The divorce between film and translation/accessibility was consummated, 
and it is now visible in training, research and professional practice.

Indeed, most film courses, whether offered at universities or at film schools, ignore 
film translation, just as most audiovisual translation (AVT) courses do not include 
training on filmmaking (Romero-Fresco, 2019). Similarly, film studies is now an 
established area of research that looks at the narrative, artistic, cultural, economic and 
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political implications of film, while building bridges with media, cultural, television or 
gender studies. However, in over 100 years of life, the discipline has not yet explored 
in detail what happens when films are translated and made accessible or analysed the 
experience of foreign or sensory-impaired viewers.1 But nowhere is this divorce more 
evident than in the professional practice, where translation and accessibility have 
become an afterthought in the filmmaking process. Unlike other important elements 
in film, translation and accessibility are not supervised or controlled by the filmmaker 
or the creative team, which means that foreign, deaf and blind audiences are simply 
not considered in this process.

The numbers tell a sad story. As can be seen in Tables 1.1 and 1.2, more than 
half of the revenue obtained by the top-grossing and Best Picture Oscar-winning 
films from the beginning of the 21st century come from foreign markets.

Leaving out those English-speaking countries where these films are shown in 
their original versions (Australia, UK, etc.), the dubbed and subtitled versions 
provide an average of 45% of a film’s total revenue, to which one would need to 

Table 1.1  Domestic and overseas revenue as percentage of total gross for top-
grossing films (2001–2017); percentage of total revenue generated by 
dubbed or subtitled prints.

Film Foreign gross Domestic gross Total revenue 
dubbed/subtitled

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s 
Stone (2001)

67.4% 32.6% 56.4%

Spider-Man (2002) 50.9% 49.1% 43%
The Lord of the Rings: The 

Return of the King (2003)
66.3% 33.7% 53.1%

Shrek 2 (2004) 52% 48% 38%
Star Wars: Episode III (2005) 55.2% 44.8% 43.2%
Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead 

Man’s Chest (2006)
60.3% 39.7% 48.2%

Spider-Man 3 (2007) 62.2% 37.8% 52.2%
The Dark Knight (2008) 56.8% 63.2% 33.7%
Avatar (2009) 72.7% 27.3% 63.5%
Toy Story 3 (2010) 61% 39% 46.3%
Harry Potter and the Deathly 

Hallows: Part 2 (2011)
71.3% 28.7% 58.8%

The Avengers (2012) 59% 41% 49.8%
The Hunger Games: Catching 

Fire (2013)
50.9% 49.1% 40.3%

American Sniper (2014) 36% 64% 29.4%
Star Wars: The Force Awakens 

(2015)
54.7% 45.3% 43.4%

Rogue One: A Star Wars Story 
(2016)

49.6% 51.4% 38.2%

Beauty and the Beast (2017) 61.1% 38.9% 49.8%

Average 58.1% 41.9% 46.31%
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add the accessible versions screened for deaf and blind audiences both in the US 
and abroad. In other words, translation and accessibility account for almost half 
of the revenue obtained by these films. However, only around 0.1% of their budg-
ets are devoted to translation and accessibility (Lambourne, 2012). Although 
from a financial point of view this seems like a very profitable business, there 
are both economic and artistic reasons to call for an urgent and much-needed 
change.

1.2 The damage: the maker–expert–user gap

Almost 40 years of research on AVT and media accessibility (MA) have shown 
that the relegation of translation and accessibility to a mere footnote in the film-
making process has had a negative impact on films and their reception by foreign/
deaf/blind viewers. This calls into question the extent to which their experience is 
as similar as it should be to that of the original film viewers. Some examples of this 
will be shown in Chapter 3. Filmmakers such as Ken Loach or Quentin Tarantino 
are now beginning to denounce that their vision is being altered in translation 
and that they have no say over this (or, even worse, no knowledge about it), as 
power is transferred to the distribution companies (de Higes, 2014). Meanwhile,  
despite their thorough and specialised training, audiovisual translators work  

Table 1.2  Domestic and overseas revenue as percentage of total gross for Best 
Picture Oscar winners (2000–2017); percentage of total revenue gen-
erated by dubbed or subtitled prints.

Film Foreign gross Domestic gross Total revenue 
dubbed/subtitled

A Beautiful Mind (2001) 45.5% 54.5% 38.2%
Chicago (2002) 44.4% 55.6% 32%
The Lord of the Rings: The Return 

of the King (2003)
67.3% 32.7% 53.1%

Million Dollar Baby (2004) 53.6% 46.4% 46%
Crash (2005) 44.5% 55.5% 31.6%
The Departed (2006) 54.3% 45.7% 42.2%
No Country for Old Men (2007) 56.7% 43.3% 45.3%
Slumdog Millionaire (2008) 62.6% 37.4% 44.6%
The Hurt Locker (2009) 65.4% 34.6% 51.5%
The King’s Speech (2010) 66.5% 33.5% 40.2%
The Artist (2011) 66.5% 33.5% 51.2%
Argo (2012) 41.5% 58.5% 30.4%
12 Years a Slave (2013) 69.8% 30.2% 48.3%
Birdman (2014) 59% 41% 46%
Spotlight (2015) 49% 51% 34.5%
Moonlight (2016) 57.2% 42.8% 46%

Average 56.5% 43.5% 43%
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under very tight conditions, often having to translate a film in no more than three 
days for an average of £300 and with no access whatsoever to any of the people 
who have made the film. It is difficult to think of any other professional area in 
the film industry showing such a sharp contrast between its importance in the film 
and its working conditions. As a matter of fact, the latter are getting worse, while 
translation and accessibility are only becoming more important in an increasingly 
multicultural, ageing and diverse society in which:

• Multilingual films (i.e. films with several languages in their original version) 
are becoming more common, which means that there is a need to engage 
with translation even before the films are translated for foreign/accessible 
markets.

• There is an increasing presence of creative text on screen to convey digital 
text-based communication, so unless translation is also approached crea-
tively at the post-production level, the experience of original and translation 
viewers will be dramatically different.

• Foreign/deaf/blind viewers can access the original version and compare it 
with the translated/accessible one, which makes the discrepancies more 
obvious.

• Recent experimental research on film shows that contemporary filmmakers 
are using cinematic tools to exert more control over the viewers’ attention, 
an aim that only applies to the viewers of original films (Cutting, Brunick, 
DeLong, Iricinschi, & Candan, 2011). Once again, foreign and sensory-
impaired viewers are excluded from this trend, which means that the gap 
between the experience of original and translation viewers is widening.

A pessimistic view of this current landscape can lead to the belief that no 
improvement is possible, since most filmmakers do not care about translation and 
accessibility. However, it may just be that most filmmakers are simply unaware of 
the extent to which their films change in translation, and are thus not given the 
chance to care about this aspect of their films. Admittedly, whether or not they 
know about it, the fact remains that they are to some extent neglecting their 
foreign/sensory-impaired audience by abdicating responsibility to translators who 
are neither trained nor paid for making key decisions that can have a significant 
impact on the nature and reception of the translated/accessible film.

This is closely related to what Greco (2013) defines as the maker–user gap, 
that is, a “multifaceted gap that can exist between those who make and those 
who use an artefact”. More specifically in the case of MA, Greco (ibid., 2018) 
refers to the maker–expert–user gap, which is adapted by Branson (2018) to the 
area of filmmaking, as shown in Figure 1.1.

Branson’s figure points to the existence of three different gaps in the cur-
rent way in which translation and MA are approached. Firstly, as explained 
above, the relegation of MA and translation as an afterthought in the dis-
tribution process means that there is a disconnect between those creating 
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films and those producing translated and accessible versions. Translators and 
MA professionals typically do not have access to the creative team, hence 
the first gap between filmmakers and MA professionals. Secondly, filmmak-
ers have no control over the foreign and accessible versions of their films, 
no awareness of how their films are translated or rendered accessible or how 
they are received by foreign and sensory-impaired viewers, which leads to 
the second gap between filmmakers and sensory-impaired and foreign users. 
Finally, the third gap is between MA professionals and the viewers, because, 
with a few exceptions, sensory-impaired or foreign spectators are normally 
not involved in the production or testing of accessible versions. According 
to Greco (2013), these three gaps can be regarded as “ontological (maker and 
user are inherently different beings), epistemological (maker and user experi-
ence the world differently), linguistic-pragmatic (maker and user relate to 
each other in different ways) and ethical (maker and user respond to different 
ethical rules)”.

1.3  A potential reconciliation: accessible 
filmmaking

Accessible filmmaking (AFM) aims to integrate AVT and accessibility into the 
filmmaking process, which requires the collaboration between the translator and 
the film’s creative team. Put in another way, AFM is the consideration of transla-
tion and/or accessibility during the production of audiovisual media (normally 
through the collaboration between the creative team and the translator) in order 
to provide access to content for people who cannot access or who have difficulty 

Figure 1.1 Greco's maker-expert-user gap, as adapted by Branson (2018).
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accessing it in its original form. AFM does not aim to compromise the filmmak-
ers’ vision or constrain their freedom. Instead, it reveals to them often unknown 
aspects of how their films are changed in their translated and accessible versions. 
It also presents them with different options so that they can make choices that 
determine the nature of these translated/accessible versions. Until now, these 
choices were made exclusively by the translator or the distributor. Rather than 
compromising the filmmakers’ vision, this collaboration will help to preserve it 
across different audiences. As will be seen in the examples included in this book, 
this not only improves the experience of the majority of viewers but also helps 
filmmakers to see their films through different eyes.

The aim of this book is to introduce AFM as a potential solution to bridge the 
above-mentioned maker–expert–user gap for those filmmakers who would like to 
ensure that their vision is maintained once their films are translated and made 
accessible.

As shown in Figure 1.2, the gap between filmmaking and AVT/MA and 
between the professionals working in these areas is addressed in Chapter 2, which 
presents a wider and more compatible notion of film studies and MA, and in 
Chapter 4, which articulates the discussion between filmmakers and MA experts. 
The gap between filmmakers and viewers is tackled in Chapter 3, which provides 
filmmakers with research-based information regarding how foreign and sensory-
impaired viewers receive their films. Finally, Chapter 5 presents the cost and 
the workflow required for a film to adopt an AFM approach and introduces the 
role of the director of accessibility and translation, who may work with sensory-
impaired consultants, thus helping to bridge the third gap between MA experts 
and sensory-impaired users.

Figure 1.2  The maker–expert–user gap, as adapted in this book
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Since it was first introduced, AFM has received the endorsement of renown 
filmmakers such as Ken Loach,  institutions such as Ofcom and the British Film 
Institute (BFI) in the UK and the International Telecommunication Union, a 
specialized agency of the United Nations responsible for issues regarding infor-
mation and communication  technologies, which has singled it out as the way 
forward in terms of translation and accessibility. AFM has been incorporated into 
training, research and professional practice all over the world (see Section 2.3.3 
in Chapter 2). Although this book includes examples from some of the documen-
taries and fiction films that have implemented this model, as well as testimonies 
from their directors (see Chapter 5), the “accessible filmmaker” targeted here is 
a much wider concept, encompassing any professional or amateur practitioner 
involved in the different stages of the filmmaking process. We are thus referring 
not only to directors, but also to scriptwriters, cinematographers, editors, text 
designers, etc. as well as to amateur filmmakers who may wish to upload a short 
film made with their phone to the Internet, bearing in mind not just the original 
audience but also the viewers of the translated and/or accessible version.

In other words, everyone who would like to make film for all.

Note

 1 A few exceptions are MacDougall (1998), Egoyan (2004), Nornes (2007) or Eleftheriotis  
(2010).



As mentioned in the introduction, despite the integral role played by translation 
and accessibility in film, AVT and film studies have traditionally been two worlds 
apart. By presenting a model that integrates translation and accessibility into the 
filmmaking process through collaboration between filmmakers and translators, 
AFM aims to bridge this gap, if only partially. This chapter covers the theoretical 
framework underlying AFM, which is based on a new and wide notion of AVT 
and film studies.

2.1  In support of a wide notion of accessibility  
and translation1

2.1.1  AVT and MA: a housing problem

The beginning of the 21st century, especially the end of its first decade, was a 
prolific period for research on AVT. The literature in the field included con-
stant allusions to how this area was coming of age (Díaz Cintas, 2008a), often 
followed by accounts of what makes AVT distinct. Cases were made as to why 
AVT deserved to have a separate room, as it were, in the translation studies (TS) 
building, which, in turn, had managed to become independent from linguistics 
and comparative literature from the late 1950s onwards (Catford, 1965; Hol-
mes, 1988; Nida, 1964; Vinay & Darbelnet, 1995). Ten years later, and largely 
thanks to the unrelenting development of technology, the pervasiveness of 
screens and changes in viewing habits, the same AVT scholars now refer to “the 
incipient maturity” of AVT (Díaz Cintas, J. & Neves, 2015, p. 3). They wonder 
whether AVT has “outgrown the limits” of TS (Díaz Cintas, J. & Neves, 2015, 
p. 2) and should perhaps act as the “connecting bridge” between TS and other 
fields of knowledge (Díaz Cintas, J. & Neves, 2015, p. 3). Although the consoli-
dation of AVT may still be a few steps away (the recent launch of the Journal of 
Audiovisual Translation being an essential one), it could be argued that AVT is 
in the process of constructing its own building within the larger TS estate, with 
a room devoted to MA. But just as TS can hardly cope with the unrelenting  
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