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Introduction

Abstract: A methodological overview of the multi-layered
approach employed in the investigation of the theory and
practices adopted by the Italian fansubbing communities
is provided in this section. Much has been drawn from
the systems theories related to translation, in particular
from Toury’s Descriptive Translation Studies (1995) and
Chesterman’s subsequent studies regarding norms (1997),
with special reference to the notion of ‘expectancy norms”. In
addition, the different approaches pertinent to the ideologies
} under examination within the field of Translation Studies,
including the dichotomy between ‘domestication” and
“foreignisation” examined by Schleiermacher (1813), Lewis’
“abusive fidelity” (1985), Venuti’s concept of the translator’s
“visibility” (2008) and Norness “abusive subtitling” (1999)
have all concurred to clarify the orientation adopted by the
fansubbing communities for their translations.

Massidda, Serenella. Audiovisual Translation in the
Digital Age: The Italian Fansubbing Phenomenon.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015.
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2 Audiovisual Translation in the Digital Age

“An expansion of crowd-sourced translation risks obscuring
the essential, but already underappreciated distinction,
between subtitling a movie and translating its words.”
(Paletta 2012)

The above quotation was chosen as a brief example illustrating the prevailing
opinion concerning the fansubbing phenomenon worldwide. Both academ-
ics and professionals can be rest assured that we might agree with this state-
ment to some extent. Yet, the purpose of this study is not to demonstrate
the superior quality of fansubbing over subtitling, since the aim is to explore
the origin and evolution of the amateur translator’s practice and beliefs,
with particular reference to the impact that this phenomenon has had on
audiovisual translation methodologies in Italy.

The inspiration behind this research into amateur translation came long
before the PhD career path became a viable option for me. At that time, I
was enrolled in the MSc programme in Scientific, Technical and Medical
Translation with Translation Technology at Imperial College London
(ICL). When the time came to decide on a topic for my final dissertation,
I immediately thought of fansubbing as the most attractive option, since it
represented a new research field with considerable potential.

The fansubbing project had, in fact, started three years earlier in Italy:
I had been following the movements of fansubbers from their inception,
so that I was already familiar with their practices and methodologies, and
considering my background as a teacher of English and a subtitler, they
obviously exerted a strong fascination over me. Unfortunately, I was forced
to focus on another topic as far as the master’s dissertation was concerned,
since I realised that a longer period of investigation was mandatory for a
field of audiovisual translation which was largely unresearched till five years
ago. In fact, four years ago, when the PhD research project started, the first
and foremost difficulty encountered was the absence of a substantial review
of literature on the subject matter. I, thus, embarked on a long journey in
search of relevant material not only on the same field of study, but also on
correlated areas of research that might be of use to the project. It was thus
that I came into contact with Media Studies, to find that various academics
had studied the phenomenon of fan translation from an angle other than
linguistics, namely from the point of view of the fans. The discovery was
enlightening since I came to realise that, in order to understand fansubbing
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Introduction 3

thoroughly, I had to shift my perspective from the point of view of the
researcher to the perspective of the fan. This is, then, the story of a PhD
candidate who became a fansubber.

Initially, I approached ItaSA by emailing them in order to take the test as a
would-be-fansubber. As a result, I was sent a link to a video, a file with time
codes and a link to the subtitling software necessary for the process. When it
was ready, I submitted my translation and had to wait a week before finding
out I was selected by ItaSA as a junior translator. A tutor assisted me during
the trial period in which I was to produce a certain number of translations
for the community. The worst part at first was the mastering of a variety of
subtitling software programs which required long hours of practice, and in
that particular phase of my research I could not find enough time to explore
these aspects. As a consequence, my contribution to the community lasted
only a few months, and I decided to leave it because I was unable to perform
as many translations as required from me.

After a year, during a visit to the department of Humanities (Imperial
College London), I decided that it was about time to get in contact with the
other fansubbing community: Subsfactory. Upon successful completion of
the entry test for translators, I became a SIP!

A helpful tutor introduced me to the community and a proficient “master
syncher” taught me how to cue the subtitles using the customised software.
The trial period was hard, as I spent long hours attempting to master the
timing process using open source resources, certainly less user-friendly
than the professional ones I was already accustomed to. Yet, after a couple of
months I became a fully-fledged “master subber”.

The community was pleasantly welcoming and I found myself at ease with
them.

Once I was part of the fansubbing machine, I was able to grasp how the
organisation operated from the inside, namely the motivation behind their
work, their passion as fans, along with their desire to learn English and share
the fruit of their work with fellow fans. I also discovered that the fansub-
bers at Subsfactory took their “job” very seriously, showing a profound
respect for the hierarchy (the revisers and administrators of the site) and
particularly for the responsibility associated with the fansubbing process.
Admittedly, I started to develop a dual personality: the researcher on one
hand, and the fansubber on the other. Retrospectively, despite the consider-
able commitment required, I believe that participating in the community
as a full member allowed me not only to collect valuable information about
the fansubbers’ workflow and organisation, which would otherwise have
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4 Audiovisual Translation in the Digital Age

been impossible for me to obtain, but also to develop a wider perspective
concerning the phenomenon.

The present research study builds on prior research concerning amateur
translation conducted by Bogucki, and found in Diaz-Cintas and Anderman’s
Audiovisual Translation: Language Transfer on Screen (2009). In his paper,
Amateur Subtitling on the Internet, the author affirms that the rise of
crowdsourcing was due to the widespread use of internet technologies,
thanks to the advent of Web 2.0, the so-called “web revolution” giving
rise to a new audiovisual translation mode, that of amateur subtitling.
After a brief overview of the phenomenon, Bogucki made it clear that the
problem with fansubbing,

lies not so much in squeezing the gist of what the original characters say
into 30 or so characters per line [...]; the problem, it seems, lies mostly in
the quality of the source material and the competence and expertise of the
translators.

(2009:50)

In the concluding remarks of his paper, the author ultimately deems the work
of fansubbers to be unfeasible, since the lack of access to original scripts
makes their work highly unpredictable, while their linguistic incompetence
severely undermines its credibility. However, he also argues that if amateur
subtitling were to reach near-professional standards, the resulting fansubs
could be subjected to translation quality assessment and thus contrasted
with professional subtitling. Since the quality of Italian fansubbing trans-
lations has greatly improved with time, being produced under conditions
almost comparable with those found in a professional environment, as well
as fulfilling the requirements proposed by Bogucki, continued research into
the field was felt to be appropriate.

The phenomenon under analysis, in which emphasis is placed on the
amateur translation of American TV series, has mainly emerged as a
response to the demands of fans, primarily as a means of avoiding the long
waits between seasons due to bureaucratic processes, as well as an alterna-
tive to dubbing, which is nowadays perceived as an outmoded, unreliable
and ultimately unsuitable mode of audiovisual transfer. The key factor in the
phenomenon under analysis is the growth of the Internet, with its almost
infinite storage capacity, enabling anyone to watch, download and upload
a wide selection of content. This is the reason why, during the past decade,
with the widespread use of the Internet, along with the advent of Web 2.0,
younger generations of Italians have come into closer contact with American
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