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0. Introduction

Slang is a phenomenon which exhibits discrepancies among different languages and which is therefore supposed to be complex (i.e. related to numerous socio-linguistic variables and pragmatic functions) and difficult to reproduce in translation.

An interdisciplinary theory of complex dynamic systems (Strogatz 1994, Kauffman 1995, Lemke 2000) integrated with a linguistic theory of naturalness/markedness (Dressler 1985, Dressler et al. 1987, Merlini Barbaresi 1988, Dziubalska-Kolaczyk 1996) may offer a framework for defining the notion of complexity as distinguished from the (receiver-oriented) notion of processing difficulty (Merlini Barbaresi 2003). In Merlini Barbaresi’s (2003) view, complexity is correlated with both markedness and difficulty, since it is the obvious consequence of the former and the possible cause of the latter. In line with this approach, I especially claim that complexity in the lexicon arises whenever the interplay of participants in the interaction and social context causes a preference for less natural/more marked choices within vocabulary. As a result, it may obstruct meaning or referent accessibility, and hence constitute both an immediate problem of perception for the addressees (i.e. inside participants), and a potential problem of misinterpretation for the analyst (i.e. the translator and his addressees).

In this paper I mainly focus on the translation of linguistic varieties that are culture-specific or belong to a socially restricted speech community. These varieties, including slang, often display forms that rarely have equivalents (i.e. forms that are comparable in meaning and scope) in a different language. However, relevant theories on translation (e.g. Catford 1965, House 1997) state that the translator should assure ‘equivalence’ by preserving the semantic and pragmatic meanings across two different languages, and that a first requirement for equivalence is ‘equivalent function’. Accordingly, the translator should keep low semantic and pragmatic transparency – i.e. polysemy and multifunctionality – in the target language (TL), any time they are motivated by socio-pragmatic purposes (e.g. identification with a group, cryptic reasons, establishing intimacy, etc.) in the source language (SL).

Therefore I believe that the lexical complexity of slang should be preserved in the process of translation. Lexical complexity in slang formations is first of all due to a marked (Merlini Barbaresi 1988), non-diagrammatic (Dressler et al. 1987) relation between the linguistic sign and its signatum. The cognitive area activated by the slang term includes a vast array of extra socio-pragmatic meanings, which typically belong to the restricted community in which the term is used. Recreating the same effects in a different language community by means of an ‘equivalent’ slang formation is nearly impossible. Still what can be recreated is a comparably complex signans/signatum relation. It is our hope that a strong theory of lexical complexity (see Bertuccelli Papi in prep.) might allow us to go deeper into the intricacy of slang meanings/functions and help develop a more rooted cross-linguistic correlation.

To my goal, at the moment, I will examine some examples of free conversation (excerpts from original English film scripts),
 which show slang use, ranging from in-group slang to general slang. I will then establish the status of markedness of some slang expressions (e.g. chick, groovy, hit, etc.) on one or more correlated semiotic parameter(s) (esp. transparency and biuniqueness), and finally demonstrate that marked options generally increase complexity and consequent difficulty in perception, and yet they must be kept in translation to preserve the rich layers of associative meanings normally entailed. For example, the Italian expression pera perfectly works as a functional equivalent of the English drug slang expression hit because both are semantically ambiguous and multifunctional: i.e. pera refers to both “a large usu. yellowish or brownish-green dessert fruit” and “an injection of a drug, esp. heroin” (cf. Forconi 1988, Giacomelli 1988), and it may help in-group members (e.g. criminals or drug addicts) to keep information private and secret. On the other hand, dose, pointing to the same referent, does not work as an Italian equivalent of hit because, though elliptical, it is a more transparent and accessible expression, and lacks the inherent capacity of generating extra socio-pragmatic meanings.

1. Complexity in the lexicon

Conventionalization should be seen as a process that never really ends. Conventions are reached, fixed, fossilized, renewed, and altered all the time, according to the needs, while a given system of signs is in function.

(Sornig 1981: 21-22)

In Bertuccelli Papi’s approach, the lexicon is viewed as a complex dynamic system. It is dynamic in the sense that lexical items are not static configurations of meaning, but rather can be viewed as fluctuating patterns of interacting systems which reach a state of equilibrium X at time Y as a consequence of multiple internal and external forces. It is complex in the sense that its description requires much information: specifically, lexical complexity is a function of the number of cognitive dimensions necessary to describe its possible states, and of the degree of randomness vs. predictability of its dynamics (see Bertuccelli Papi in prep., cf. Elman 1995, MacWhinney 2001, Lenci 2005).

This view of the lexicon as a ‘complex dynamic system’ is in line with Merlini Barbaresi’s (2003) theory of complexity, established in previous studies on scientific disciplines (Strogatz 1994, Kauffman 1995, Lemke 2000), and elaborated after the theory of markedness (Merlini Barbaresi 1988) vs. naturalness (Dressler 1985, Dressler et al. 1987, Dziubalska-Kolaczyk 1996). Merlini Barbaresi (2003) conceives complexity as an emergent cumulative quality (of the text), namely “a global assessment obtained by evaluating the number and mutual impact of the various marked phenomena” (2003: 33). In her model, markedness is specified according to (a) linguistic levels (e.g. phonological, morphological, syntactic, etc.), (b) perspectives (i.e. textual constitutive principles),
 and (c) parameters (i.e. semiotic principles).

The linguistic level chosen in my study is the lexis, with special emphasis on meaning in context. The specific perspective adopted here posits a notion of complexity as the result of marked choices along a hierarchical scale of naturalness/markedness. The parameters selected for markedness evaluation are the semiotic principles of iconicity/diagrammaticity, indexicality, transparency, biuniqueness and figure-ground. In the above-mentioned theoretical approach they are defined as follows:

(a)
iconicity/diagrammaticity establishes a relation of direct similarity between signans and signatum (i.e. form and meaning of a lexical item). On this parameter, diagrammaticity (explicit analogy) is a more natural option than metaphor (implicit analogy), which is then more natural than non-iconicity (dissimilarity) or anti-iconicity (opposition), as in irony or antiphrasis;
(b)
indexicality establishes a relation in which signans directly refers to signatum as a sign or an index of it. In indexical relations, adjacency is preferred to distance. Hence, those referent objects that lie closer to prototypical lexical meaning are preferred to those that are remote and create difficulty in identifying the referent;

(c)
transparency, mainly semantic transparency (Koy 1979), corresponds to semantic predictability (cf. Dressler et al. 1987: 133), and often to full compositionality (e.g. in endocentric compounds). On this parameter, the most natural forms are those where there is no opacifying obstruction to ease of perception;

(d)
biuniqueness (one-to-one relation) holds if one and the same form has always the same meaning (and vice-versa). It represents the most natural option, being more natural than uniqueness (one-to-many relation) and especially ambiguity (many-to-many relations);
(e)
figure-ground is a tendency to contrast a more important and clearer foreground with a less important and fuzzier background. In the semantics of lexical items, some meaning components are primary and then foregrounded, while others are subordinate and backgrounded.

These parameters are often correlated and mutually defining. For instance, ‘biuniqueness’ corresponds to ‘maximum transparency’, and ‘maximum iconicity’ equals both of them. Overall, they are relevant for identifying universal preferences in naturalness (Dressler 1999), so that a general equation may be envisaged as ‘most natural’ = ‘most iconic’, ‘most indexical’, ‘most transparent’, ‘biunique’ and ‘foregrounded’. Deviation from one or more naturalness parameters can be considered as an indicator of complexity, conceived as the global effect of marked phenomena in language, here in the lexicon, creating difficulty in processing and interpretation and possibly predicting problems in translation.

The lexicon usually shows a tendency to adapt and reorganise itself towards balance and stability. Yet, in diachronic change, it may also show the opposite tendency towards evolution and constructionist dynamics, and develop new forms, meanings and functions. Complexity in the lexicon is therefore evident in the lexical innovation characterising such diastratic varieties as college or drug slang (i.e. the restricted speech of distinct or marginal subgroups in society), and such diaphasic varieties as general slang (i.e. a highly colloquial vocabulary considered as below the level of stylistically neutral language) (Mattiello 2005a).
 For various reasons – ranging from the purpose of reinforcing connection with a group to the intention of keeping information private or secret, or of establishing an intimate relationship with the addressee – slang introduces new words into the lexicon and, interestingly, it re-uses existing words giving them novel meanings and functions that depart from ordinary ones.

2. Complexity in the slang lexicon

Slang semantics is a kind of secondary semiotics which is motivated by the wish to distinguish itself from the ‘ordinary’ use of words and consequently might be interpreted from both its semantic distance from its object and from the ‘ordinary’ semantic function of a certain word.

(Sornig 1981: 21)

The slang lexicon seems to offer a promising field where complexity may be observed and examined. In slang formations complexity is mostly due to a marked, non-diagrammatic relation between the linguistic sign and its signatum. The cognitive area activated by the slang term includes a vast array of extra socio-pragmatic meanings, which depart from the ordinary one(s), and rather belong to a restricted community of members sharing context experience and mutual knowledge.

The extension of new meanings to existing forms may increase complexity and ongoing processing difficulty for both inside participants and outside interpreters. For inside participants, we may predict complexity and consequent processing difficulty in connection with negotiation of meaning according to common belonging, similar experience or context (e.g. in slang the word cool is polysemous in that it can either refer to something ‘excellent, great’ or be used to mean ‘okay’). For outside interpreters (the translator and his audience), complexity and difficulty may instead be connected with low semantic and pragmatic transparency, i.e. in referent accessibility (e.g. cool corresponds to a standard adjective meaning ‘moderately cold’ or ‘calm’) and identifiability of illocutionary intent and purposes. Complex slang formations may indeed serve heterogeneous purposes and obtain different effects.
Let us consider, for instance, the in-group slang expression hit in the following excerpt (from the film script Trainspotting):

(1)
SWANNEY: You’ll need one more hit.

RENTON: No, I don’t think so.

SWANNEY: To see you through the night that lies ahead.
In Standard English the prototypical meaning of the item hit is “a blow given to something aimed at; a stroke (at cricket, billiards, etc.); the collision or impact of one body with another”. But in drug slang this item may acquire the extra meaning of “a dose of a narcotic drug” (as in 1), and in criminal slang it may even assume the sense of “a killing; a robbery”. From our perspective, hit is marked in terms of (semantic) transparency and biuniqueness, as it shows an opaque relation between a polysemous form and its meaning/function. It is clearly more marked than the co-referring standard expression dose [of a drug], which, in spite of its elliptical character, would be a more natural choice in (1) above. Hit therefore provides an instance of lexical complexity, which is used by inside participants (drug addicts) to make their conversation private and obscure to outsiders.

Lexical complexity does not necessarily associate with drug or criminal slang, but also with general slang. The following excerpt is from Bridget Jones’s Diary:

(2)
ALL: To Mark and his Natasha.

BRIDGET: No! No! It’s just that… it’s such a terrible pity… f-for England… to lose… such a great legal brain.

UNCLE GEOFFREY: Is she pissed?

The past participle pissed comes from the vulgar verb to piss (“to urinate”). Still, in slang it acquires the extra sense of “drunk, intoxicated”, and sometimes of “angry, irritated, annoyed; fed up, depressed”.
 From our perspective, this participle is complex because of its marked (non-diagrammatic and non-biunique) signans/signatum relation. Specifically, it represents a case in which complexity is used by an insider to describe his referent (Bridget) in a way which turns out to be colloquial and intimate with his audience (the other guests).

In-group slang hit and general slang pissed are thus used in (1) and (2) above to produce some effect upon the immediate and remote addressees. They activate new linguistic means and fulfil extra socio-pragmatic functions which should be reproduced in translation. The translation of slang is the topic of the next section.

3. The translation of slang

Although the adage ‘Languages avoid unnecessary variation’ is often repeated, some variation seems to be very necessary, most particularly that associated with multiple meanings.

(Traugott and Dasher 2002: 12)

Non-standard language varieties such as slang pose serious problems in cultural transition and faithful translation as well. Cross-culturally, it is difficult to find parallel social sets (i.e. culture-specific situations such as complicated realities of street-life, in-group activities/hobbies, etc.). Cross-linguistically, it is difficult to find similar modes of expression (i.e. repertoires of private languages such as jargons, dialects, sociolects, etc.). Furthermore, it is difficult to cope with non-standard varieties, as they are often used to create an extremely rich range of effects which are overtly problematic for the translator (see also Mattiello in press).

In linguistically-oriented approaches to translation, some strategies are proposed to make up for any possible cultural and/or linguistic gap. For example, the ‘strategy of compensation’ consists in omitting or playing down a feature at the point where it occurs in the source text (ST) and introduce it elsewhere in the target text (TT) (Newmark 1988: 90, Baker 1992: 78). This may be used to make up for any loss of meaning, emotional force or stylistic effect for which no formal correspondence can be found. Another strategy is ‘cultural substitution’, which consists in replacing the SL words and phrases with TL items which may not have the same propositional meaning but are used in similar contexts and “are likely to have a similar impact” on the target audience (Baker 1992: 31, cf. cultural equivalence in Newmark 1988: 82-83). Similarly, the translator may replace a specific term with a superordinate, a more general word (as suggested by Baker 1992: 20) or what Newmark (1988: 83) defines as a ‘functional equivalent’, i.e. a culture-free word which explains, neutralises, ‘deculturalises’ a culture-specific term.

In House’s (1997) model of translation quality assessment, ‘functional equivalence’ is a different concept corresponding to the transfer of semantic, but above all pragmatic and textual meanings.
 It is considered as a prerequisite to be preserved across two different languages, since pragmatic and textual meanings are far more important than mere semantic meaning (see also Catford 1965). The latter approach seems especially relevant in our study on the translation of slang, in which pragmatic and textual meanings diverge from (standard) semantic meaning. Specifically, by ‘functional equivalence’ I mean recreating a comparably complex signans/signatum relation, so that the TT form may generate a novel situational referent which however retains an analogous pragmatic function to that of the ST form.

Let us now explore how slang has been rendered in the Italian dubbing of scenes (1-2, § 2), respectively from Trainspotting and Bridget Jones’s Diary:

(1’)
SWANNEY: Hai bisogno di un’altra pera?

RENTON: No, non credo, no.

SWANNEY: Hai davanti una lunga notte.
(2’)
TUTTI: A Mark e la sua Natasha.

BRIDGET: No! No! È solo che… è davvero un peccato tremendo… c-che l’Inghilterra… ora perda… un avvocato tanto brillante.

ZIO GEOFFREY: È ubriaca?

In (1’) the translator chooses pera as an Italian ‘functional equivalent’ of drug slang hit. As both Newmark (1988: 112) and Baker (1992: 61) suggest, the translation of a marked, original metaphor should be equally marked as the original so as to serve the author’s purposes to create new images and attract attention. Obviously, that is what the translator did in (1’), retaining the ambiguity of drug slang hit. His choice preserves both lexical complexity (as a result of low transparency and non-biuniqueness), and cryptic effects produced by difficulty in referent accessibility: i.e. pera refers to both “a large dessert fruit, i.e. a pear” and “an injection of a drug, esp. heroin” (cf. Forconi 1988: 157-158, Giacomelli 1988: 152-153), and it may help in-group members (in this case, drug addicts) to keep information private and secret from people in current authority. On the contrary, dose [di eroina] would not be an adequate translation of hit because, though elliptical, it is a neutral, more transparent and accessible expression, and does not fulfil any extra socio-pragmatic function.
On the other hand, in (2’) the translator does not make a good lexical choice. He chooses È ubriaca? as a possible Italian equivalent of general slang Is she pissed?. Yet, ubriaca is Standard Italian and it does not exhibit any semantic ambiguity or opacity, nor does it fulfil any additional function, such as showing informality, producing offensiveness or establishing intimacy. In (2’) the presence of general slang is therefore ignored, with a consequent loss of lexical complexity and effectiveness in speech. Obviously, this is the result of converting figurative language to sense.
 Possible alternative ‘functional equivalents’ of Is she pissed? are È brilla?, È partita? or È fusa?, which all reproduce complexity and recreate similar effects, and an analogous “emotive or pragmatic impact” on the addressees (Newmark 1988: 109).

As it is clear from the previous analyses, slang normally suits a pragmatic context and serves specific functions, ranging from the aim to identify oneself with a group or to be creative with one’s language to the intention to lower the stylistic level to informality or vulgarity, passing through the purpose to maintain the interaction private or secret. In the following subsections, I will take into consideration some main functions of slang. Particularly, I will explore further scenes of original English films displaying slang words or phrases, and then verify if their respective Italian translations fulfil an equivalent function (i.e. have the same pragmatic and textual meanings). In this way, I hope to show the importance of keeping lexical complexity in the translation of slang across various contexts.

3.1. Group-identification and Creativity

The function of identification with a group and the effect of creativity are particularly evident in college and teenage slang (alias ‘slanguage’ in Stenström et al. 2002, Mattiello 2005b). Young people generally use creative innovative slang to show their belonging to a group and establish solidarity with the other group members, keeping the older generation at a distance.

The speakers in extracts (3) and (4) below (two excerpts from Grease) are high school students of the Rydell High. They share sex, age, education, and belong to the same gang, the T-birds.

In the extract below, three ‘T-birds’ (Sonny, Doody and Putzie) come out of the hatchback of a car parked in an open-air cinema:

(3)
SONNY: Come on, Doody.

DOODY: Watch out!

SONNY: Putzie, move it out! It’s like a meat-ball in here!

PUTZIE: Okay, let’s go to find the chicks.

The term chick is commonly used for “a young chicken; sometimes, the young of any bird”, or occasionally as a term of endearment applied to human offspring. In (3), however, chicks is peculiarly used with the different slang sense of “girls; young women”. Here it serves to identify the speakers as belonging to a specific group (male teenagers) and to show their need to be fresh and to play, creatively, with words and their meanings.

Let us now verify if the corresponding Italian translation is a functional equivalent:

(3’)
SONNY: Dai Doody, esci.

DOODY: Sta’ attento!

SONNY: E tu muoviti! Sto diventando una polpetta!

PUTZIE: Coraggio, andiamo a caccia di pollastre.

In (3’) chicks is translated as pollastre (St.It. “young hens”, sl. “attractive young women”). Italian expressions displaying multiple meanings – of which one is literal and the other is figurative – are useful to preserve the multifunctionality of slang. They reproduce the creativity of college students’ (esp. young men’s) language in the 70s and simultaneously make the conversation more confidential and group-restricted. Hence, pollastre can be considered a functional equivalent of original chicks, and, from our point of view, an appropriate translation of it.

In extract (4) some students of the Rydell High spread the news of Rizzo’s pregnancy:

(4)
SONNY: Hey Marty, what’s up?

MARTY: Rizzo’s pregnant, don’t tell anybody.

SONNY: Rizzo got a bun in the oven.

BOY: Rizzo’s been knocked up.

Here some creative slang expressions (i.e. a bun in the oven, to knock up) make the conversation group-restricted. If in Standard English a bun indicates “a sort of cake” that is cooked in the oven,
 in specific slang a bun in the oven rather refers to “a child conceived”. Thus, the figurative sense departs from the literal one, generating ambiguity and opacity. Similarly, in Standard English to knock up means “to drive upwards, or fasten up, by knocking”, but in slang usage it means “to make (a woman) pregnant”. So, in its passive voice, to be knocked up acquires the extra sense of “to become pregnant”.

The translations of the slang expressions above in the Italian dubbing are una pagnotta nel forno, which is not commonly used but keeps the non-diagrammatic signans/signatum relation of original English a bun in the oven,
 and fregata, which is common in young people’s speech with a novel meaning (cf. fregare and fregata in Forconi 1988: 87):
(4’)
SONNY: Ehi Marty, che cosa succede?

MARTY: Rizzo è incinta, ma non lo dire a nessuno.

SONNY: Ehi, Rizzo ha una pagnotta nel forno.

RAGAZZO: Rizzo è stata fregata.

In (4’) lexical complexity (marked signans/signatum relation) is therefore preserved, so that the interaction appears both creative and group-restricted, and the Italian renderings fulfil equivalent functions to those of the original slang forms.

3.2. Privacy and Secrecy

The functions of privacy and secrecy are related to marginal or isolated subgroups in society, such as criminals and drug addicts. Criminals, for instance, generally use slang to hide secret information from people in authority, while drug addicts adopt the slang vocabulary to reinforce their group cohesion, i.e. to keep insiders together and outsiders out.

The speakers in extracts (5) and (6) (taken from Trainspotting) are young men who are familiar with the cryptic language of drugs. They share similar experiences of heroin addiction, as well as street-life and friendship. Their dialogues thus deviate from the standard idiom of the educated class and are rather dominated by strong language, slang and drug jargon.

Extract (5) is a boys’ conversation about some illegal drug traffics. Sick boy tries to persuade one of his mates, Mark Renton, to buy some drug:

(5)
SICK BOY: There’s a mate of Swanney’s. Mikey Forrester - you know the guy. He’s come into some gear. A lot of gear.

RENTON: How much?

SICK BOY: About four kilos. So he tells me. Got drunk in a pub down by the docks last week, where he met two Russian sailors. They’re fucking carrying the stuff. For sale there and then, like.

This extract illustrates the use of two terms (gear, stuff) that normally refer to “goods, matter or substance of any kind”. However, they convey a new specific sense among drug dealers (i.e. “(illicit) drugs, narcotics”), becoming marked in terms of transparency and biuniqueness, and making the conversation private and clandestine. Let us compare this excerpt with its Italian translation:

(5’)
SICK BOY: C’è questo amico di Swanney. Conosci Mikey Forrester. Beh, ha rimediato della roba. Un sacco di roba.

RENTON: Quanta roba è?

SICK BOY: Più o meno due chili.
 Così mi ha detto. Si è ubriacato in un pub vicino al porto la settimana scorsa, e lì ha conosciuto due marinai russi. La roba ce l’avevano addosso per venderla appena gli capitava.

The Italian expression roba, which in (5’) translates both gear and stuff (cf. Forconi 1988: 179), is appropriate from the complexity and equivalence perspectives. It indeed keeps the ambiguity of the original forms, and helps recreate comparable effects of privacy and secrecy.

Similarly, extract (6) illustrates the private use of clean between two heroin users, Diane and Renton:

(6)
RENTON: What do you want?

DIANE: Are you clean?

RENTON: Yes.

DIANE: Is that a promise, then?

RENTON: Yes, as a matter of fact, it is.

DIANE: Calm down, I’m just asking.

The adjective clean allows two possible interpretations: it commonly refers to something “free from dirt or filth; unsoiled or unstained”, but in specific jargon it refers to someone “free from or cured of addiction to drugs”.
 The second interpretation, which is the only plausible one in a context of heroin addiction, generates lexical complexity. It adds a novel meaning to an existing standard word, making the word semantically indeterminate (i.e. ambiguous and opaque). This aspect is fundamental in private vocabulary, and should be, and is, taken into account by the translator:

(6’)
RENTON: Che cosa vuoi?

DIANE: Sei pulito?

RENTON: Sì.

DIANE: Me lo assicuri?

RENTON: Sì, vuoi vedere il certificato?

DIANE: Calmati, era solo una domanda.

He indeed opts for keeping the lexical complexity of the original form and selects the Italian adjective pulito as a functional equivalent of clean. Low transparency and non-biuniqueness are fully preserved by pulito, which in Italian may be interpreted as ambiguously as clean is in English (i.e. “free from dirt”, “free from drugs; not carrying weapons, drugs or dirty money”, cf. Forconi 1988: 170). Although Newmark (1988: 209) suggests that “the translator is entitled to delete, reduce or slim down jargon”, here the specialised jargon is crucial in the translation because it adheres to the secret original vocabulary of ‘trainspotters’, and suitably portrays their street-level, drug culture.

3.3. Informality and Intimacy

The function of informality and the effect of intimacy are self-evident in general slang, which is language that speakers deliberately use to break with the standard language and to change the level of discourse in the direction of familiarity. It signals the speakers’ intention to refuse conventions and their need to be colloquial, to ease social exchanges and induce friendliness.
The speakers in extract (7) below (from Notting Hill) are the bookshop owner William Thacker, a typical middle-class Londoner, and his slovenly flatmate Spike. Here they talk about an underwater mask:
(7)
SPIKE: There’s something wrong with the goggles, though.

WILLIAM: No, they were, um… prescription.

SPIKE: Groovy.

WILLIAM: So I could see all the fishes properly.

SPIKE: You should do more of this stuff.

Spike uses the colloquial slang term groovy to refer to something “excellent, wonderful”.
 But this term is differently used in Standard English to refer to something “of or pertaining to a groove; resembling a groove”. As a matter of fact, groovy displays two interpretations and provides an instance of lexical complexity generating an informal friendly atmosphere. Let us now investigate its Italian translation:

(7’)
SPIKE: Però c’è qualcosa che non va con la maschera.

WILLIAM: No, quelle sono, uhm… lenti da vista.

SPIKE: Fico.

WILLIAM: Così posso vedere bene i pesci.

SPIKE: Dovresti fare l’inventore.

In (7’) the translator chooses fico for its ambiguity and related obscurity: it may indeed refer to both “a soft pear-shaped many-seeded fruit, i.e. a fig” and, especially among young people, “an attractive person or a fashionable thing” (cf. fico/figo in Forconi 1988: 78-79). Hence, from the perspective adopted in this paper, the Italian form fico is a functional equivalent of English slang groovy as they are both marked on the parameters of transparency and biuniqueness and used to establish comparably familiar interrelations.

Let us now turn to an extract from Mickey Blue Eyes. The main character, Michael, tells his doorman something in confidence, and the man gives him some important information:
(8)
JIMMY: Hey! You dog, you.

MICHAEL: I’m a bit of a dog. Thanks so much Jimmy.

JIMMY: Hey, all the best, huh?

Jimmy addresses Michael by using the intimate slang appellative dog. The term dog is often reported in slang dictionaries with a wide variety of meanings and used with both positive and negative connotations (e.g. “a friend”, “a foot”, “a sexually unattractive person”, etc.).
 Despite this, it is also the standard name of “a carnivorous mammal”, and an abusive term for “a cur, a wretch”. The result is vagueness and low transparency, which should be rendered in translation:

(8’)
JIMMY: Ehi! Volpone.

MICHAEL: Già, sono proprio un volpone. Grazie mille Jimmy, grazie.

JIMMY: Ehi, ti auguro ogni bene, eh?

Here volpone sounds appropriate as a functional equivalent of dog because, like the original English form, it exhibits lexical complexity and displays multifunctionality: in Italian volpone refers to both “a big fox” and “a cunning, experienced person”. As a result, it obstructs ease of perception to outside interpreters, but simultaneously facilitates proximity in the relation of inside participants.

3.4. Vulgarity and Offensiveness

The function of vulgarity regularly combines with an effect of offensiveness in general slang, particularly in slang which is used by speakers to criticise other people’s physical appearance or behaviour. It signals the speakers’ intention to be rude and impolite, making use of improper language, and of derogatory, even taboo words that often allude to the semantic area of ‘sex’.

Extract (9) is taken from Notting Hill. The speakers are two friends of William who disapprove his behaviour with the famous actress Anna Scott:

(9)
HONEY: William’s just turned down Anna Scott.

SPIKE: (to William) You daft prick.

The term prick, used by Spike, is a derogatory slang expression referring to “the penis”, but also “a vulgar term of abuse for a man”. It shows another effect of slang (offensiveness) produced by the speaker’s choice of a rude lexically marked word to address someone he criticises or condemns. Let us verify if polysemy and multifunctionality are kept in the Italian translation:

(9’)
HONEY: William ha appena respinto Anna Scott.

SPIKE: (a William) Brutto cazzone avariato.

Cazzone is the respective Italian translation of prick, being used both for “the male sexual organ” and for “someone whose behaviour is criticisable”. The vulgarity of the term is thus retained and its offensive effect is reproduced by a marked functional equivalent.

Extract (10), taken from The Full Monty, illustrates the use of another offensive vulgar term of address (twat). The speakers are two unemployed men who live in the Yorkshire area, at Sheffield, and use typical Northern British English expressions. Here Gaz tries to convince his friend Dave to strip in the manner of the famous Chippendale dancers, but Dave does not want to:

(10)
GAZ: Dave. Oi, you deaf twat!

DAVE: Oh, what d’you want now? I’ve told you, I’m finished with it.

Twat is a polysemous low slang word, since it may be used to indicate either “the female genitals, the vulva” or “a stupid or unpleasant person”.
 Hence, like many other coarse slang words displaying complexity on transparency and biuniqueness parameters (e.g. arse, cunt, dick, prick above, etc.), twat causes offence to the hearer. Let us consider its Italian rendering in (10’):

(10’)
GAZ: Dave. Ehi, lumacone sordo!

DAVE: Oh, adesso che vuoi? Te l’ho detto, ho chiuso con quella roba.

Lumacone is certainly offensive in Italian, since it literally refers to a mollusc (“a big slug”), but figuratively to “someone who is awkward and stupid” or “lazy, slow in one’s movement”, or also to “an affected slippery individual”. It may be therefore considered an appropriate translation, i.e. a pragmatic and referential equivalent to original slang twat.

4. Conclusions

Within the relevant literature, slang is often viewed as a “vocabulary in limbo” (Allen 1998: 879) that is waiting to enter the standard language and be accepted and recognised as part of the norm. However, differently from the norm, slang vocabulary often exhibits a tendency towards lexical innovation and consequent complexity, mainly due to a marked, non-diagrammatic relation between the linguistic sign and its signatum. In this way, slang fulfils different pragmatic demands that depart from the mere communicative need and are rather typical of a restricted speech community.

As we have seen, specific and general slang have various raisons d’être. For instance, college and teenage slang are used for social reasons, mainly to be creative with one’s language, to show and strengthen in-group membership. Criminal and drug slang are used for private purposes, to reinforce group solidarity and to hide secret information from people in authority, and general slang may be used either to change the level of discourse in the direction of informality and to ease intimate relationships, or to rudely offend other people by criticising their attitude/physical appearance. Intuitively, these slang functions/effects should be preserved in the process of translation.

By contrast with previous translation strategies suggesting the omission of some word at some point of the text counterbalanced by the insertion of a similar word elsewhere in the text (Baker 1992), or its substitution with a more general, culture-free word (Newmark 1988), I have proposed to transfer slang into a different language by using a ‘functional equivalent’ (see Catford 1965, House 1997). By ‘functional equivalent’ I intend a form in the TL which recreates a comparably complex signans/signatum relation, so as to reproduce an analogous effect/function to that of the SL form.
Our analyses of original English films and their respective translations into Italian provide only partial and provisional results. Film scripts certainly entail previous planning (see Pavesi 2006) and their translation entails technical constraints connected with the dubbing process that we are aware of, but have placed in the background for the purposes of the present paper (cf. Nir 1984, Mayoral et al. 1988, Baker 1998). Yet, these results seem to confirm the importance of keeping lexical complexity in the translation practice, especially when it is related to culture-specific diastratic/diaphasic varieties such as slang. It is our hope that a more specific theory of lexical complexity (see Bertuccelli Papi in prep.) might allow us to better account for the intricacy of slang meanings/functions and help develop a more rooted cross-linguistic correlation. We also hope to go deeper into the semantics and pragmatics of slang terms through bilateral testing and experimentations on English and Italian native speakers, as previously made for slang intensifiers (Mattiello 2005b). In this way, we expect to cover the cultural and linguistic gap between the two languages and aid the translator in his difficult task to achieve semantic, but above all pragmatic and textual equivalence between the original and the translation.

Our data from film scripts has shown that slang, as an integral part of the dialogic text and sometimes as its main linguistic feature, should be and is retained in translation. By maintaining, at the highest possible degree, teenage talk, drug jargon and colloquial language, the filmic translator has succeeded in transferring not only the essence of the plot, but above all the flavour, atmosphere, spirit of the film, and the effects characterising slang.

Therefore, it becomes clear that the translator has achieved what he intended to. After all, as Newmark (1988: 192) points out, “A good translation fulfils its purpose”, which in this case is ‘slang’s purpose’.
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Appendix 1

Below is a matrix showing the English slang words and expressions identified in some scenes from Bridget Jones’s Diary, The Full Monty, Grease, Mickey Blue Eyes, Notting Hill, There’s Something About Mary and Trainspotting. The original expressions are reported in the first column. Their Italian dubbing is reported in the second column. Other possible translations are suggested in the last column. Most of them are taken from Forconi (1988) and Giacomelli (1988). Due to evident up-dating reasons, other alternative translations – mainly from Zingarelli ed. (2004) – are given in italics.

	English Slang
	Italian Dubbing
	Alternative Translation

	a bun in the oven
	una pagnotta nel forno
	

	(old) bag
	(vecchia) bagascia
	borsa, palla, piaga, pizza

	bloke
	qualcuno
	

	bugger
	chiunque, uno stronzo
	

	chick
	pollastra, ragazza, pupa
	bambola, fica, figa, gnocca, pollastrella

	clean
	pulito
	

	clear
	pulito
	

	cool
	bene, calmo

forte!, fantastico!
	allucinante!, che bomba!, che figata!, che sballo!

	cow
	scemotta
	sciocchina, stupidina

	crater-face
	stronzetto
	pezzo di merda, stronzo

	creep
	imbecille
	babbeo, cazzone, coglione, cretino, deficiente, ebete, fregnone, frescone, minchia/minchione
handicappato, mongolo(ide), spastico

	dog
	volpone
	vecchia volpe

	fairy
	checca
	bucaiolo, buco, culattone, culo rotto, finocchio, frocio

	fat bastard
	rotolo di coppa
	ciccione, grassone, rotolo di lardo, trippone

pezzo d’asino, d’imbecille, di somaro

	fat git
	trippa lessa
	ciccione, grassone, lardoso, trippone

	fit bird
	bella gnocca
	schianto, sventola

	flipping
	fortissimo
	da urlo, da sballo

	fox
	fichetta
	(pezzo di) fica, figa, pezzo di gnocca, schianto

favola, sogno

	gear
	roba
	cenere, farina, ghiaccio, maglione, neve, polvere bianca, talco

	to get sloshed
	inciuccarsi
	prenderla bella (grossa), sborniarsi, sbronzarsi
prendere una balla, piomba, stoppa

	groovy
	fico
	ganzo

	hit
	pera
	buco

	jugs
	tette
	zinne

	knob
	gioiello
	banana, carota, fava, mango, pisello, pistillo

anguilla, grillo, pesce, uccello

canna, manico, pistola, stecca

	knocked up
	fregato
	fottuto, spacciato

	lass
	ragazza
	

	to look pisser
	stare da dio
	stare da favola, da urlo

	nuts
	scemo
	andato, fatto, flippato, fumato, fuori (di testa), fuso, partito, scoppiato

	nutter
	fuso
	andato, fatto, flippato, fumato, fuori (di testa), partito, scoppiato

	pecs
	pettorali
	

	pissed
	ubriaco
	attopato, bevuto, brillo, ciucco, partito, sballato, ubriaco marcio/perso
cf. balla, ciucca, piomba, sbornia, sbronza, stoppa

	poof
	finocchio
	bucaiolo, buco, busone, checca, culattone, culo rotto, frocio

	prick
	coglione, cazzone
	fava, fregnone, frescone

	to put out
	starci
	

	queer
	diverso
	bucaiolo, buco, checca, culattone, culo rotto, finocchio, frocio

	shite
	merda
	morte, schifezza

	shot
	schizzo
	bomba, buco

	speed
	eccitante
	acido, canna/cannone, joint, pasticca, pista, sballante, sniffo, trippa

	stuff
	roba
	cenere, farina, ghiaccio, maglione, neve, polvere bianca, talco

	to take the piss
	prendere per il culo
	prendere per i fondelli, per il bavero, per il fondo dei calzoni, per il naso

	tits
	tette
	zinne

	twat
	lumacone
	cazzone, coglione


� I am aware of the limits set by the choice of analysing excerpts from film scripts instead of everyday conversation transcripts. First, a film script entails previous planning, i.e. it is meant to reproduce the naturalness of oral speech, but it is actually planned and, thus, less spontaneous than free conversation (see Pavesi 2006). Second, the translation of a film script entails technical constraints connected with the dubbing process, e.g., labial movements and synchrony with the images in the film (cf. Nir 1984, Mayoral et al. 1988, Baker 1998). Despite this, the conversations in the films I have selected provide a close approximation to everyday verbal interactions.


� For evaluating complexity Merlini Barbaresi (2003) adopts Beaugrande and Dressler’s (1981) text founding principles of surface cohesion, conceptual coherence, content informativity, producer’s intentionality, receiver’s acceptability, situationality (adequacy to situation) and intertextuality (reliance on previous texts).


� The semiotics of Peirce (1965) is at the basis of Merlini Barbaresi’s (2003) theory of complexity and it is likewise relevant in the present study on complexity in the lexicon.


� The relevant literature on slang includes Andersson and Trudgill (1990), Eble (1996), Munro (1997), Allen (1998) and Stenström et al. (2002). The innovative character of slang is pointed out in the following studies: Dundes and Schonhorn (1963), Mencken (1967), Olesen and Whittaker (1968), Dumas and Lighter (1978) and Sornig (1981) (see also the OED).


� The OED specifies that, when having the meaning of “drunk”, pissed may be also followed by the preposition up, whereas, when having the meaning of “angry”, it is usually followed by off.


� House (1997: 31) defines translation as “the replacement of a text in the source language by a semantically and pragmatically equivalent text in the target language”.


� Newmark (1988: 111) classifies pissed among ‘recent metaphors’, i.e. neologisms which have spread rapidly in the source language and whose connotative meaning has to be transferred in the target language.


� On the basis of a survey that I have conducted on Italian students, such slang terms as pollastra, pollastrella, pupa and bambola have turned out to be old-fashioned and unusual. The students have rather proposed such vulgar terms as fia, fica, gnocca, etc. as alternative expressions.


� The OED states that the use of bun differs greatly in different localities: “the word generally denotes in England a sweet cake (usually round) not too large to be held in the hand while being eaten. In Scotland it usually means a very rich description of cake, the substance of which is almost entirely composed of fruit and spice; the richest kind of currant bread. In some places, as in the north of Ireland, it means a round loaf of ordinary bread”.


� In Italian we use sfornare figli (lit. to take children out of the oven) to mean “to give birth to many children”.


� Predictably, one of the prevalent linguistic categories in the dialogues of Trainspotting is ‘drug jargon’ referring to the metaphorical slang words/phrases used by addicts to describe heroin, its effects, and its preparation process.


� The translation of English four (It. quattro) with Italian due (E. “two”) is probably due to linear synch: cf. monosyllabic four and due vs. polysyllabic quattro.


� Another possible interpretation of clean given in the OED is: “free from suspicion of criminal or treacherous intent or involvement; not carrying incriminating material (as drugs, weapons, etc.)”.


� For the translation of jargon see also Newmark (1981: 131).


� The slang meaning of groovy originates in 1930s American jazz speak: “playing, or capable of playing, jazz or similar music brilliantly or easily”. Hence, the adjective is used as a general term of commendation to mean “excellent, very good, very satisfying” (OED).


� Cf. Duckworth (1996) and Sanders (1997).


� The OED also mentions the American slang meaning of twat, i.e. “the buttocks”.
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