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Abstract 
 

The study reported here examines the differences and similarities in the subtitling and 

dubbing of wordplay in animated films. Wordplay challenges the translator's creativity and 

skills and the difficulty in translating wordplay is greater still when coupled with the 

limitations and challenges of the audiovisual genre. Several strategies have been developed 

over the years in order to deal with the challenges in the translation of wordplay and the 

translation for the audiovisual genre. This study aimed to investigate the strategies used by 

the various translators in the subtitling and dubbing of wordplay from English to Hebrew in 

a particular set of animated films, while examining whether all strategies were employed in 

doing so and which type of wordplay was translated the most.  

 The underlying hypothesis of the study was that the strategy most used in both 

subtitling and dubbing would be omission, due to the difficulty posed by the combination 

of translating wordplay and translation for the audiovisual genre. Another hypothesis was 

that dubbing would retain more of the wordplay from the original due to studio instructions. 

It was further hypothesized that vertical wordplay (where one word is the wordplay) would 

be the most translated in both subtitling and dubbing, due to the limitations posed by the 

audiovisual genre on horizontal wordplay (where the words creating the wordplay appear 

one after the other). Finally it was hypothesized that situational context wordplay (where 

the wordplay is based on the situational context in which the word appears in order to 

create the humorous affect) would be translated the most due to its reliance on multiple 

channels, as in the original (in audio-visual texts the text relies on multiple channels for the 

transfer of the message to the audience). 



II 

The first three films in the Shrek animated film series were selected for this study. 

Because Israel is a subtitling country, dubbing can only be found in materials designed for 

preliterate children. In order to be able to compare the two forms of audiovisual translation 

(subtitling and dubbing) the audiovisual material selected had to be one which is designed 

for both the preliterate children audience and the adult one. The DVD versions of all three 

enabled examining each translation separately and in various comparative combinations.  

The analysis shows that in accordance with the first hypothesis of this study, despite 

the many strategies available for the audiovisual translation as well as for the translation of 

wordplay, only three major strategies were employed in the translation of all three films, 

which are: pun to pun, pun to another rhetorical means and omission of pun. In addition, as 

hypothesized, the most prevalent overall strategy was omission, although in one film, Shrek 

the Third, the most prevalent one was pun to pun. Another finding was that in accordance 

with the abovementioned hypothesis, dubbing retained more of the original wordplay than 

subtitling, although it was discovered that in all three films both dubbing and subtitling 

were based on the same initial translation draft. The study's findings also confirmed the 

hypothesis that the most prevalent form of wordplay in all three films is the vertical one and 

it was also the most translated one. However in the subcategories the most translated one 

was the idiom-based pun, which was translated in most cases examined, and not the 

situational context one as hypothesized, which was omitted in most appearances examined.  

In conclusion, although it appears that the dubbed version of all three films retained 

more wordplay than the subtitled one, the hypothesis according which the most prevalent 

strategy in both types of translation examined in this study would be omission was 

confirmed. 


