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ABSTRACT 

Data presented here and discussed in detail confirm that 
speech in film dubbing is somewhat artificial and presents 
unnatural prosodic rhythmic features. This is the 
requirement that the dubber is forced to comply with in 
order to match sound and image. On the basis of previous 
data on dubbed Italian, in the present paper we have 
analysed dubbed English (having Italian as its source 
language). Following our analysis, we pose a series of 
hypotheses to be verified in further studies. All of them 
underline the important role played by translation, in 
which different strategies are adopted according to the 
different target language and to the different kinds of shot. 
In fact, as far as close-up shots are concerned, synchrony 
is obtained increasing the amount of silence, rather than 
decelerating articulation rate. This does not happen in the 
rest of the corpus, where a different strategy is employed.  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In recent years  we have studied the prosodic aspects of a 
particular type of Italian speech, that is the speech 
employed in motion-picture dubbing [1]. Comparing film 
passages in the English original version and in dubbed 
Italian, we have reached the conclusion that the latter 
appears somewhat accelerated compared to natural Italian. 
In fact in the translation phase the number of Italian 
syllables increases of approximately 50% compared to the 
total amount of syllables in the English text. As it is 
necessary to synchronise sound motion with images and 
considering that speech tempo remains English, the dubber 
is forced to reduce pause duration by about 7% on one 
hand (he starts to speak a fraction of time earlier and ends 
a fraction of time later) and to increase the articulation rate 
of approximately one syllable per second on the other 
hand. This finding was obtained comparing data available 
in the literature about intrinsic articulation rates both in 
Italian and English.       
Moreover, in a second work [2], we  analysed film 
passages in American English dubbed in Italian and 
German as well as  passages from a  film originally shot in 
German and then dubbed in Italian. The results have 
pointed out that the dubber accelerates his speech in both 
languages, Italian and German, even though at a different 
rate. The different acceleration rate depends on the 
syllabic structure of the two languages. 
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d a further confirmation of our data, in this paper we 
proceeded in a different  way: we have analysed 
passages of a film originally shot in Italian and 
d in English. We have then compared the results 
he previous data.  

. MATERIAL  AND PROCEDURE 

ilm passages are taken from “La vita è bella” by 
to Benigni and from its dubbed version “Life is 
ful”. Five cues of the same character have been 
ed in both versions. The software we have used is 

surfer 1.4.5. The following measurements were 
d out: 

number of syllables of each run; 
number and duration of runs; 
number and duration of silences. 

we have calculated the following parameters: 
articulation rate; 
mean syllable duration; 
per cent ratio of articulated time and pause time. 

3.  DATA 

1 shows the duration in seconds of each cue in both 
ages. The last column shows the difference between 
o durations. As we can see, apart from cue number 
ere the English is something more than one second 
r than the Italian version, in all the other cues the 
nce is negligible (less than half a second of 

pancy). We can say that synchrony is respected in 
bbed version. 

ue 
ber 

ITA (sec) ENG (sec) Eng-Ita 
(sec) 

 7.820 9.017 1.197 

 36.690 36.961 0.271 

 17.051 17.131 0.080 

 5.892 5.628 -0.264 

 8.405 8.904 0.499 

T. 75.858 77.641 1.783 

 1:  Duration of each cue in Italian and in English. 



In table 2 we present in detail the data relative to the  total 
number of syllables, their mean duration and the total 
duration of the runs.  

 

 ITA ENG 

Syll. total 423 

(+26.647%) 

334 

Mean 
syllable 
duration 
(msec) 

0.156 

(-21.890%) 

0.201 

Runs Total 
Duration 
(msec) 

66.415 

(-0.742) 

67.157 

 

Articulation 
Rate 

(syll/sec) 

6.416 4.973 

Table 2: Number of syllables,  their mean duration and the 
total duration of the runs for the whole corpus. 

Data show a lower number of syllables in the English 
version. However this lowering does not bring a consistent 
reduction in the duration of the runs in English. In fact, if 
on one hand in Italian we have 26% syllables more than in  
English, on the other hand Italian syllables are 22% 
shorter than English ones. This seems to be due to a higher 
frequency of closed syllables in English [3]. 

If we consider articulation rate values, we can notice that 
in Italian the speaker utters about 1.5 syllables per second 
more than the English speaker. However this difference in 
articulation rate by itself is not enough to prove that the 
English dubber deliberately decelerates his speech. In fact, 
as every language has its own intrinsic articulation rate, 
depending on its syllabic composition, it is necessary to 
compare our data with the results obtained by previous 
studies on the articulation rate of the two languages.  

As far as English is concerned, Grosjean and Deschamps 
[4] find 5.17 sill/sec analysing conversational speech from 
radio interviews. Crystal and House [5] find 4.35 sill/sec 
and Dauer [3] finds 5 sill/sec, for English read speech. In a 
study on Italian spontaneous speech, Magno and Vagges 
[6] find an articulation rate of 5.7 sill/sec. Analysing  
Italian laboratory speech, Salza [7] finds 5 sill/sec and 6.2 
sill/sec for normal and fast utterances respectively. 6.3 
sill/sec is what Giannini and Pettorino [8] find analysing 
radio news. Giannini [9] finds the same value analysing 
fastest and slowest productions of Italian (commercials 
and baby talks respectively). To sum up, we can say that 
the mean articulation rate for English is about 4.7 sill/sec, 
while it is about 5.6 sill/sec for Italian. As we can see, for 
both languages, our data correspond to a medium-high 
range of the intrinsic values just shown. 
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ary to our hypothesis, the dubber does not decelerate 
eech in order to respect the synchrony between audio 
isual tracks. The dubbed version seems in fact quite 
ynchronised even without decelerating. To explain 
pparent contradiction, we must take into account a 
 possible factors: 

 role of translator and dialogue coach. The analysis 
e various cues shows that the original text is often 
ied in the translation phase in order to avoid possible 
ronies. We can see in cue n. 5, for example: 

o! Non l’hanno fatto per, l’hanno fatto per!” 

 the English dubbed version just says: 

o, this wasn’t just a mindless break. They were 
nding a message.” (“They didn’t do it ‘to’. They 
 it ‘to’!” in the subtitled version). 

 case the translation deeply modifies the original. It 
ains the mere content, but loses the allusive effect. In 
ove mentioned cue, unlike the average results of our 
 there is an increase in the number of syllables in 
h (34 vs. 32 for the Italian).  Elsewhere, in cue n. 4, 
slate the Italian: 

ewish Horse.” 

ve the English: 

hey have no respect.” 

le played by translation has in fact a strong effect on 
nal product. Even if the translation deeply respects 
iginal text, the dubbing adapter is free to make all 
changes he thinks necessary in order not only to 

ain lip synchrony, but also to better adapt the film to 
urally different audience. While he is close bounded 
 original text and lip movements in front and side 
up shots, he is quite free in all other cases (where 
an at best perceive the onset and ending of the 
nce and the difference between vowels and 
nants), till a complete freedom in back angle or off-
 shots. 

e possible unnatural effect of decelerated speech. We 
that the articulation rate increase/decrease is not 
y symmetric from a perceptive point of view. In fact, 
elerated speech can give the listener the perception 
athless speech, but anyway spontaneous (especially 
 acceleration is consistent throughout the film), 
rated speech might sound artificial, similar to the so 
 baby-talk. That’s why, preventing the dubber from 
rating his speech, the translator has to modify the 
ding a certain amount of extra-syllables. 

e different frequency of occurence in the two 
ages of phones produced by visible articulators. 
ding to Fodor, English has a higher frequency of 
readily visually distinguishable sounds than some 
languages (like Italian, Hungarian)”, and this 
teristic may affect the process of film dubbing [10]. 



If this is true, we can suppose the translator is forced to 
increase the number of syllables in order to maintain lip 
synch. To find evidence of this hypothesis, we have 
considered only a portion of the corpus, that is the close-
up shots. These data are shown in table 3. In table 4 we 
show data related to the whole corpus except close-up 
shots. 

 

 ITA ENG 

Tot syll. 158 

(+35.043%) 

117 

Mean 
syllable 
duration 
(msec) 

0.169 

(-23.530%) 

0.221 

Runs Total 
Duration 
(syll/sec) 

26.727 

(+0.792) 

25.935 

 

Articulation 
Rate 

(syll/sec) 

5.912 4.511 

Table 3: Values related to close-up shots. 

 

 ITA ENG 

Tot syll. 265 

(+22.120%) 

217 

Mean 
syllable 
duration 
(msec) 

0.150 

(-21.053%) 

0.190 

Runs Total 
Duration 
(msec) 

39.688 

(-1.534) 

41.222 

 

Articulation 
Rate 

(syll/sec) 

6.677 5.264 

Table 4: Values related to the whole corpus but except for 
close-up shots. 

The first difference that we can notice analysing the two 
tables is a different strategy employed by the translator in 
the two different situations. In the close-up shots, unlike 
what happens elsewhere, the translator cannot modify the 
text by adding extra syllables. As a result, the English 
version has 35% syllables less than the Italian one. 
However, as we have already said, the English syllable is 
more complex than the Italian one. To simplify, if we 
consider that the English syllable has on average three  
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s (CVC) and the Italian one has two (CV), we 
 that the translator keeps unaltered the number of 
s rather than the number of syllables. This means 
hat what really matters in close-up shots is the 
er of phones, no matter what articulators are 
ed. As far as articulation rate is concerned, even if 
is a difference between the absolute values reported 
 two tables, the ratio between English and Italian 
 is kept constant.  A final consideration concerns the 
ance of synchrony, better respected in close-up 
than in the rest of the corpus. If we consider the 
t of silence in each shot (see table 5), we can see 

n close-up shots English has about 3% of silence 
than the Italian original version. This increase in 
e corresponds to about a 3% decrease in the runs 
uration. On the whole, cues in English and cues in 
 last for about the same time (31.758 sec vs. 31.533 
What happens in the rest of the corpus is slightly 
nt. In fact the total time of the cues is longer in 
h than in Italian (45.883 sec vs. 44.325 sec), while 
ount of silence is constant. This means that, being 

nslation less bounded to the visual track,  there is an 
se in the number of syllables. However this extra 
nt of syllables is not pronounced at the expense of 
pauses, but lengthening the runs. In this respect cues 
 bit earlier and end a bit later. This also means that 
is no evidence to support Fodor’s hypothesis, being 
ere number of phones constant in both languages. 

 ITA ENG 

1 12.45% 13.50% 

2 15.24% 18.34% 

3 10.46% 10.16% 

 5: Percent of silence in whole corpus (1), close-
ts (2) and not close-up shots (3). 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

e basis of the data found in this work, we can obtain 
llowing conclusions: 

bbed speech is confirmed to be a particular kind of 
, with its own specific characteristics of rhythm and 

lation rate. In fact the target language is forced to be 
d to the speech tempo of the source language. 
ver, contrary to our hypothesis, English articulation 
 not decelerated. Both values (source language and 
 language) correspond to the mean values one can 
n previous studies. This allows us to affirm that, 
ry to what happens to Italian as a target language 
fying normal articulation rate), there is a different 
y adopted by the dubber to maintain lip synchrony 
it is English to be the target language.  



2. Where audience can detect incidental dyschrony and 
the translation is more bounded to the original, instead of 
decelerating articulation rate, there is an increase in the 
amount of silence. In fact, comparing the values found for 
close-up shots and those found for the rest of the corpus, 
in close-up shots, where lip synchrony is harder to obtain, 
the decrease in the amount of syllables is much higher 
than in the rest of the corpus. However, instead of 
decelerating speech (as one would have expected) total 
silence time increases. This means that deceleration in 
speech is easier to obtain augmenting pauses than making 
changes that affect articulation rate. Moreover it might 
also mean that decelerated speech is more often perceived 
as unnatural (up to the case of the so-called baby-talk) 
than accelerated one. 

3. The translation process is crucial to determine the 
characteristics of the target language. Compared to 
previous data on films in English dubbed in Italian, that 
outlined about a 50% increase in the amount of syllables 
in the target language, the present analysis of the opposite 
situation (from Italian to English) confirms that there is  
less amount of syllables in English, even if this reduction 
is contained to lower values (26%), thanks to the work of 
the translator/dubbing adapter. In fact he prevents greater 
lowering in the number of syllables adding extra-syllables 
here and then. 

4. A further consideration concerns the number of phones 
in the utterance. In those cases (close-up shots) in which 
the dubbing process is harder, because of easily detectable 
visemes, the number of syllables might matter less than 
the number of phones pronounced (that has to be quite 
constant in both languages). 

 

REFERENCES 

[1] M. Pettorino and A. Giannini, “My name is Bond, 
James Bond/Il mio nome è Bond, James Bond”, in 
Atti delle X Giornate di Studio del GFS, Istituto 
Universitario Orientale, pp. 169–176, Napoli, 1999. 

[2] M. Pettorino, “Alcune osservazioni sul doppiaggio 
cinematografico”, in Atti del XXVIII Convegno 
Nazionale dell’AIA, pp. 265-268, Trani, 2000. 

[3] R. M. Dauer, “Stress-timing and syllable-timing 
reanalyzed”, Journal of Phonetics, vol. 11, pp. 51-62, 
1983. 

[5] T
th
co
So

[6] E
fl
pa
de

[7] P
al
X
N

[8] M
pa
St

[9] A
ar
N

 

[4] F. Grosjean and A. Deschamps, “Analyse contrastive 
des variables temporelles de l’angais et du français: 
vitesse de parole et variables composantes, 
phénomènes d’hésitation”, Phonetica, vol. 31, pp. 
144-184, 1975. 
. H. Crystal and A. S. House, “Articulation rate and 
e duration of syllables and stress groups in 
nnected speech”, The Journal of the Acoustical 
ciety of America, vol. 88:1, pp. 101-112, 1990. 

. Magno Caldognetto and K. Vagges, “Indici di 
uenza, tipologia e distribuzione delle sillabe nel 
rlato italiano”, in Atti del XIX Convegno Nazionale 
ll’A.I.A., pp. 418-429, Napoli, 1991. 

. L. Salza, “Velocità di eloquio e durata segmentale 
l’interno di parola: indagine preliminare”, in Atti del 
IX Convegno Nazionale dell’A.I.A., pp. 459-468, 
apoli, 1991. 

. Pettorino and A. Giannini, “Aspetti prosodici del 
rlato radiofonico”, in Atti delle IV Giornate di 
udio del G.F.S., pp. 19-28, Torino, 1993. 

. Giannini, “Range di variabilità della velocità di 
ticolazione in italiano”, in Atti del XXVIII Convegno 
azionale dell’A.I.A., pp. 253-256, Trani, 2000. 


	headLEa1: 15th ICPhS Barcelona
	pagenumber2865: 2865
	footerL1: ISBN 1-876346-48-5 © 2003 UAB
	headLOa2: 15th ICPhS Barcelona
	footerL2: ISBN 1-876346-48-5 © 2003 UAB
	pagenumber2866: 2866
	headLEa3: 15th ICPhS Barcelona
	pagenumber2867: 2867
	footerL3: ISBN 1-876346-48-5 © 2003 UAB
	headLOa4: 15th ICPhS Barcelona
	footerL4: ISBN 1-876346-48-5 © 2003 UAB
	pagenumber2868: 2868


