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Abstract
On the basis of Adler’s () concept of the ‘dark side of emancipation’ of 
women, the following study reflects on the ideological implications that the 
shifts of interpersonal meanings in translation may bear on the construction 
of televised ‘Camorra ladies’. Specific attention will be paid to the gender-
related discourses of the source Neapolitan culture, and the way they are 
deliberately and often misleadingly re-crafted and re-stereotyped in AVT 
according to the target audience’s pre-supposed cognitive models. The 
research uses data from the Gomorrah Project Corpus (GPC) comprising 
the Italian and English subtitles of the first  seasons of Gomorrah – The 
Series. The corpus, which is part of a larger research project, has been 
annotated to allow the identification of given linguistic traits that are 
peculiar to the female characters’ idiolects in both the Italian subtitles and 
their English adaptation. Therefore, the analysis of such data will allow 
for a better understanding of the cultural repercussions in the translation 
of specific identity cues that are particularly related to the local criminal 
context represented in the TV series.
Key-words: AVT, Multimodality, Corpus Linguistics, Gomorrah – The 
Series, gender stereotypes in translation.

. Introduction

Audiovisual translation (AVT) studies have abundantly 
demonstrated how traditional taxonomies seem to fail in categorising 
and rendering culturally specific elements due to the pragmatic 

 The authors have jointly discussed and conceived this paper. Nevertheless, 
individual contributions in writing this research article are identified as follows: 
Giuseppe Balirano is responsible for Section , Section ., and Conclusion; 
Antonio Fruttaldo is responsible for Introduction, Section , and Section ..
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complexity of such references in translation as in any other re-
semiotising process (Kwiecinski ; Ramière ; Hashemian 
et al. ). In particular, this claim refers to Venuti’s (, ) 
well-known foreignisation/domestication model which has been 
profusely applied as an effective tool to investigate the delicate 
relationship between a specific source culture (SC) (represented as 
the ‘self’, Venuti : ) and the target culture (TC) (represented 
as the ‘other’, Venuti : ). Such a conceptualisation of the 
translation process hails primarily from Venuti’s political desire to 
discuss the so-called ‘invisibility of the translator’ and, therefore, it 
might be seen as problematic or, at least, sometimes inadequate in 
the analysis of culture-bound elements in translation. As Ramière 
() demonstrates in her study based on the investigation of three 
French films dubbed and subtitled into English, it is possible to 
observe that the foreignisation/domestication model seems to be 
unsatisfactory when examining the consistency in the strategies 
used for the translation of culturally-bound references. What 
is more, she also finds some problems in the previously referred 
implications relating to the dialogic relationship between the ‘self’ 
and the ‘other’, and more broadly, in the overall representation of 
cultural alterity (see Ramière [] for a detailed discussion). 

If language can be considered as the product and effective 
medium through which culture is expressed as a form of “socially 
acquired knowledge” (Yule : ), the translation process of 
cultural references plays a seminal role in re-creating (if possible) 
“certain synchronous aspects of the target culture at a given 
time” (Cadera : ) in another culture. Thus, as Venuti (: 
) himself claims, “[t]ranslation wields enormous power in 
constructing representations of foreign cultures” since it does not 
only mediate between cultures, languages and knowledge systems 
but also possesses the power to mould specific images of the source 
culture which is interpreted by individuals belonging to another 
cultural system (Chiaro ). Consequently, as Ramière (: ) 
aptly observes, the foreignisation/domestication model seems to be 
problematic as it polarises the SC and the TC within each translation 
procedure presenting the ‘other’ and the ‘self’ as mutually exclusive.

Additionally, it must be noted that cultural differences across 
various societies have been largely observed and popularised by 
Edward Hall () who pioneered the concepts of ‘high context’ 
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(HCC) and ‘low context’ communication (LCC). According to the 
anthropologist, in LCC, meanings are primarily expressed relying on 
explicit verbal messages, both in written and oral communications. 
In HCC, speakers’ intentions are conveyed through implicit forms 
of communications, such as gestures, social customs, silences, 
discursive nuances, or tone of voice (Nam : ). Therefore, in 
LCC cultures, the content of the exchange tends to assume primary 
importance, whereas in HCC cultures, the way the message and its 
content are delivered often matters more (Martin and Nakayama 
; Ting-Toomey and Chung ). As Balirano (a) argues, 
all non-verbal intentions and non-explicit beliefs conveyed 
through other semiotic resources – such as physical distance and, 
more broadly, non-verbal semiotic elements co-occurring in the 
construction of HCC characters – must also be taken into account 
when dealing with AVT. This is particularly true, Balirano (a) 
maintains, when translating a multimodal text from an ST which 
might, on the one hand, depend on implicit and typical HCC forms 
of communication (such as the Neapolitan context) into an LCC TT 
that, on the other hand, relies on more explicit verbal messages in 
expressing interpersonal meanings (such as the British context), a 
typical feature of LCC cultures.

Against this backdrop, given the many multifaceted aspects 
that must be observed when dealing with multisemiotic translation, 
the hindrance of AVT should not be underestimated, even more 
so when it comes to its fictional products, where the linguistic 
construction of fictional characters who need to be rendered 
through a naturally occurring language is another constraint to bear 
in mind. As Pavesi (: ) contends, a key element of audiovisual 
translation is the mimetic nature of displaying naturally occurring 
language, which must be in some way reproduced in translation 
from the ST to the TT language. Indeed, AVT must be regarded as 
the process of recreating “patterns of prefabricated orality drawing 
on the repetitive units typical of spontaneous conversation” (Pavesi 
: ), sometimes evoking the language of face-to-face language 
exchanges (Chaume ; Quaglio ; Bednarek , ). 

In his corpus-based investigation of the popular TV sitcom 
Friends, Quaglio () compares and contrasts fictional and 
natural language, observing that screenwriters do recognise the 
importance of mimicking naturally-occurring conversations as a 
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model for good dialogue writing. Furthermore, Bednarek (, 
), in her extensive research on the language of televised 
screenwriting, also underlines the importance that language plays 
in the construal of fictional TV characters. Language plays a crucial 
part in the characterisation of specific fictional personae in AVT 
products and, although there are no systematic guidelines for 
screenwriters explicating what kinds of linguistic features must be 
used in construing characters, Bednarek () encourages them 
to ‘eavesdrop’ naturally occurring conversations for the creation 
of fictional dialogues and possibly to appeal to their imagination 
and intuition when the available resources fall short. In this sense, 
the original scripts of AVT fictional products seem to reproduce 
ritualised forms of verbal exchanges found in the ST context of 
culture, and translators must therefore mirror these formulas in the 
TT, adopting strategies so as to (re)produce and satisfy the typical 
social expectations that people might have in experiencing and 
interpreting the text. This is crucial also because such an imitation 
of naturally occurring language implies an additional consideration 
related to the representation of the characters’ identities in the ST 
environment and the TT final reception.

According to Bednarek (), fictional dialogues in audiovisual 
products are able to evoke specific social types and personae. 
Characters’ personality traits and attitude that are expressed 
linguistically (and multimodally) may be regarded as indicative of 
a well-recognisable sociolinguistic environment (Culpeper ). 
This consideration, thus, brings us back to the close relationship 
between language, identity and culture. If dialogues in audiovisual 
products construct and reflect given cultures – and their ideologies 
and world views – in the representation of characters, the 
linguistic analysis of the language, developed and created for the 
construction and construal of their identity, becomes an invaluable 
source of information about the language and society it represents. 
Subsequently, the translation of such identities in another target 
culture must not be seen as the mere adaptation of references 
from one source culture into another, but ideally as the process of 
transposing the ideologies and world views which are part of the 
ST into those of the TT. 

Such a key understanding of the process of translation when 
it comes to audiovisual products is also demonstrated by global 
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media markets that are increasingly aware of the seminal role 
played by translation in the negotiation of meanings and identities 
across cultures (Chaume ). Global media markets tend to 
attribute utmost importance to the processes of localisation, 
internationalisation and, more recently, glocalisation. This means 
that when the identity building of a particularly culture-bound 
character in a given culture, i.e., one imbued in and representative 
of their own culture, needs to be linguistically exported into 
another language/culture, the translator needs to adapt that identity 
building process according to the requirements of the target market. 
This adaptation process also implies that new values and new world 
views may enrich or, sometimes, erase the ST particular traits in the 
AVT of given personae.

The present paper intends to investigate AVT from a cross-
cultural, linguistic and multimodal perspective by looking at how 
specific HCC representations are re-semiotised across languages 
and cultures in a subtitled final product. In so doing, the 
investigation inevitably broaches questions concerning linguistic 
and cultural critical issues within and as part of practices in 
which the contemporary rapid and global availability of cultural 
products represents a vital necessity. In order to reflect on and 
provide given interpretative explanations and opportunities to 
question traditional concepts in AVT studies, our research uses 
data drawn from the Gomorrah Project Corpus (GPC), which 
comprises the Italian and English subtitles of the first  seasons 
of Gomorrah – The Series. The corpus – part of a larger research 
project (Balirano a, ; Fruttaldo ) – has been 
annotated so as to enable the identification of given linguistic 
traits that are peculiar to each character in the TV series, thus 
permitting the investigation of phenomena of translations from 
the Italian subtitles to their English adaptation. The main 
interest of this investigation will be the study of the interpersonal 
metafunctions designating the area of the language in which 
specific translation choices are made. Such linguistic elements 
seem to assign certain communication roles to the fictional 
female characters in Gomorrah – The Series. Such choices are 
fundamental since they are representative of the identity building 
process of construction of specific characters in the TV series. In 
particular, on the basis of Adler’s () concept of the ‘dark side 
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of emancipation’, the following study reflects on the ideological 
implications and constraints that the translational shifts of 
interpersonal meanings may bear on the construction of the 
female fictional persona. Specific attention will be paid to those 
translation strategies which tend to reinforce and reproduce the 
target audience’s cognitive models, primarily when re-semiotising 
some gender-related features of the Neapolitan source culture.

. Masculinity and the emancipation of women in criminal 
organisations

Over the last  years, TV series, the cinema and the new media 
have openly engaged with the representation of organised 
crime syndicates (Balirano a: ). In particular, TV crime 
series, vis-à-vis a general increase in criminal behaviour, have 
escalated to the point that the new TV heroes are social actors 
coming from unsavoury family backgrounds and engaging in 
heinous international crimes. As organised crime syndicates have 
diversified and gone global, reaching macro-economic proportions 
in the trafficking, for instance, of illicit goods, it is no wonder that 
such a phenomenon has attracted the attention of scholars from 
different fields of investigation (Allum and Gilmour ). Such 
a performative criminal role has indeed led scholars in the fields 
of criminology, anthropology, media, cultural and gender studies 
to focus on and connect the transnational power of criminal 
syndicates to the emerging phenomenon of the so-called ‘criminal 
emancipation’ of women (Longrigg ; Fiandaca ; Dino 
). 

Traditionally, organised crime has been regarded as a form of 
criminality that is discursively construed as being perpetrated solely 
by men (Arsovska and Allum ). Such a genderist misconception 
is related in particular to well-established hegemonic masculinity 
tropes: discursive mechanisms of domination in criminal 
organisations (Cayli ) played along hierarchical systems of 
exclusively male power. Women are often portrayed in the media 
and public discourses as the victims of organised crime or as 
the devoted wives, mothers or lovers of notorious gangsters and 
mobsters (Balirano ). These women dwelling in the discursive 
‘shadows’ of media and judicial representations appear to be, for 
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all intents and purposes, living subordinated to the mandates of a 
highly-structured patriarchal world. Recent developments in the 
study of criminal organisations at the beginning of the s have 
however brought quite a different image into focus.

As Adler () argues, with the rise and progress of women’s 
rights movements, and more specifically, the increasing ability of 
these to open paths of equality for women who were previously 
denied access to specific aspects of life, such a conquest of equal 
rights laid the groundwork for women to emerge as equal to men 
also in crime. Therefore, as women fight against the traditional 
societal view of being passive and subservient individuals, 
they have also proven capable of rising to the top of criminal 
organisations. This rise to the top went unnoticed for several 
years since, as Fiandaca () argues, stereotypes significantly 
influenced judges’ decisions in the courtroom and rendered 
women in organised crime as merely passive subjects dominated 
by their menfolk, immune to penalty. As Dino (: ) 
contends, if on the one hand “women have always been present 
in Mafia contexts, whether carrying out explicitly criminal roles 
or providing indispensable daily support”, on the other hand, 
they have played the role of ‘submerged centrality’ (Principato 
and Dino ), gaining sometimes what can be referred to as a 
temporary delegation of power, whereas the power and control 
over the decisions regarding the organisation’s specific strategies 

 Although their criminal role has always been deemed as secondary in the 
patriarchal criminal hierarchy, women have always played a fundamental role 
in organised crime syndicates. Among the many female mobsters, let us briefly 
recall some of the most powerful ‘dark ladies’ in the world: the female messengers 
in th-century Sicily; the mediating ‘sisters’ in Russia; the ’Ndrangheta sisters of 
silence; Sonka Zolotaya Ruchka (Sonka, or the Golden arm); Donna Gemma 
of the Giuliano Clan; Assunta Maresca, alias ‘Pupetta’; Rita Di Giovine of the 
Serraino-Di Giovine ’Ndrangheta clan; Paola Altamura of La Sacra Corona Unita 
in Italy; Victoria Gotti, Lana Zanocchio and Dorothy Suffel from the New 
York City mafia; Brenda Colletti associated with the Philadelphia gangsters; 
the Australian Matilda (Tilly), nicknamed ‘The Godmother’; Devine and their 
rival Catherine (Kate) Leigh, alias ‘Queen of the Underworld’; Yoshika Matsuda 
in Tokyo and Nami Odagiri in Osaka; Agata Galiffi, the famous Argentinian 
boss also known as ‘Mafia Flower’ in Rosario, Buenos Aires; Lola La Chata and 
La Ma Baker in Mexico City; and the legendary Ignacia Jasso, nicknamed ‘La 
Nacha’ in Juarez. 
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still lie in the hands of men (Principato and Dino ; Siebert 
). In other words, it could be argued that delegation of power 
is conceded when there is a void in the higher-ranking seats of 
criminal organisations (e.g., the imprisonment of the male head 
of the clan). When this occurs, women replace these figures by 
fostering and articulating power within the orbit of dominant 
masculinity performance (Cayli ). As Lewis (: ) points 
out, masculinity regarded as a cultural pattern, “[…] has as much 
to do with seeking the approval of men, as it is to do with obtaining 
the approval of women”. Therefore, masculinity and its hegemonic 
performance encourage a specific articulation of power within 
and onto other dominant forms of masculinities, particularly in 
criminal organisations. Consequently, these articulations of power 
function “not only as constituting the identity of the actor, but 
as constituting that identity as a compelling illusion, an object of 
belief” (Butler : ) through which, in the specific case of 
organised crime, women can easily occupy roles that were typically 
prohibited to them. It must be underlined that such performances 
of dominant masculinities are culture-specific practices, meaning 
that their articulations depend on the contextual features that 
in a given societal framework are regarded as being constitutive 
of what is generally agreed to be masculinity. What is more, in 
becoming a global phenomenon, if organised crime syndicates 
demonstrate what Castells (: ) argues is a decisive ability 
“[…] to combine cultural identity and global business”, this 
should also imply that features of the performance of masculinity 
are consistently globalised together with the multisemiotic devices 
allowing its articulation.

It is, however, surprising to notice that the recent televised 
representations of female criminal actors still tend to rely exclusively 
on stereotyped portrayals of such characters whose agency is often 
diminished and sometimes undermined by patriarchal models. 
This is particularly true when it comes to the translation of such 
portrayals into other cultural contexts. Indeed, while issues 
relating to gender seem to have gained “critical consistency and 
[are] experiencing a remarkable growth” (Castro : ) in recent 
decades, not much attention has been paid to the ideological 
constraints in the (re)translation of gender. Especially when 
gender issues are re-semiotised in other cultural discourses, typical 



THE REPRESENTATION OF CAMORRA LADIES IN AVT 

domestication strategies aiming at reinforcing and reproducing the 
audience’s cognitive models tend to adapt the ST gender-related 
features to the TT audience’s expected stereotypes and erroneous 
presuppositions about the ST culture. 

It is against this background that the role of female criminal 
characters in audiovisual translation will be discussed in the 
following sections, with particular reference to the ideological 
implications and, sometimes, constraints that the shifts of 
meanings (be it purely linguistic or linked to other forms of 
semiosis) may bear on the construction of the female criminal 
persona. In particular, by focusing on the audiovisual translation 
of the female criminal individuals in Gomorrah – The Series, 
we will seek to bring to the fore the emerging persistent but 
inconsistent portrayal of weak Neapolitan female characters who, 
as if still framed from a totally male hegemonic perspective, seem 
to have lost their ST’s criminal strength and cruelty in translation. 
Thus, the multisemiotic study provided in the next sections will 
scrutinise the misrepresentation of the female criminal characters 
in Gomorrah – The Series as a forced adaptation or mere reflection 
of the ‘presupposed’, and often incorrectly inferred Neapolitan 
source culture.

. Methodology and data collection

The Gomorrah – The Series corpus (GTS) comprises  seasons of the 
Italian TV series Gomorrah (–present) and it is part of a larger 
research project that has been developed at the University of Naples 
“L’Orientale” (Italy) on the language of criminality (Balirano a, 
; Fruttaldo ).

 Gomorrah – The Series is one of the most popular Italian crime drama series that 
was first aired on Sky Atlantic in . The series is based on the homonymous 
book by the Neapolitan author Roberto Saviano (), who helped create the 
series. The series has run for four seasons and it focuses on some (fictional and 
sometimes real-life based) criminal events linked to the Camorra in Naples and 
Caserta.
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TABLE 
The Gomorrah – The Series corpus (GTS): number of tokens and information 
extracted from the metadata semi-automatically encoded in the corpus

Number of
tokens

Number of 
speakers

Number of
sentences

Number of tokens
(per gender)

Number of 
utterances

(per gender)

GTS_it ,  , Male , ,

Female , 

Indis-
tinct

 

GTS_en ,  , Male , ,

Female , ,

Indis-
tinct

 

GTS was collected by extracting the original Italian and English 
subtitles from the DVD of the series and by semi-automatically 
annotating via XML encoding the corpus in order to include 
information such as utterance boundaries, speaker’s identity, 
gender of the speaker, etc. The corpus thus annotated was then 
uploaded to Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al. ), the online corpus 
analysis platform that has enabled through the keyword function 
not only the analysis of the different ‘voices’ in the TV series and, 
consequently, the identification of given linguistic traits that were 
peculiar to them in comparison to the other characters in GTS (see 
Fruttaldo ), but also the investigation in the two subcorpora of 
phenomena of translations from the Italian subtitles (i.e., the Italian 
component: GTS_it) to the English adaptation (i.e., the English 
component: GTS_en). Therefore, in the following section, corpus-
based methodologies (Baker ; McEnery and Hardie ) 
will be employed to study the way the major female characters in 
the TV series (i.e., Donna Imma, Scianel and Patrizia) have been 
audiovisually constructed in the Italian and English subtitles. The 
keyword analysis will highlight given features in the representation 
of female criminal characters that will be then further investigated 
by engaging with tools offered by the Multimodal Discourse 
Analysis approach. In order to corroborate some of the peculiarities 
emerging from the corpus-based analysis, a recently developed 
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methodological approach of multimodal investigation referred to as 
‘multimodal prosody’ (Balirano a, b, c) that aids the 
investigation of the co-deployment of several semiotic resources in 
discourse will be adopted.

. Gomorrah – The Series and the construction of female criminal 
characters: translating the dark side of emancipation

.. A corpus-based analysis of female criminal characters in the 
GTS corpus

As previously illustrated in Section , in the following tables, the 
keyword analysis performed by comparing the subcorpus of specific 
female characters (i.e., Donna Imma, Scianel and Patrizia) against a 
subcorpus of all the other male characters is presented. However, 
it must be underlined that only the first  keywords are displayed 
as they hold the highest keyness score in the comparison between 
the target corpus and the reference corpus. Keywords have been 
computed by searching for lemmas (lowercase) so as to reduce 
examples of only single instances of specific terms.

TABLE 
Keyword analysis performed on Donna Imma’s English corpus (GTSenDonnaImma) 
contrasted against the corpus of only male characters’ utterances (GTSenM)

GTSenDonnaImma GTSenM

# lemma_lc frequency frequency/
mill 

frequency frequency/
mill 

Score

 couch  .   .
 husband  .  . .
 lawyer  ,.  . .
 meeting  ,.  . .

 Even though the lemmas in the tables reported here might seem infrequently 
used, the keyword analysis performed employs the Average Reduced Frequency 
(ARF), a statistical measure that substantiates the keyness of the words under 
scrutiny by taking into consideration not only their relevance if compared to the 
frequency of the words in the reference corpus they are contrasted with but also 
their distribution and significance in statistical terms.

(continued on next page)
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 risk  .  . .
 idea  .  . .
 news  .  . .
 new  ,.  . .
 price  ,.  . .
 jail  ,.  . .

TABLE 
Keyword analysis performed on Patrizia’s English corpus (GTSenPatrizia) 
contrasted against the corpus of only male characters’ utterances (GTSenM)

GTSenPatrizia GTSenM

# lemma_lc frequency frequency/
mill 

frequency frequency/
mill 

Score

 sister  ,  . .
 messenger  ,.  . .
 marinella  ,.  . .
 child  ,.  . .
 myself  ,  . .
 uncle  ,  . .
 may  ,  . .
 malamore  ,.  . 

 anything  ,.  . .
 dwarf  ,   .

TABLE 
Keyword analysis performed on Scianel’s English corpus (GTSenScianel) 
contrasted against the corpus of only male characters’ utterances (GTSenM)

GTSenScianel GTSenM

# lemma_lc frequency frequency/
mill 

frequency frequency/
mill 

Score

 Lelluccio  ,.  . .
 building  ,.  . .
 learn  ,.  . .
 Marinella  ,.  . .

TABLE  (continued from previous page)

(continued on next page)
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 seven  ,.  . .
 bitch  ,.  . .
 heart  ,.  . .
 boy  ,.  . .
 alley  ,.  . 

 true  ,.  . .

Due to space constraints, only a brief comment on the patterns 
retrieved in the (sub)corpora under investigation will be provided 
in the following discussion. As can be seen from the tables reporting 
the data extracted from the English component of the corpus, an 
interesting aspect in the English subtitles of the TV series seems 
to be emerging, especially in the case of Donna Imma and Patrizia. 
These female criminal characters seem to travel uncomfortably 
in translation from one culture to another; in fact, in the English 
translation they are simply portrayed as being minor actors in their 
criminal families (i.e., ‘husband’, score: .; ‘sister’, score .). 
Their power and identities are thus discursively constructed in 
translation and, if compared to the male subcorpus, they are only 
shaped and legitimised by their family ties. Scianel, on the contrary, 
linguistically (re)presents herself as having other business-like types 
of preoccupation (i.e., ‘building’, score: .; ‘seven’, score: .; 
‘alley’, score: ). Her power is linked to the places she dominates, 
and, in a certain way, she seems to represent the epitome of how a 
male boss should behave. 

Another interesting feature associated with the character of 
Scianel is that she does not hesitate to refer to other women by using 
swearwords (i.e., ‘bitch’, score: .). This element is particularly 
interesting because, going back to the operation performed on the 
data, the keyword analysis allows her linguistic peculiarities to be 
compared to the subcorpus of only male speakers. She, therefore, 
may be perceived as the very negation of traditional femininity, ready 
to challenge the role of the ‘good clan wife’ to reproduce hegemonic 
male ideologies through a non-traditional representation of women. 

 Her idiolect from the corpus investigation is quite similar to the male character 
known in the TV series as Don Pietro (see Fruttaldo ). 

TABLE  (continued from previous page)
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Another important aspect emerging from the keyword analysis 
performed on Scianel’s subcorpus of English subtitles is linked to 
the fact that one of the very first keywords with the highest keyness 
score is her son’s name, Lelluccio (score: .). This is particularly 
interesting because, if compared to the other two criminal female 
characters who do not hesitate to construct themselves as wives or 
sisters, Scianel even in the case of her own son prefers to abdicate 
her role of mother, presenting her son as nothing but another 
member of her clan. 

TABLE  
Keyword analysis performed on Donna Imma’s Italian corpus (GTSitDonnaImma) 
contrasted against the corpus of only male characters’ utterances (GTSitM)

GTSitDonnaImma GTSitM

# lemma_lc frequency frequency/
mill 

frequency frequency/
mill 

Score

 marito 
(husband)

 .  . .

 galera 
(jail)

 .  . .

 divano 
(sofa)

 .  . .

 solamente 
(only)

 .  . .

 idea 
(idea)

 .  . .

 soltanto 
(only)

 .  . .

 franco 
(frank)

 .  . .

 colloquio 
(speech)

 .  . .

 dottore 
(physi-
cian)

 .  . .

 avvocato 
(lawyer)

 .  . .
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TABLE 
Keyword analysis performed on Patrizia’s Italian corpus (GTSitPatrizia) contrasted 
against the corpus of only male characters’ utterances (GTSitM)

GTSitPatrizia GTSitM

# lemma_lc frequency frequency/
mill 

frequency frequency/
mill 

Score

 parere 
(view-
point)

 .  . .

 qualcosa 
(some-
thing)

   . .

 bisogno 
(need)

 .  . .

 zio (uncle)  .  . .
 succedere 

(happen)
   . .

 vostro 
(your)

 .  . .

 padre 
(father)

 .  . 

 sicuro 
(certain)

 .   .

 figlio 
(son)

 .  . .

 loro 
(their/
them)

 .  . .

TABLE 
Keyword analysis performed on Scianel’s Italian corpus (GTSitScianel) contrasted 
against the corpus of only male characters’ utterances (GTSitM)

GTSitScianel GTSitM

# lemma_lc frequency frequency/
mill 

frequency frequency/
mill 

Score

 Marinella  .  . .
 imparare 

(learn)
 .  . .

 faccia 
(face)

 .  . .

(continued on next page)
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 comprare 
(buy)

 .  . .

 sapere 
(know)

 .  . .

 adesso 
(now)

 .  . .

 po’ (a 
little)

 .  . .

 pensare 
(think)

 .  . .

 così (so)  .  . .
 Ciro  .  . .

However, as can be inferred from the Italian subtitles, the female 
characters of Donna Imma and Patrizia, in contrast with the 
patterns emerging from the English component of the GTS corpus, 
do not seem to be discursively constructed as linked to their family 
connections. Donna Imma, for instance, only refers to her husband 
in order to assert her power, while Patrizia uses the words ‘zio’ 
(trans.: ‘uncle’, score .), ‘padre’ (trans.: ‘father’, score ), and 
‘figlio’ (trans.: ‘son’, score .) because she plays the role of the 
Camorra messenger, thus reporting the words that the members 
of the Savastano clan have uttered. Scianel, on the other hand, in 
the Italian subtitles, emerges as a figure that wants to direct and 
manage the criminal organisation she leads. In this way, the features 
that were highlighted in the English translation might be seen as 
actually enhancing some of the key elements that are part of this 
character, while in the case of Donna Imma and Patrizia, they 
seem to be stereotyped and almost adapted to the typical role of 
subservient female members of criminal organisations in the target 
culture. 

.. A multimodal proxemic analysis of criminal female characters 
in the GTS corpus

Given the observations provided in Section ., in the following 
paragraphs, particular attention will be paid to the character 
of Scianel, whose linguistic ‘thumbprint’ (Culpeper ) has 

TABLE  (continued from previous page)
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demonstrated some peculiarities in the representation of female 
criminal characters in translation. 

As can be seen in example (), Scianel does not shy away in 
the original Neapolitan script and the Italian subtitles from using 
insults and forms of denigration to assert her power over people, 
especially in the relationship she establishes with her daughter-in-
law, Marinella. Nonetheless, in the specific case of the example 
reported here, there is no attempt in the English translation to 
adapt the illocutionary force lying behind the linguistic choice of 
referring to Marinella as a ‘waitress’ (orig. script: ‘cammarera’; 
Italian subs.: ‘cameriera’). In the Neapolitan context, such a form 
of address usually refers to someone who belongs to a lower class, 
but also identifies a simpleton. Such a connotative value that 
discursively constructs the character of Marinella is first lost in the 
Italian adaptation, and then completely erased in the English target 
culture, where only the lower-class aspect of the meaning of the 
original word is preserved.

) Extract taken from Season , Episode  (T.:) of Gomorrah – The 
Series. 

Neapolitan (original 
script)

Italian subtitles English subtitles

Scianel: O’ saje c’agge 
pensat’ ’a primma vote 
ca’ t’agge viste? Chesta 
è propije ’na cammare-
ra.

Scianel: Lo sai cosa ho 
pensato la prima volta 
che ti ho visto? Questa 
è proprio una camerie-
ra.

Scianel: You know 
what I thought the first 
time I saw you? “A 
waitress is all she is!”

In the Italian version, Scianel’s attitude shows a prevailing dominant 
personality: her actions lead to extreme consequences due to her 

 Such a connotative value might be linked to the Neapolitan theatre tradition 
(which of course has its origins in the ancient Greek and Latin theatre) where the 
‘cammarera’ is typified as a dumb woman. Therefore, a more suitable adaptation in 
English of this Neapolitan word might have been the term ‘maid’, which is usually 
used in literary works to refer to such a fictional persona.
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anger at a male-dominated society against which she strongly dissents 
while, at the same time, reproducing the same toxic hegemonic male 
ideologies (Bourdieu ). From a visual viewpoint, it is quite clear 
she is a real ‘guappa’, a Neapolitan word possibly derived from the 
Spanish guapo, denoting a key figure in the hierarchical order of 
the Camorra. In his seminal See Naples and Die, Behan (: , 
emphasis in the original) explains in simple terms what defines a 
‘guappo’: “A guappo is a Neapolitan word generally used to denote 
a senior member of a criminal gang, often prepared to use violence”. 
Scianel speaks, moves and ‘dresses’ as a ‘guappa’, since she is the 
senior and most violent member of her clan. This is not only evident 
from the way she speaks (at least, in the original Neapolitan ‘high 
context’ communication version) but also from the multimodal 
cues which are scattered all over the series and which are meant 
to construe the character of a strong and independent dark lady. 
Scianel fights against the typical machismo that exists in the society 
she lives in. In a conversation with Marinella, she says (see example 
()): 

) Extract taken from Season , Episode  (T.:) of Gomorrah – The 
Series. 

Neapolitan (original 
script)

Italian subtitles English subtitles

Scianel: A vuò sape’ a 
verità, nennè? ’E fem-
mene nun so fatt p’ fa 
’e muglier’. È un me-
stiere difficile assaje, 
ma c’ho fanne ’mparà. 
[…] Marinè, c’è sul-
tant’ ’na manera pe ’na 
femmena si vo’ essere 
libera: nun adda tenere 
nisciun’ marit’.

Scianel: La vuoi sape-
re la verità, piccolì? Le 
donne non sono fatte 
per fare le mogli. È un 
mestiere molto difficile. 
Ma ce lo fanno impara-
re. […] Marine’… c’è 
soltanto un modo per 
una donna, se davve-
ro vuole essere libera. 
Non deve avere nessun 
marito.

Scianel: Want the 
truth? Women aren’t 
made to be wives. It’s 
a tough job, but they 
make us learn. […] 
Marinella, a woman 
has just one way to be 
really free, she mustn’t 
have a husband […].
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As we can infer from the previous example, Scianel does not need a 
man in her life: she is a free, independent woman. An independent 
woman in a man’s world can be intimidating though; Scianel is 
confident and self-minded, and she can often come across as 
inaccessible by construing a semiotic prosody which transforms her 
character into a fully-fledged female criminal boss. In one of the last 
and most memorable scenes in Season , she is alone at home where 
she freely exercises her power over representations of hegemonic 
masculinity by mocking a phallic symbol: she sings at the top of 
her voice in front of her bathroom mirror while holding a golden 
vibrator as a microphone. 

From a multimodal perspective, Figure  shows another example 
of the way Scianel typically interacts with other participants in the 
space she occupies. The scene is the one that was previously analysed 
from a textual perspective (i.e., example () and example ()).

FIGURE 
Multimodal grid for the analysis of the proxemic representation of Scianel.

Frame Scene Multimodal prosody

 Inside, dark. Scianel 
discovers that Mari-
nella is cheating on her 
son and reveals what 
she has always thought 
about her.

Frame I. [Season , 
Episode  T. :]

Haptics: Close proxim-
ity, establishing:
- power relationship;
- authoritativeness;
- superiority.

 As above.

Frame I. [Season , 
Episode  T.:]

Haptics: Strong prox-
imity, establishing:
- challenging;
- defiance.

As can be easily inferred, Scianel seems to be using specific proxemic 
cues in order to assert her power. In particular, the female boss is 
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probably adopting the very same face-threatening strategies embraced 
by her male counterparts in the TV series: the invasion of personal space 
and the overwhelming imposition of physical contact (see Balirano 
a). In Figure  [], she grasps Marinella’s face in her hands as a 
sign of subjugation and holds her tight, inviting (or, rather, forcing) her 
to interact with her gaze. Scianel, therefore, is visually depicted while 
openly embracing those very same dominant hegemonic masculinity 
traits that are found in the representation of male characters in the 
control and exercise of power. She is constructing herself as the head 
of the family clan. Thus, the multimodal cues in the representation 
of such a character confirm what was previously argued: Scianel 
challenges the role of the ‘good clan wife’ to discursively reproduce 
hegemonic male ideologies (Bourdieu ). Such aspects, however, 
seem to be sometimes ‘downplayed’ in the Italian adaptation of the 
original script. In the English subtitles, instead, while some of the 
aspects relating to the multimodal construction of the character are 
necessarily retained, some other linguistic features accompanying 
the powerful dominant semiotic representation of the dark lady’s 
invasion of personal space to assert her power while denigrating her 
addressee are totally absent. Deleting from the English dialogues 
some expressions of affection such as ‘nennè’ and ‘Marinè’ (see 
example ()) – which have the potential of threatening the receivers’ 
face needs, especially in non-romantic relationships (Baldwin ; 
Baldwin et al. ) – may weaken the representation of power and 
clash with Scianel’s semiotic portrayal. Such elements may be indexed 
in the original version as realisations of interpersonal troping (Agha 
; Pavesi -), where the incongruity of a specific sign 
clashes with another segment. Such non-congruent aspects of the 
meaning-making process are therefore disregarded in the adaptation 
process, thus introducing incoherence in the translation of the TV 
series’ complex semiotic landscape.

. Conclusion

This paper has drawn attention to the fact that adaptation of 
complex multimodal products can only be tackled by taking into 
consideration the many multisemiotic cues that are disseminated in 
these texts. Such a practice would probably facilitate understanding 
of how different semiotic elements and resources may interact 
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and influence one another in the meaning construction of specific 
personae. In particular, in line with Agha’s () and Pavesi’s 
(-) works on cross-linguistic adaptation, we posit that 
more creative solutions should be adopted when dealing with the 
translation of specific cultural elements travelling between high 
and low context cultures, as the case study investigated here has 
demonstrated. The cross-cultural differences may be due, therefore, 
to the fact that most of the time the AVT final product does not 
match all the discursive and multimodal implications that given 
semiotic elements may convey, leading to the previously underlined 
incongruities in the negotiation of interpersonal meanings when 
rendering specific characters across cultures.

Such differences, as argued, originate from the different 
‘contexts’ (HCC vs. LCC) in which communication takes place; 
high and low context culture theory, in fact, may be used to describe 
cultural clashes occurring between distant societies (Nam ) 
which is exactly the translating conflict that has been highlighted 
between Gomorrah – The Series as an ST and a TT. The English 
AVT of the criminal female actors in Gomorrah – The Series has 
often tended to neutralise the source text interpersonal meanings in 
translation, deactivating important semiotically-expressed messages 
of power and leadership typically represented by Camorra’s ladies. 
This neutralisation has therefore contributed to diminishing the role 
of female criminals bringing back to the fore the typical stereotyped 
representation of Neapolitan women. 
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