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TRANSLATING VERBAL HUMOUR IN ACHILLE
CAMPANILE’S «-AGOSTO, MOGLIE MIA NON TI
CONOSCO»

Introduction. Achille Campanile (1899-1977) is regarded as a founder of
[talian grotesque humoristic prose, whose poetics rest on absurd dialogue, logical
paradox and wordplay, growing directly out of his work for the “teatro del
grottesco”. His novel Agosto, moglie mia non ti conosco (1930) generates its comic
effect not at the level of plot but at the level of language itself — through puns,
speaking names, register clashes and absurd non-sequiturs sustained across entire
dialogic scenes. This determines the relevance of systematising the theoretical
grounds for translating literary humour prior to their practical application within the
master’s thesis and of verifying these grounds against concrete translation decisions
already made in the accompanying translation project. The aim of the paper is
twofold: to outline the theoretical framework informing the Ukrainian translation of
Campanile’s comic prose, and to illustrate its explanatory power on several
representative translation solutions.

Theoretical framework. The linguistic study of humour rests on the General
Theory of Verbal Humour (GTVH), formulated by S. Attardo, which describes a
comic text as an interplay of knowledge resources, the central of which is Script
Opposition — two incompatible interpretive scripts activated simultaneously by the
same utterance and reconciled through an incongruity-resolution mechanism [1; 2].
This model is highly productive for Campanile’s prose, where comic effect regularly
arises from a character’s literal or absurdly logical reading of a figuratively intended
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utterance — a mechanism that, as shown below, largely survives translation because
it does not depend on language-specific form.

P. Zabalbeascoa’s typology of humour-translation strategies classifies the
translator’s possible solutions along a scale running from literal translation, through
adaptation and compensation, to outright omission of the humorous element
whenever its script opposition proves untranslatable without loss [3], treating
humour as a communicative effect to be reproduced in the target reader rather than
a fixed textual unit to be copied [8].

Wordplay poses a separate theoretical problem, for which D. Delabastita
proposes a taxonomy of techniques — pun-to-pun, pun-to-non-pun, pun-to-related
rhetorical device, and editorial techniques — allowing the translator to select the
closest functional equivalent whenever formal correspondence between languages
is impossible [4]. Since Campanile’s text relies heavily on paronomasia and on the
comic potential of proper names, the theory of translating charactonyms, formulated
within P. Newmark’s distinction between communicative and semantic translation,
is equally relevant [5], clarifying when a name should be transliterated to preserve
its exotic phonetic comicality and when its semantic load requires adaptation.

The choice among these strategies is ultimately governed by H. Vermeer’s
skopos theory: the purpose of the target text — reproducing the comic and grotesque
effect for the Ukrainian reader — determines the hierarchy of translation decisions,
subordinating formal fidelity to functional adequacy [6]. J. Franco Aixeld’s concept
of culture-specific items further clarifies how realia of 1930s Italian resort life
should be rendered — through repetition, naturalisation, cultural substitution or
gloss — without disrupting the comic rhythm of the dialogue [7].

Analysis of translation solutions. The productivity of this theoretical
apparatus can be illustrated on several representative fragments of the translation
project. First, the charactonym Arocle — the waiter whose very name is a recurring
source of embarrassment throughout the novel — was rendered as Apoxze through
straightforward transliteration rather than semantic adaptation. Since the comic
effect here depends not on the name’s meaning but on its unusual sound and on the
character’s irrational shame at hearing it pronounced, Newmark’s communicative
approach favours preserving the phonetic “strangeness” of the original over
inventing a semantically motivated Ukrainian equivalent, which would shift the
joke’s mechanism without improving its transparency [5].

Second, the pun on tromba, which in the source oscillates between “stairwell
shaft” and “musical trumpet,” proved unusually cooperative: Ukrainian mpyo6a
preserves almost the same polysemy, allowing a rare pun-to-pun solution in
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Delabastita’s typology instead of the more common compensatory strategies [4].
This shows that, contrary to the common assumption of untranslatability, unrelated
languages may occasionally share a comic ambiguity by accident, which the
translator should verify before resorting to compensation.

Third, the episode of the newspaper dated “27 August 1930 before Christ”
exemplifies a Script Opposition that is logical rather than lexical: the incongruity
between a precise, contemporary date and the absurd addition “avanti Cristo” does
not depend on any language-specific ambiguity and was therefore transferred
through direct, literal translation (27 cepnus 1930 poky 0o nawoi epu) without loss
of comic force, confirming Attardo’s observation that logical-mechanism humour
survives translation more readily than purely linguistic humour [2].

Fourth, the extended comic premise built on confusing rescue belts with
chastity belts (cinture di salvataggio / cinture di castita) required sustained
terminological consistency rather than a single local solution: pamysanvruti nosc
and nosc sipnocmi had to remain rigorously distinct and repeated throughout, since
the humour depends on the reader tracking a systematic category mistake across
many exchanges — Zabalbeascoa’s compensation operating at the macro-textual
rather than the sentence level [3].

Finally, the mock-romantic pseudonym Fior del Fango (“Flower of Mud”),
used by a masked admirer beneath Caterina’s window, was likewise transliterated
as @ tiop denv Daneo. A semantic rendering (“Ksitka barna”) would expose the
irony more explicitly but would domesticate a name whose comic effect partly relies
on exotic, operetta-like foreignness — transliteration trades semantic transparency
for stylistic register, a trade-off Newmark’s model anticipates for connotation-heavy
names [5].

Conclusions. An adequate translation of Agosto, moglie mia non ti conosco
requires an integrated methodology combining GTVH as an instrument for
analysing comic mechanisms, Zabalbeascoa’s, Vandaele’s and Delabastita’s
typologies as a repertoire of strategies, Newmark’s principles for charactonyms,
Aixela’s framework for culture-specific items, and skopos theory as the overarching
criterion. No single strategy dominates: literal translation suffices for logically-
grounded jokes, transliteration best serves phonetically-driven comic names,
accidental cross-linguistic polysemy occasionally allows pun-to-pun solutions, and
macro-textual compensation is indispensable for premises sustained across many
pages — a synthesis that grounds the translation project and extends to other interwar
[talian grotesque prose.
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