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Book review

Parini, Ilaria (2025). Translating Playful Language in Children’s Literature:
Theories and Applications. Stamen.

Humour in Translation Studies is often addressed as a challenge or a hindrance in the
translation process, and therefore contextualised, along with its linguist realisation, within the
scope of the restrictions imposed by the translation mode. Ilaria Parini’s volume, Translating
Playful Language in Children’s Literature, inserts itself comfortably in this tradition but not
without some noteworthy peculiarities. The book focuses on the Italian rendition of Roal
Dahl’s playful language in his children novel The BFG (1982): “gobblefunk”, the whimsical
language that Roal Dahl uses in the book, serves as a primary body of analysis to observe how
its translation has been carried out in Italian. Balance, specifically balance between
maintaining the playful, humorous character of the narrative and adapting it to the target
language and culture (p. 8), is advanced as a primary goal of the translation process in both the
introduction and the conclusion (p. 180) of the volume, and represents a fil rouge in Parini’s
discussion on translating playful humour.

The translation of children’s literature has received increased scholarly attention in the
past few decades, a progress that the author carefully documents in the first two chapters.
More specifically, Chapter 1 offers a clear historical overview of children’s literature,
highlighting its complex editorial history and evolutions in its design. Reviewing the history of
a genre that is virtually as old as time, and that “has existed for as long as there have been
children” (Lerer, 2008, p. 1), is indeed a daunting task, and the author circumvents the most
problematic aspects of this section by foregrounding shifts in the conceptualisation of
motherhood (p. 12) and of childhood (pp. 10-11). Ultimately, Parini focuses on the
involvement of print, Romanticism and novel genres such as nonsense, fantasy and adventure,
in shaping modern children’s literature and defining the features of its design (see pp. 43-45).

As specified in Chapter II, one of the biggest dilemmas for translators of children’s
literature is the fact that children’s cultural knowledge is limited (p. 71). Such assumptions and
deliberate interpretations of the child-reader’s capabilities are at the core of the principal
strategies and rationales involved in the translation process. Parini discusses their implications
and impact by first addressing them within the domestication-foreignisation axis (Venuti,
1995), before further describing the different strategies at play. The author follows a
functionalist perspective in translation, and therefore describes the translation process by
including the role of the editorial market, noting how, despite striving for a translation that
pleases and delights the child-reader, the same child-reader is the last link in the chain (p. 70).

Arguably, Parini’s most interesting viewpoint — and the one most relevant to humour
research — lies in her handling of wordplay in Chapter 3. After advancing the principal features
of children’s literature, and as her work is functionalist in thrust, Parini coherently focus on the
‘play’ in wordplay, to foreground playful language as a primary object of analysis and a high-
priority feature when translating children’s literature. Moreover, by focusing on the
playfulness of wordplay (both in theory and specifically in Dahl’s work), Parini discusses
humour in language as a means to elicit engagement from the child-reader. She does so by
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initially listing an in-depth taxonomy, building on works on translation of puns (for example,
Delabastita, 1996) as well as analysing the structure and presence of other linguistic
phenomena she allocates under the “wordplay” umbrella. Specifically, she employs
contributions from the field of semiotics and concerned with language play (Bartezzaghi,
2017) to include occasionalisms in her analysis and to consequently broaden the range of
wordplay observed in the Italian translation. Humour-wise, Parini confirms her focus to be on
the child-reader and their experience, and by combining humour translation and semiotics of
language play she succcessfully accounts for all variables present in Dahl’s text when
discussing its translation, while adhering to the functionalist approach she previously
introduced.

Roal Dahl as an author and the 1982 novel The BFG are outlined in Chapters 4 and 5,
respectively. The volume foregrounds points of interest for the case study analysis in the form
of relevant biographic details about Dahl’s life and literary production, not without clarifying
the rationale behind his writing, such as how he was constantly inspired by the relationship
between “the rigid world of adults and the world of children” (p. 106). The outline of the
book’s content in Chapter 5, however, deals less with the plot of 7he BFG and more with how
gobblefunk ties in with the narrative and fosters engagement and a sense of wonder in the
child-reader. The empowerment of children through the reading experience, which lies at the
core of Dahl’s writing, comes forth in 7he BF'G through its exemplary use of playful language,
simultaneously amusing and understandable: Dahl himself enjoyed its creation, which
confirms that entertainment is gobblefunk’s primary intended feature (p. 123).

The analysis of gobblefunk’s Italian translation is presented, following the framework
advanced in Chapter 3, in the last chapter of the volume: given their quantity, Parini discusses
what she considers to be the most significant translation examples, allocating them in sections
based on Delabastita’s taxonomy. Occasionalisms, instead, are discussed in a separate,
subsequent section, which contains some of the most original and insightful pieces of analysis
of the volume. Parini, drawing on previous studies on occasionalisms in Dahl’s works,
inquires on occasionalism translation by focusing on affixations, blends, compounds,
onomatopoeiae, alliterations, ideophones and other linguistic processes behind Dahl’s invented
language. The challenge of translating occasionalisms emerges in their combination of humour
and complex linguistic structure, which the translator of the book addressed with balance and
effort, according to the author.

As a whole, Parini’s book scaffolds progressively from tenets of children’s literature, its
translation, linguistics theory on wordplay, features of Dahl’s style and the translation
challenges it presents. The scientific value of the work notwithstanding, the volume does not
address children’s literature humour from a purely theoretical standpoint, nor it ascertains if
humour destined to children needs to incorporate functions other than amusement, which
however Parini dissects appropriately. Her contribution thus lies mainly in the field of humour
translation, and will arouse the interest of those in that field.
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