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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to examine how the Japanese writing system and the
characteristics of its letter types affect the expressions of movie subtitles. Ordinary
written Japanese consists of three letter types, i.e. kanji (Chinese characters),
hiragana (Japanese cursive syllabary) and katakana (Japanese square syllabary).
Kanji are logograms which convey meaning and pronunciation while kiragana
and katakana are phonograms which represent sound only.

Analyzing fourteen movies with Japanese subtitles, we found differences and
similarities between movie subtitles and common writings.

Movie subtitles are unique in that:

1) they use no punctuation or quotation marks,

2) they leave space between words out of necessity.
The similarities are that:

1) they put difficult kanji into hiragana or katakana,

2) they attach small kiragana above normal sized difficult kanyi,

3) they include small katakana which shows the pronunciation of the original foreign
language above the translated Japanese,

4) they attach a small sized translation above normal sized katakana which represents
the sound of the original foreign language,

5) Latin letters are included in an unavoidable case.

The ingenuity of subtitle makers reflect that they would like to show both
pronunciation and meaning clearly, and in some cases not only for Japanese but
also for the original foreign language. Viewers also have enjoyed these complicated
and rich expressions.
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