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Culture-specific references in  
historical musicals: categorisation 

and translation challenges in the 
subtitles of Hamilton

Emilia Petrocelli*

*   Università per Stranieri di Siena, petrocelli@unistrasi.it.

Sintesi: L’interesse nello studio di Hamilton nasce dalla 
maniera in cui questo musical storico esplora le con-
traddizioni della Rivoluzione Americana, la quale, pur 
basandosi su principi di indipendenza e democrazia, 
ha effettivamente perseguito tali ideali solo in parte. La 
peculiarità del musical risiede soprattutto nella scelta 
del cast, composto da un ensemble BIPOC (Black, In-
digenous, and People of Color), e nell’incorporazione 
di generi musicali come rap e hip-hop. I personaggi 
storici della Rivoluzione Americana, tutti bianchi, ven-
gono rappresentati da coloro che furono esclusi dalla 
partecipazione attiva a quegli eventi. Questo potente 
messaggio è dunque trasmesso attraverso una forma di 
“macro realia simbolo” che crea connessioni implicite 
tra passato e presente. L’impatto comunicativo è ulte-
riormente potenziato dai riferimenti culturali specifici 
o realia (Ranzato 2010, 2016; Pedersen 2011), che co-
stituiscono l’oggetto di questo studio, insieme alla loro 
traduzione nei sottotitoli italiani, prodotti non prima 
del 2021 sulla piattaforma Disney+.
Dopo aver categorizzato i tipi di realia secondo un 
adattamento della tassonomia di Díaz Cintas e Rema-
el (2007), la ricerca evidenzia una prevalenza di rife-
rimenti storicamente connotati, e tre macro-aree di 
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realia che si intersecano a livello diacronico: il tempo 
della storia narrata, il tempo della narrazione e un’area 
intermedia con connotazione diacronica comune.
Utile per l’analisi della traduzione italiana è l’ideazio-
ne di una scala di trasparenza, in cui ogni categoria 
è associata a livelli diversi di trasparenza, valutata 
in base al tipo di realia e al suo cotesto. Dall’analisi 
emerge l’uso di strategie di traduzione dirette e obli-
que (Vinay, Darbelnet 1958; Vinay, Darbelnet 2002). 
Le forme dirette sembrano prevalere per quei realia in 
cui il significato può essere dedotto dalla conoscenza 
enciclopedica degli spettatori o da un contesto che ne 
facilita la trasparenza. La traduzione obliqua sembra 
invece essere più frequente nel caso di contesti opachi, 
come i riferimenti microculturali senza contestualiz-
zazione e i riferimenti metaforici o idiomatici.
In generale, i risultati indicano che le strategie di tra-
duzione dirette, indipendentemente dalla trasparenza 
del contesto, potrebbero non essere sempre adeguate 
alla comprensione dei realia microculturali sia da par-
te del pubblico americano sia italiano. Inoltre, le limi-
tazioni imposte dal sottotitolaggio rappresentano un 
ulteriore elemento per la disambiguazione dei realia. 
Questa analisi multiprospettica sottolinea la comples-
sità della traduzione dei realia culturalmente e stori-
camente connotati nei musical storici come Hamilton.

Parole chiave: Realia, Oggetti culturali, Sottotitoli, Tradu-
zione audiovisiva, Musical storici, Hamilton.

Abstract: This research’s interest in Hamilton arises from 
how this historical musical explores the contradictions 
of the American Revolution, which, despite being 
grounded in principles of independence and democ-
racy, pursued these ideals only partially. The musical’s 
significance lies particularly in the choice of the cast, 
a BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) 
ensemble, and in the incorporation of musical gen-



99

LTO - Lingua e testi di oggi

res such as rap and hip-hop. The all-white historical 
figures of the American Revolution are represented 
on stage by the legacy of those excluded from active 
participation in it. This powerful message is thus 
conveyed through “symbolic macro realia” on stage, 
which craft implicit connections between the past and 
the present. This communicative impact is enforced 
by culture-specific references (CSRs) or realia (Ran-
zato 2010, 2016; Pedersen 2011), which constitute the 
object of this study, including their translation in Ital-
ian subtitles delivered no later than 2021 on the Dis-
ney+ platform.
After categorising types of CSRs according to an adap-
tation of Díaz Cintas and Remael’s taxonomy (2007), 
the research highlights a prevalence of “historically 
loaded” references and three intersecting diachronic 
macro-areas of CSRs: the time of the narrated story, 
the time of narration, and an intermediate area with a 
common diachronic connotation.
A transparency scale is devised to shape the analysis 
of the Italian translation, where each category signifies 
nuanced levels of transparency based on the type of 
CSR and its co-text. The analysis highlights the use 
of direct and oblique translation strategies (Vinay, 
Darbelnet 1958; Vinay, Darbelnet 2002). Direct forms 
seem to prevail for those CSRs whose interpretation 
can be transmitted through encyclopedic knowledge 
or a context that aids transparency. Oblique transla-
tion, instead, seems to cluster around opaque contexts, 
such as microcultural references without contextuali-
sation and metaphoric or idiomatic references. 
In general, results indicate that direct translation strat-
egies, regardless of the transparency of the context, 
may not always be adequate to clarify microcultural 
CSRs, affecting both the target and the source audi-
ence. Moreover, the limitations imposed by the sub-
titling context pose further challenges for the disam-
biguation of realia. The multi-perspective approach 
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1. Introduction

Hamilton is a musical written and directed by Lin-Manuel 
Miranda. It debuted in 2015 in New York and was broadcast on 
the Disney+ platform in 2021. More recently, subtitles have been 
added for the most widely spoken languages, including Italian.

The musical tells the story of Alexander Hamilton, the crea-
tor of the economic and financial system that is still in place in 
the US today. The American War of Independence serves as the 
historical backdrop for the events, and the revolutionary spirit nar-
rated is enhanced by the seemingly unlikely choice of rap and hip-
hop. Interestingly, these musical genres historically represent the 
artistic expression of distant groups from the world represented 
by the United States’ founding fathers, marginalised by economic 
hardship and ethnocultural prejudices. This apparent oddity be-
tween the chosen musical genre and the topic is made even more 
evident by the composition of the cast. The War of Independence, 
which craved a free state and mind but contradictorily fostered a 
society of white supremacy and black segregation with slavery, is 
represented here by a cast entirely made up of black, indigenous, 
and people of colour (BIPOC from now on). By choosing BIPOC 
actors, emphasis is given to the covert presence of that part of the 
population at the time, and dignity and visibility are returned to 
them, allowing the audience to observe historical events from a 
different and more elaborate perspective.

These choices encapsulate macro-cultural references that take 
on symbolic communicative values. The audience intercepts the 
message through a communicative frame and an iconographic 
code containing a critique of the so-called American establish-
ment. Hence, delving into how imagery is crafted through cultur-
ally loaded references (CSRs) or realia can spark intriguing reflec-

sheds light on the intricate complexity of translating 
culturally and historically “loaded” references in a his-
torical musical like Hamilton.

Keywords: Realia, Culture-specific references, Subtitles, 
Audiovisual translation, Historical musicals, Hamilton.
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tions: what is the prevalent nature of the cultural references? How 
transparent can they be to the American audience based on the 
complex interplay between contextual and microcultural factors? 
And how transparent are they in the Italian subtitles based on con-
textual and transcultural aspects?

Realia represent a challenging area in terms of their categori-
sation and translation, especially when considering genre-specific 
factors. Therefore, the current study aims to give its contribution 
by focusing on CSRs within an underexplored genre, namely 
historical musicals, shown on stage and broadcast with subtitles 
through streaming services. The goal is to propose a functional de-
scription of translation strategies based on the complex nature of 
the distinctive CSRs of the genre. This involves considering their 
category, genre-specific factors, context, and transparency level, 
assessed through a specially tailored gradient. 

2. Theoretical background

Realia or culture-specific references (CSRs) are words or ex-
pressions related to elements and concepts embedded in a specific 
culture. These include extra-linguistic elements like traditions, in-
stitutions, everyday life objects, specific historical figures or events, 
and linguistic elements like idioms or vernacular phrases. Finkel 
(1962), Vlahov and Florin (1969) were among the first ones to high-
light the heterogeneous and opaque nature of CSRs, whose charac-
teristics are still to be defined clearly. Due to their culture-bound 
nature, CSRs may lack direct equivalents in another culture, and 
it is necessary to know the context they spring from to understand 
them completely. Some scholars (Aixelá 1996; Leemets 1992) have 
even considered CSRs untranslatable since they represent concepts 
and things that another language may not have.

Given their complex nature, the challenges of crafting a defi-
nition for CSRs have determined the need to classify them, setting 
boundaries between those elements which could be regarded as 
CSRs and those which could not. Chiaro 2009 contributed to the 
discussion arguing that realia can be either exclusively visual or 
exclusively verbal or exhibit both visual and verbal characteristics. 
Díaz Cintas and Remael (2007), among others (Canós 1999; Gui-
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not 2001), offered a helpful categorisation of extralinguistic ref-
erences in audiovisual (AV) texts. They grouped these references 
under geographical, ethnographic, and socio-political categories 
but appeared to exclude more inherently textual references. These 
were instead considered by Pedersen (2005), who distinguished 
between what could be regarded as “extralinguistic culture-bound 
references” (ECR), denoting expressions directed at an extralin-
guistic entity, and “intra-linguistic culture-bound references” such 
as idioms, proverbs, slang, and dialects. Some scholars (Ruokonen 
2010) broadened this category to include allusions and quota-
tions. Moreover, Pedersen subdivided CSRs into three other cat-
egories: “transcultural elements”, known globally and retrievable 
from common encyclopedic knowledge; “monocultural elements”, 
much more identifiable by the source audience than by the target 
audience; and “microcultural elements”, known by a small part of 
the source audience because of their specificity.

An interesting taxonomy gathering coherently most of the as-
pects proposed above is Ranzato’s (2016). She subdivided realia 
into the two main categories of real-world and intertextual ref-
erences, focusing more on conceptual than lexical criteria. Four 
subcategories were included under real-world references: source 
culture, intercultural, third culture, and target culture references. 
Intertextual references encompass three subcategories: overt in-
tertextual allusions, covert intertextual allusions, and intertextual 
macroallusions. Additionally, all of these references can be either 
verbal or non-verbal, as well as synchronous or asynchronous, the 
last ones being particularly present in costume dramas and period 
shows. The interesting element of synchrony in realia is based on 
the idea that references are embedded in a specific culture and 
in one particular time frame. Consequently, some CSRs have a 
lifespan and viewers from the same source culture may experience 
“culture shock” when approaching them. These references be-
come asynchronous when the specific position in time of audiences 
and/or translators differs from that of the characters in the story.

The complexity surrounding realia extends beyond their defi-
nition and classification into the field of translation, both from a 
practical and theoretical perspective. The challenges result from 
many factors, including the dynamic networks that evolve within 
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cultures and the difficulty in ensuring that the cultural appeal of 
CSR is preserved or rightly adapted for the target audience. In that 
regard, Chiaro (2009) uses the term “translational hurdles” to re-
fer to highly culture-specific references, language-specific features, 
and areas of overlap between language and culture (songs, rhymes, 
jokes, etc.). Although it is based on a general study of translation, 
Vinay and Darbelnet’s (1958, 2002) approach is still one of the most 
influential also in the field of CSRs. Despite limitations, such as the 
focus on syntax at the expense of semantics (see Ranzato 2016), 
the authors outline two distinct and divergent macro-categories of 
translation: “direct” and “oblique”. Direct translation consists of 
more equative strategies like borrowing, calque, and literal transla-
tion, while oblique translation includes transposition, modulation, 
equivalence, and adaptation. 

Various techniques and strategies have been proposed to trans-
late CSRs (Ivir 1987; Leppihalme 2001, 2011), also in the audiovis-
ual translation (AVT) field. Researchers may disagree on the array 
of strategies available to translators. However, despite variations in 
terminology and focus, studies generally offer similar approaches 
to rendering CSRs in a target language. Among these, Gottlieb 
(1994, 2009) introduced strategies specific to screen translation, 
Pedersen (2005) introduced a taxonomy that can be applied to 
various types of AVT, including subtitling. Meanwhile, Díaz Cin-
tas and Remael (2007) put forward a taxonomy explicitly designed 
for CSRs in subtitles. Given its relevance in this research, the latter 
is explained below:

	- Loan: The word or phrase of the source text (ST) is left unalte-
red in the target text (TT). 

	- Calque: A literal translation of a CSR, typically used when the-
re is no exact equivalent in the target language (TL). 

	- Explicitation: The text is made more accessible through speci-
fication or generalisation. 

	- Substitution: A reference is replaced with another due to tech-
nical constraints, deviating more or less from the source. 

	- Transposition: The cultural term is replaced by a term from 
another culture. 

	- Lexical recreation: Creating a neologism, often necessary when 
the ST contains a made-up word.
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	- Compensation: A loss in one part of the translation is compen-
sated by an addition elsewhere.

	- Omission: Sometimes unavoidable due to space-time limita-
tions or the TL’s absence of a corresponding term.

	- Addition: A form of explicitation used when CSRs might cause 
comprehension problems.

3. Methodology

Despite being confined to the examination of realia in Ham-
ilton, this research aims to offer initial insights into the general 
features of CSRs in historical musicals and their translation in 
subtitling. To do so, Díaz Cintas and Remael’s (2007: 201) catego-
risation of types of realia was adapted to the peculiarity of those 
that can be traced in a historical musical like Hamilton. Some ex-
tralinguistic elements were added, and intra-linguistic CSRs like 
idioms, allusions and quotations were considered. Moreover, given 
the scholarly allure of the genre, attention was devoted to micro-
cultural elements, some of which have a transcultural imprint as 
opposed to others that instead are USA-specific and, therefore, less 
accessible by an audience with a different cultural background. 
Given the focus on realia in a historical musical, it was fundamen-
tal to consider the idea of asynchronous references (Ranzato 2014, 
2016). CSRs temporally displaced from our current times were 
analysed by drawing an imaginary timeline from realia embedded 
in the narrated time to those connected to the time of narration. 

As for the analysis of the translations, I will specifically delve 
into the strategies proposed by Diaz Cintas and Remael (2007: 
202), being not only their classification specific for CSRs in sub-
titles but also particularly detailed and agile. The strategies listed 
are in order from the most equative to the one comprising the most 
reformulation. Thus, they were grouped in the two macro sectors 
of “direct” and “oblique” translation outlined by Vinay and Dar-
belnet (1958, 2002) to allow for a synthetic view and account for 
translators’ behaviour. In the analysis of translations of CSRs in 
Hamilton subtitles, no specific attention will be devoted to every 
single strategy (some of which are not even used in the corpus). 
Reflections will instead aim to emphasise the main trends along 
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a continuum that goes from more equative strategies to others, 
which require more oblique reformulating strategies.

The hypothesis I propose is that more direct translation forms 
of realia align with factors like the transparency of the CSR, based 
on a gradient, shared knowledge of the realia between the source 
and target cultures, and linguistic or situational contexts that aid 
understanding the reference. Conversely, forms of oblique transla-
tion will be more prominent in the case of opaque references for 
an Italian audience. 

To carry out the study, I used the classification Díaz Cintas 
and Ramael proposed in 2007 (p. 201), applying modifications to 
adhere to the peculiarity of the genre analysed, as shown in Tab. 1.

Díaz Cintas and 
Ramael’s 
taxonomy 
(2007: 201)

Modifications 
to the taxonomy 
for this study

Geographical
References

Objects from
physical 
geography

Geographical 
References

Objects from 
physical 
geography

Geographical
objects

Geographical 
objects

Endemic animal 
and plant 
species

Endemic animal 
and plant 
species

Ethnographic 
References

Objects 
from daily life

Ethnographic 
References

Objects 
from daily life

References 
to work

References 
to work

References to 
art and culture

References to 
art and culture

References 
to descent

References 
to descent

Measures Measures

Socio-Political 
References

References to 
administrative or 
territorial units

Socio-Political 
References

References to 
administrative or 
territorial units
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References to 
institutions and 
functions

References to 
institutions and 
functions

References to 
sociocultural life

References to 
sociocultural life

References to 
military institu-
tions and objects

References to 
military institu-
tions and objects

References to 
historical events 
or elements

References to 
historical figures

References to 
historical figures 
who play the role 
of characters

Tab. 1 - Modifications to Díaz Cintas and Ramael’s taxonomy

As illustrated, the historical nature of the musical opened the 
door to considering new socio-political parameters in the taxon-
omy. References were introduced regarding historical events and 
elements. Moreover, this musical involves the presence of histori-
cal figures cited or playing a role in the unfolding events, so these 
were duly taken into account.

After outlining the characteristics of the CSRs, considerations 
will be carried out to determine whether and how these connect to 
the time being narrated, the time of narration, or if they carry no 
specific diachronic connotation. This analysis aims to help define 
the macro function of cultural references in the text. For instance, 
CSRs associated with modernity might be intended to sharpen the 
viewers’ focus on the current situation or evoke empathetic feel-
ings more directly. Similarly, the investigation will prioritise exam-
ining the degrees of opacity of these CSRs based on the contexts 
in which they appear and their roles. All these considerations will 
inform reflections on the translation of subtitles into Italian. 
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4. Results: the references used in Hamilton

As expected, the analysis of the types of CSRs highlighted the 
remarkable use of what could be defined as “historically loaded” 
references: cultural elements, objects, terms, or expressions that 
carry significant historical and cultural weight within the context 
and period of narration. Their use can evoke a rich layer of histori-
cal understanding and context, making them essential components 
in the narrative. Overall, the references found are the following.

1.	 Geographical References.
	- Places and rivers: Mount Vernon, Battery, Kips Bay, Harlem, 

Yorktown, Monticello, Clermont Street, Broadway, Weehawken, 
Chesapeake Bay, Albany, Potomac, Hudson, New Jersey

2.	 Ethnographic References
	- Objects from daily life: Two pints of Sam Adams, Tobacco, Kettle
	- References to art and culture: Fourth of July, Common Sense 

by Thomas Paine, Free Thoughts on the proceedings of the 
Continental Congress, Socrates, Icarus, Trinity Church, Wa-
shington Monument, Lancelot, Moses, Age of Enlightenment, 
Protean creator, Scottish tragedy, Macbeth, Banquo, Macduff, 
Birnam Wood, Dunsinane

	- References to descent: Mercer legacy
	- Measures and currency: Seven feet, Bucks, Dollar, Penniless, 

Sixpence

3.	 Socio-Political References
	- References to administrative or territorial units: Coast Guard
	- References to institutions and functions: Continental Congress, 

Cabinet meeting, Bursar, Secretary, Treasury Secretary, Secre-
tary of State, US Constitution, The Federalist Papers, Senate, 
Princeton, King’s College

	- References to sociocultural and political life: Sons of Liberty, In 
God we trust, Revolutionary manumission abolitionists, Fede-
ralists, Democratic-Republican, Veteran

	- References to military institutions and objects: Redcoats, Cops, 
King’s man
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	- References to historical events or elements: Battle of Monmouth, 
The Federalist Papers, Bill of rights, Constitutional Conven-
tion, Founding Father, We hold these truths to be self-evident, 
that all men are created equal, Betsy Ross’ flag, The Reynolds 
pamphlet, Ten Duel Commandments, The election of 1800, 
1789, The Battle of Yorktown 1781

	- References to historical figures: British Admiral Howe, Gene-
ral Montgomery, Thomas Convey, Nathanael Greene, Henry 
Knox, Martha Washington, Rochambeau, General Mercer, 
Philip Schuyler, Theodosia Bartow Prevost Burr, Levi Week, 
John Jay, John Adams, William Van Ness, Nathaniel Pendel-
ton, Ben Franklin, King Louis

	- References to historical figures who play the role of characters: 
Alexander Hamilton, George Washington, Aaron Burr, Mar-
quis De la Fayette, Thomas Jefferson, Hercules Mulligan, 
King George, Elizabeth Schuyler, Angelica Schuyler, Philip 
Hamilton, Peggy Schuyler, Maria Reynolds, James Reynolds, 
John Laurens, Samuel Seabury, Charles Lee, James Madison.

Fig. 1 shows the distribution of reference types in Hamilton. 

Names of transculturally renowned places, like New York, 
London, France, etc., were taken off the counting. Geographical 
references occurred solely in place names and rivers. The CSRs 

Fig. 1 - Distribution of reference types
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related to work were incorporated into the socio-political context, 
specifically focusing on institutional functions. This choice was 
guided by the professions mentioned in the musical, aligning with 
the broader thematic scope of the socio-political landscape. Many 
transcultural CSRs possess an intellectual appeal (“Socrates”, 
“Macbeth”, “Protean creator”, “the Federalist Papers”, “Common 
Sense by Thomas Paine”, etc.), which is a characteristic feature of 
the genre. Some occur in idiomatic expressions (e.g., “Ben Frank-
lin with a key and a kite”).

As shown above (Fig. 1), socio-political references are the most 
widely used. Leaving out the historical figures who play the role of 
characters, the references to American historical figures outnum-
ber the others, as shown in Fig. 2. There is a meaningful presence 
of historical events like “the battle of Monmouth”, “the election of 
1800”, “the battle of Yorktown 1781”, and documents like the “Bill 
of Rights”, the “Constitutional Convention”, references to “found-
ing fathers”, “Betsy Ross’ flag”, as well as scholarly quotations, like 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 
equal”. The learned connotation of all these references is notable, 
most of which require specific knowledge of the American histori-
cal background, as well as transcultural knowledge, given some 
erudite mentions of “Socrates”, “Moses”, “Proteus”, “Icarus”, and 
“Macbeth”, of concepts like the “Age of Enlightenment”, or works 
like “Common Sense by Thomas Paine”.

Fig. 2 - Socio-political references
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As said before, it is possible to observe a diachronic intertwin-
ing in the choice of CSRs, which could thus be placed in a timeline 
shaped around three macro-areas that intersect along the unfold-
ing of the musical: the time of the narrated story, the time in which 
it is told, and an intermediate area with a common and nonspecific 
diachronic connotation. Each CSR was addressed in a macro-area. 
The result is the following.

Most CSRs lack a specific diachronic connotation. This might 
be due to the inherent link between the present and the past. The 
asynchronous CSRs associated with the time of the narrative come 
second, aligning seamlessly with the historical essence of the musi-
cal. For instance, the mention of the university attended by Ham-
ilton referred to as “King’s College” rather than with its modern 
name, Columbia, is in keeping with the depicted historical period. 
As for the CSRs connecting with the time of narration, some in-
volve issues related to linguistic variation, which create a strong 
contrast with the characters, aiding to create a modernisation of 
the historical figures, probably to create a higher sense of iden-
tification with the plot. In that regard, the two colloquial terms 
“bucks” and “cops”, pronounced respectively by forefathers Ham-
ilton and Laurens, despite being diastratically and diachronically 
idiosyncratic with the characters and time of events narrated, align 
well with the informal register used in rap and hip-hop genres and 

Fig. 3 - Timeline of references
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with the general communicative style of the musical. Moreover, 
some CSRs in this group lend themselves to being foretellers of 
future events. It is the case of the “founding fathers”, an expression 
first used in 1912 by Harding (Bernstein 2009). This “posthumous 
expression” is enhanced by the reference to Hamilton being the 
“ten-dollar founding father”, given that the dollar was introduced 
in 1792, soon before Hamilton’s death (1804), and that he was put 
first on a two-dollar bill in 1862. Hamilton only appeared on the 
ten-dollar bill in 1928 (Guttmann 2022).

As shown below, a somehow asynchronous reference is to 
“Sam Adams” beer. The origins of this beer – inspired by the 
founding father Samuel Adams – date back to 1860, so after the 
death of the character mentioning it, Laurens – who died in 1782.

Laurens: I’m John Laurens in the place to be! Two pints o’ Sam 
Adams, but I’m workin’ on three, uh!

Another example comes from the narration of the Compro-
mise of 1790, a pivotal agreement in American history made be-
tween Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madi-
son. Hamilton secured the federal government’s responsibility to 
assume and settle state debts. In contrast, Jefferson and Madison 
secured the placement of the national capital, referred to as the 
District of Columbia, in the Southern states. The meeting gave 
rise to speculation about its content (see, for example, Clinton and 
Meirowitz 2002), which led to Burr’s following lines:

Burr and company: In God we trust. But we’ll never really know 
what got discussed. Click-boom then it happened.
Burr: And no one else was in the room where it happened.

The expression “In God we trust”, which Burr uses to hint at 
the deception of this political approach, is an apparent reference 
to the motto of the United States of America. But the actual motto 
at the time of narration was “E pluribus unum”, approved in 1782. 
“In God we trust” first appeared on a coin in 1864 and replaced 
the former motto only in 1956 (see, for example, Lienesch 2019).

Overall, while the references to the time of the story nar-
rated are necessary to immerse the audience in the proper narra-
tive framework, the other two groups offer an equally important 



112

Emilia Petrocelli

symbolic value that allows them to delve deeper into the messages 
conveyed, which hint at the intrinsic connection between past and 
present.

As observed, the defining characteristic of the CSRs in this 
musical is their predominantly microcultural, historical and schol-
arly allure enclosing geographical, ethnographic, and sociopoliti-
cal elements. This nature often renders them less immediately ac-
cessible to a general audience, particularly those unfamiliar with 
the American context. One could argue that the transparency of 
these elements, or how easily they are comprehended or translated, 
depends on their purpose and the context in which they are em-
ployed. This variability, along with the desired impact on the tar-
get audience, may necessitate the application of specific translation 
techniques, a topic that will be explored further.

These considerations led to the design of a scale of transpar-
ency (Tab. 2), from CSRs like “the battle of Yorktown 1781”, aimed 
to locate an event in the narrative’s timeline, to others inserted 
in idioms or idiomatic forms of expression like “it’s Ben Franklin 
with a key and a kite”, which detain a symbolic or metaphorical 
meaning that goes beyond the literal interpretation of their con-
stituent elements. Globally, the scale demonstrates the versatil-
ity of references in a narrative, showcasing their ability to serve 
various purposes, from establishing historical context to infusing 
cultural richness and linguistic flair, and each category represents 
a nuanced level of transparency in the engagement with histori-
cal, cultural, and scholarly dimensions. Starting from the refer-
ences that locate events in the narrative, the scale moves to his-
torical figures that become integral parts of the storyline, shaping 
the plot and adding a layer of authenticity, and then to those only 
mentioned in the musical, enriching the narrative with a broader 
historical context. Further, we find some CSRs offering explana-
tions that explicitly deepen the audience’s understanding of the 
historical administrative or historical processes, thus showing a di-
dascalic aim. For example, Burr explains the “Federalist Papers” 
explicitly to the audience:

Burr: Alexander joins forces with James Madison and John Jay to 
write a series of essays defending the new United States Constitution, 
entitled The Federalist Papers.
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Down the scale are CSRs used for implicit explanation. For 
example, it is the context that explains that “Monticello” is home 
to Jefferson or who the secretaries of State are and how they are 
approved. What follows are references occurring without specific 
contextualisation to disambiguate them, whose opacity depends 
on the viewers’ cultural background necessary to understand 
them. In order, they are transcultural microcultural references, 
“overt allusions” (see Ranzato 2016: 223), which establish a schol-
arly tone that most cultures can have access to, adding layers of 
authority to the text, as is the case of Hamilton, who refers to Mac-
beth and its main characters. Microcultural references related to 
the USA context follow, inserted into the narrative without specific 
historical-cultural contextualisation. It is the case of the Consti-
tutional Convention, with no mention in the co-text of what it is. 
They might express a specific cultural or societal characteristic, to 
portray the cultural landscape of the setting.

The necessary levels of inference are heightened in the case 
of metaphors intertwined with references, which transcend literal 
meanings beyond the surface to evoke vivid imagery. By adding a 
conversational allure to the narrative, culture-specific references in 
idiomatic forms of expression push towards less transparent com-
munication and, as a result, plausibly translation strategies tending 
to reformulation, given their looser degrees of compositionality 
alongside their culturally embedded dimension. At the pinnacle 
of the scale, there are idiomatic expressions that, despite encap-
sulating transcultural reality, present a context-bound linguistic 
and cultural amalgamation that is likely to be differently shaped in 
other languages and cultures.

Geographical, ethnographic, and sociopolitical references

Context and Purpose Examples

References to locate events in the 
narrative’s timeline

The election of 1800
The battle of Yorktown 1781

References to historical figures 
present in the musical’s plot

Alexander Hamilton: My name is 
Alexander Hamilton. And there’s 
a million things I haven’t done, 
but just you wait, just you wait…
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References to historical figures 
mentioned in the musical

Eliza: Angelica, tell this man John 
Adams spends the summer with 
his family.
Hamilton: Angelica, tell my wife 
John Adams doesn’t have a real 
job anyway.

References for disembedded or ex-
plicit explanations of administrative 
or historical nature

Burr: Alexander joins forces with 
James Madison and John Jay to 
write a series of essays defending 
the new United States Constitu-
tion, entitled The Federalist Papers.

References for embedded or implicit 
explanations of administrative or 
historical nature

Jefferson: I helped Lafayette draft 
a declaration, then I said, ‘I gotta 
go. I gotta be in Monticello.’ Now 
the work at home begins…
Jefferson: It says the President’s as-
sembling a cabinet and that I am to 
be the Secretary of State, great! And 
that I’m already Senate-approved…

Transcultural microcultural 
references

Hamilton: I trust you’ll understand 
the reference to another Scottish 
tragedy without my having to name 
the play. They think me Macbeth, 
and ambition is my folly, I’m a 
polymath, a pain in the ass, a massi-
ve pain, Madison is Banquo, Jeffer-
son’s Macduff. And Birnam Wood is 
Congress on its way to Dunsinane.
Hamilton; Hard rock like Lancelot
Hamilton: We roll like Moses clai-
ming our promised land

Microcultural references related 
to USA society without specific 
contextualisation

Hamilton: Sir… I heard your name 
at Princeton.
Burr: Hamilton, at the Constitution-
al Convention.
Washington: I want to warn against 
partisan fighting.
Hamilton: A bunch of revolutionary 
manumission abolitionists
Burr: ‘Someone’s gotta keep the 
American promise’
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References in metaphors Burr: How does Hamilton, the 
short-tempered, protean creator of 
the Coast Guard, […] destroy his 
reputation?

References in idioms or idiomatic 
forms of expression

Angelica: It’s Ben Franklin with a 
key and a kite!
Lee: Go back to plantin’ tobacco in 
Mount Vernon.

Transcultural references in 
idiomatic expressions

Jefferson: If the shoe fits, wear it.
Hamilton: Let’s hatch a plot blacker 
than the kettle callin’ the pot… 

Tab. 2 - Scale of transparency of CSRs (from the most to the least transparent)

5. Results: the translations of CSRs in the Italian subtitles 

The analysis is drawn according to the three criteria used for 
identifying CSRs: their type, the time they relate to, and their de-
gree of opacity. The translation will be observed in light of the 
strategies applied. These will be divided into two macro groups. 
One group will consist of all forms of what will be defined as di-
rect translations (Vinay, Darbelnet 1958; Vinay, Darbelnet 2002), 
such as loans, calques and other forms of literal translation (Díaz 
Cintas, Ramael 2007); the other will consist of oblique translation, 
used as a general term encompassing all translation solutions that 
diverge from direct strategies. Examples of the Disney+ Italian 
subtitles will be shared to highlight the most significant tendencies 
in the translation approach in light of the cultural and linguistic 
characteristics of the references and the context in which they ap-
pear. The hypothesis to verify is that the translation of CSRs moves 
alongside three aspects considered in the transparency scale: more 
transparent references, shared knowledge of the CSRs between 
source and target cultures, and linguistic or situational contexts 
that disambiguate the CSRs. More direct translation techniques 
will thus be expected to cluster on top of the scale, while more 
oblique forms will potentially be used for CSRs at its bottom.
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5.1. Forms of direct translation of CSRs

Direct forms of translation are prevalent for the historically 
loaded CSRs, which densely connote this musical. First, the his-
torical figures present or just mentioned in the musical are all loans 
from the source language. This also works for toponyms, as well 
as names of universities such as “Princeton” or “King’s College”, 
or well-renowned monuments like “Trinity Church”, which are 
also translated with other direct solutions, as in the case of the 
“Washington Monument” (Monumento a Washington). The same 
happens with the references used to contextualise the events nar-
rated; for example, “the election of 1800” and “the battle of York-
town 1781” are translated with calques: Le elezioni del 1800 and La 
battaglia di Yorktown.

Other direct translational approaches rely on the shared 
knowledge of certain references, presuming that the target audi-
ence has a foundational understanding of American culture and 
history. This assumption suggests that viewers can appreciate the 
musical without additional explanations. Examples include refer-
ences to historical events, such as the “Bill of Rights”, translated as 
Carta dei diritti into Italian, or cultural elements like the “Fourth 
of July”, rendered as 4 luglio. Similarly, references to institutions 
and functions, like “cabinet meeting” and “Treasury secretary”, 
are translated as riunione di governo and Ministro del Tesoro, re-
spectively. Some references to these categories are made explicit 
by contextualisation. In the case shown below, despite having a 
renowned reference to the event in Italian (Convenzione di Filadel-
fia), the translator decides to use the term Convenzione Federale. 
By replacing the term “constitutional” with federale, the country’s 
structure during those years is emphasised.

Burr: Hamilton, at the Constitutional Convention:
Hamilton: I was chosen for the Constitutional Convention.
Burr: There as a New York junior delegate.

Titles of works in the musical are translated using the common 
translation forms used in Italian. For example, Senso Comune di 
Thomas Paine or Il Federalista, which translates the reference to 
Hamilton’s work, presented by Burr.
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Despite being less likely known by an Italian audience, some 
references tend to be transparent for their didascalic structure and 
direct translations are applied here, too. The culturally-specific 
“Sons of Liberty” (Figli della libertà) refers to the clandestine or-
ganisation in the United States during the War of Independence, 
dedicated to safeguarding the colonists’ rights and opposing the 
English homeland along with its taxation laws. The same happens 
for “The Reynold’s Pamphlet” (l’Opuscolo di Reynolds), recognised 
as the first national sex scandal in U.S. political history since it 
consists of an extensively detailed confession written by Hamilton 
about his affair with the married woman Maria Reynolds. Still, 
along this line, we find a calque in the translation of the didas-
calic title “Free Thoughts on the proceedings of the Continental 
Congress” (Pensieri liberi sugli atti del Congresso Continentale), 
which indeed has a much longer title and is a pamphlet written 
by Samuel Seabury in 1774 to criticise the Continental Congress 
in defence of the British Crown. Interestingly, no form of institu-
tionalised translation into Italian was found for this work. What 
must be highlighted is that calques, even when occurring with di-
dascalic structures, do aid the disambiguation of the content of the 
work but are not necessarily enough for the entire understanding 
of some microcultural CSRs, which might remain ambiguous. To 
a lesser extent, this lack of knowledge could also belong to the 
American audience, just as in the case of “We hold these truths to 
be self-evident, that all men are created equal”, a famous sentence 
from the Declaration of Independence, also translated with direct 
strategies (Queste verità sono per sé evidenti, tutti gli uomini sono 
creati uguali). 

Díaz Cintas and Ramael (2007: 202) highlight that the trans-
parency level of calques differs. This might depend on different 
factors: the audience knows the historical and cultural specificity 
of the CSRs; the context or visuals provide assistance; subtitles’ 
space, which is limited for explanations and does not leave much 
room for glosses, amplification or addition. Mainly for historical 
and cultural references like those found in a historical musical, 
these strategies cannot encapsulate these CSRs’s entire commu-
nicative, symbolic, and often inferential value. These references 
might already be challenging for an American audience without 
sufficient historical background. 
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Another example of a calque translation not covering the in-
formation necessary for the audience to comprehend the CSRs 
entirely is “Betsy Ross’ flag” (la bandiera di Betsy Ross), the 13-
star flag of 1777. Of course, when Burr says: “Leave the battlefield 
waving Betsy Ross’ flag higher?” it is clear that he is referring to 
a distinctive kind of flag connected to American independence. 
However, the interpretation of the type and value of that symbol is 
left unexplained. Also in this case, the calque is the best option for 
subtitling translations of this passage, but it does not convey all the 
cultural value and content connected to the CSRs. Even the con-
cept of “veteran”, a person who has actively served in the military 
service and has received a discharge, commonly called veterano, is 
quite specific to American culture and not necessarily known by 
an Italian audience. Another evidence of the non-complete efficacy 
in the direct translations of these culturally loaded and microcul-
tural references, no matter how didascalic they are, is the particu-
lar case of “Ten Duel Commandments”, which gives the name to 
a song that creates the scenario to a duel involving John Laurens 
and Charles Lee by delineating the established rules for this type 
of murderous events. In effect, the actual formalities of the three 
duels portrayed in the musical are simplified in those command-
ments since 18th- and 19th-century American duels attended to 
the Irish Code Duello established in 1777, which consisted of 25 
rules. A historical inaccuracy follows because of an understand-
able avoidance of listing 25 commandments for time and space 
constraints. The peculiarity of this CSR lies in the fact that despite 
not referring precisely to an instance from American culture, it 
works as a connector to various cultural elements: the Irish Code 
Duello mentioned before, as well as the ten commandments of 
the Abrahamic religions, and the “Ten Crack Commandments”, 
a set of guidelines for illegal activities during the 1990s and a ho-
monymous song by the rapper Notorious B.I.G. Obviously, this 
complex type of reference triggers different levels of understand-
ing even in the American audience, so clearly, a calque into Italian 
will only partly be functional. Generally, however, these types of 
didascalically-structured CSRs do not seem to be translated with 
approaches different from literal translation.
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The occurrence of “American promise” was included among 
CSRs for its substantial historical and social value. In another case, 
the calque promessa americana may not convey its deep and complex 
symbolic and communicative value. The concept of promise origi-
nates from the commitment made by Constitution supporters to an-
tifederalists in 1781-88, which led to the Bill of Rights, comprising 
10 amendments incorporated into the Constitution in 1791 (Main 
1961), inspired by Jefferson and drafted by James Madison. It is in 
this historical background context that Burr, in the song 1789, with 
increasing feelings of rage and envy, declares seeing in Thomas Jef-
ferson an alternative to Hamilton and Washington, who is by some 
accused of not having respected the American promise (Smith 2012):

Burr: 1789.
How does the bastard orphan, immigrant decorated war vet unite 
the colonies through more debt? Fight the other founding fathers 
til he has to forfeit? Have it all, lose it all, you ready for more yet? 
Treasury Secretary. Washington’s the President, ev’ry American ex-
periment sets a precedent. Not so fast. Someone came along to resist 
him. Pissed him off until we had a two-party system. You haven’t 
met him yet, you haven’t had the chance, ‘cause he’s been kickin’ ass 
as the ambassador to France but someone’s gotta keep the American 
promise. You simply must meet Thomas. Thomas!

The translation of the CSRs is solved with a calque: Ma qual-
cuno deve mantenere la promessa americana. This may not necessar-
ily capture the reference’s profound and intricate symbolic signifi-
cance, which an American audience will more easily understand. 
In the absence of this knowledge, a viewer might more readily 
recall the perspective on America’s promise expressed in the fa-
mous speech delivered by Martin Luther King Jr. at the Lincoln 
Memorial in 1963:

When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of 
the Constitution and the declaration of Independence, they were si-
gning a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir. 
This note was a promise that all men would be guaranteed the inalie-
nable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. It is obvious 
today that America has defaulted on this promissory note insofar as 
her citizens of colour are concerned. Instead of honouring this sacred 
obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check which 
has come back marked “insufficient funds”.
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The challenges surrounding race and equity within the Ameri-
can promise are effectively conveyed through the bold decision 
to cast BIPOC individuals in the musical. The visual representa-
tion significantly enhances the various implications of “American 
promise”. However, a comprehensive understanding is challeng-
ing for American and Italian audiences, especially for the latter, if 
solely relying on a literal translation without a grasp of the cultural 
context. This implies that direct translation strategies, although 
placed within a context of transparency, are not always sufficient 
to disambiguate microcultural realia. The challenge extends be-
yond the target audience and might just as well involve the source 
audience. However, achieving a profound understanding of this 
type of CSR is equally challenging to reinforce through expan-
sion techniques or glosses due to the constraints of the subtitling 
context. 

5.2. Forms of oblique translation of CSRs

Following Vinay and Darbelnet’s taxonomy (1958, 2002), this 
study will use the term “oblique” as a superordinate for all transla-
tions deviating from direct strategies. 

Examining the translation in light of the diachronic interplay 
of the CSRs used, aligning with three overarching timelines as 
shown in Figure 3, this seems not to impact the translation strate-
gies adopted regarding the historical value of references per se. It 
is only worth mentioning that the translators wisely left the ref-
erence to “King’s College” as Hamilton’s university and did not 
change it into what it is called today, i.e. Columbia University. For 
example, the translations of the two examples mentioned above, 
“Sam Adams” and “ten-dollar founding father” do not convey 
specific themes related to their asynchronous connection to the 
narrative period. Nevertheless, reflections on the translation strat-
egies used can also be made in these cases. In the first instance, 
the entire propositional structure of the source text: “Two pints 
o’ Sam Adams, but I’m workin’ on three, uh!” is modulated as 
Ho già bevuto due birre. Adesso sono alla terza, entirely omitting 
the cultural reference, which would have probably been unclear to 
an Italian audience with little interest in beer types. It was sensi-
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ble not to substitute “Sam Adams” with another beer brand since 
this would have probably increased the anachronistic link with the 
time of narration.

Similarly, in the translation of “ten-dollar founding father”, no 
translation choices reveal consideration of Hamilton’s asynchro-
nous definition concerning the time setting in which the CSRs are 
placed. It is worth remembering that the musical’s protagonist was 
featured on the currency long after his death, and the ten-dollar 
bill itself was introduced in the USA only a few years before he 
died. Nevertheless, the chosen translation, Il padre fondatore da 
10 dollari enhances the derogative tone feebly hinted at by Burr 
in Hamilton’s presentation in the source text. The preposition da, 
which recalls the Italian expressions (cosa) da due lire and (cosa/
persona) da quattro soldi, is used to stress little economic value in 
objects and especially little moral value in people.

As for those CSRs included in the timeline, which are nur-
tured by diachronic choices leaning more towards contemporary 
language uses and marked by an informal register, it is worth men-
tioning the example of the translation of “bucks” in the song about 
Hamilton’s love affair, Say no to this.

Hamilton: I gave her thirty bucks that I had socked away, she lived a 
block away, she said:
Maria: “This one’s mine, sir”.

The term dollari was chosen to translate “bucks” (Le ho dato 
30 dollari che avevo da parte). This substitution inevitably deter-
mines some level of semantic reduction since the source term has a 
distinct connotation rooted in colloquial language, aligning seam-
lessly with the stylistic register demanded by the musical genre em-
braced in the production. Opting for “dollari” instead of “bucks”, 
the translation leans towards an option that lacks the diastratic 
and diaphasic nuances inherent in the original term.

In line with the transparency scale outlined above, translation-
al phenomena leaning towards oblique strategies seem to cluster 
when CSRs are used in more opaque visual and verbal contexts, 
like microcultural references about U.S. society, integrated into 
metaphors, citations embedded in idioms or idiomatic expressions, 
or even idiomatic expressions featuring transcultural or informal 
CSRs.
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For example, in the text, we can find some degree of explicita-
tion in the translation of “revolutionary manumission abolition-
ists”, another historically loaded reference. Manumission pertains 
to an enslaver setting enslaved people free, whereas abolition in-
volves government actions; the semantic value of the noun phrase 
is redundant in that both manumission and abolition imply libera-
tion from slavery. An Italian viewer needs to have a decent degree 
of historical knowledge of American history to interpret the refer-
ence fully. The translation tends to aid comprehension by chang-
ing the syntactic structure and adding some elements: rivoluzion-
ari pro manomissione e abolizionisti. The modifier “revolutionary” 
becomes a noun, the head of the phrase in Italian, which disam-
biguates the bulk of content held in this strip of language, that is, 
the fact that these people are revolutionaries in their propositions. 
The addition of the preposition pro explicates what these revolu-
tionaries were trying to reach, and the conjunction “and”, despite 
maintaining the redundancy of the source form, stresses the differ-
ent nuances of this form of revolutionary attempts.

Substitution is used in the chosen translation for “partisan 
fighting”, which Washington uses in the song One last time to warn 
Hamilton against the risks of having Jefferson in command as a 
future president of the USA. The Italian subtitles express “par-
tisan fighting” with lotte intestine, a hypernym term for internal 
strife, especially during social or political upheaval periods involv-
ing individuals with opposing beliefs. By choosing this term, the 
translators have evidently tried to prevent potential confusion in 
the Italian audience with the existing term lotte partigiane, which 
automatically connects to the Second World War era, during 
which there was significant involvement in the partisan resistance 
against fascism. In effect, Washington is referring to a completely 
different rebellion that occurred soon before the resignation of 
Jefferson, the subject of the discussed song, in 1793, and it is to 
this kind of partisan fighting that Washington is referring. One of 
the prevalent misconceptions regarding the American Revolution 
(Wood 2002; Griffin 2013) is the belief that everything concluded 
with the British surrender at Yorktown, Virginia, in October 1781. 
In reality, those Americans who had sympathised with the British 
and remained Loyalists received the news with bitter resentment. 
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South Carolina, in particular, experienced an escalation in hos-
tile incidents, where families faced harassment. Partisan raiders 
claimed dozens of lives.

Consistently with the scale of transparency, oblique strategies 
are traceable in the expression “In God we trust”, which was ana-
lysed above in terms of the connection to the time frame in which 
the story is told. The United States motto could have been easily 
translated with a direct strategy like Confidiamo in Dio. Still, the 
translators decided to concentrate the message of the Italian ver-
sion only on the implication of that expression in English: Ritenia-
mo che abbia luogo, l’azione. As highlighted earlier, in saying “in 
God, we trust”, Burr prematurely foreshadows what would later 
become the motto of the United States to allude to the illicit con-
cealment of the negotiation topics by the politicians involved. The 
chosen expression translates only the locutionary act of the mes-
sage, partially weakening it and entirely omitting its illocutionary 
force. The weakening lies also in the selected syntactic structure. 
Although the focus of the propositional unit is enhanced by way 
of the extraposition of the subject of the noun clause, l’azione, the 
expression riteniamo che might probably have been more func-
tional through the use of a more frequent dubitative expression 
like chissà cosa è successo davvero. Moreover, the subject of the verb 
riteniamo aims to include the audience, but the comprehension 
might not be as straightforward.

The CSR “King’s Men” is also translated with oblique tech-
niques. In the song Right Hand Man, where plans are made for the 
fight for independence, Hamilton suggests hiring: “Some King’s 
men who might let some things slide”. “King’s Men” refers spe-
cifically to those who support the British cause in the American 
Revolution. The Italian translation involves the use of the hyper-
nym infiltrate, and no mention or rearrangement of the American 
cultural reference is made: Ci servono degli infiltrati. Uomini pronti 
a farsi sfuggire cose.

“So sing a song of sixpence” includes two CSRs: the Eng-
lish currency and the reference to an eighteenth-century nursery 
rhyme. The inclusion of this reference in the song “Stay alive” is to 
be found in the song’s context. It addresses how merchants failed 
to support the American army with war equipment, showing fa-
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vouritism towards the English and accepting money exclusively 
from them. The king in the nursery rhyme might symbolise the 
affluent English royals who were well-prepared for the colonial 
war, in contrast to the struggling U.S. army:

Hamilton: I have never seen the General so despondent. I have ta-
ken over writing all his correspondence. Congress writes, “George, 
attack the British forces”. I shoot back, we have resorted to eating 
our horses. Local merchants deny us equipment, assistance, they only 
take British money, so sing a song of sixpence.

The translation results in a semantic reduction in that it in-
volves choosing the more general term scellino (I mercanti locali 
non ci danno alcuna assistenza. Accettano solo denaro inglese, Glo-
ria allo scellino), leading to the omission of the specific cultural 
context associated with the English nursery rhyme. However, the 
choice of scellino maintains a connection to the British kingdom. 
The decision is supposedly influenced by the time and space con-
straints of subtitling and the consideration of the potential lack of 
understanding by the new audience.

Overall, replacing culture-specific references with more famil-
iar ones for the target audience does not seem to be prevalent in 
the Disney+ translation of Hamilton. It is worth citing the case of 
transposition with the translation of “seven feet” as a pochi metri. 
Rather than a complete transposition of the measurement (2.1 me-
ters), the decision was made to simplify by excluding the precise 
numerical value, potentially to enhance fluidity and reduce speci-
ficity, but determining a loss of semantic precision. 

Navigating towards references embedded in idioms or idi-
omatic expressions, we encounter a higher occurrence of oblique 
strategies on the transparency scale. Another example of transpo-
sition, for instance, is Lee’s expression when hoping Washington 
would leave command.

Lee: The best thing he can do for the revolution is turn n’ go back to 
plantin’ tobacco in Mount Vernon.

translated into Italian with:

Lee: Se vuol fare qualcosa per la rivoluzione, torni a Mount Vernon 
alla sua piantagione.
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If the ethnographic reference “Mount Vernon” is rendered 
with a loan, the expression plantin’ “tobacco” is reduced to the 
one-word expression piantagione, which directly connects to the 
mental framework of the Italian audience of enslaved Africans 
working on American plantations of the South. Still, it loses the 
specific reference to the type of plantations, tobacco, which in-
creases the cultural specificity of the reference.

In the third song of the musical, “My Shot”, as Hamilton en-
courages his new allies to fight for their shared cause, he employs 
an interesting idiomatic expression with transcultural references: 
“Let’s hatch a plot blacker than the kettle callin’ the pot” (Spears 
2005: 513). The phrase ingeniously plays with the idiom, “the pot 
calling the kettle black”, implying hypocrisy. While the lyrics 
creatively twist this idiom, its meaning could involve wordplay re-
lated to “hatch a plot” (making a plan) and the various meanings 
of “blacker”. It is important to note that interpretations may vary. 
Still, this expression might cleverly allude to U.S. historical events 
marked by hypocrisy and the casting of actors of colour in roles 
traditionally portrayed by white figures, symbolising the Ameri-
can melting pot. What is retained in the Italian translation, Elabo-
riamo una trama più nera della pece (“let’s hatch a plot blacker than 
pitch”), is relatively limited compared to the nuanced meanings 
suggested in the English expression. The reference to the original 
idiom is lost, given its cultural and linguistic specificity. Moreover, 
there is no alternative CSR for the term “pot” and its supposed 
connection to the melting pot. The term pece (pitch) substitutes 
for “kettle”, still allowing for a reference to the black community.

Some reflections can be drawn in regards to the idiomatic ex-
pression “Ben Franklin with a key and a kite” that Angelica pro-
nounces in the song Satisfied as follows:

Angelica: So this is what it feels like to match wits with someone at 
your level! What the hell is the catch? It’s the feeling of freedom, of 
seein’ the light, it’s Ben Franklin with a key and a kite! You see it, 
right?

The idiom references a historical figure of the time. Despite 
Benjamin Franklin’s significant historical role as one of the found-
ing fathers, he is mentioned limitedly in the musical, probably 
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because his influence on Hamilton’s life and career might not 
have been prominent. Besides contributing to US independence, 
Franklin is famous for his Key Experiment, which involved inves-
tigating lightning and electricity using a key and a kite. When An-
gelica says: “You see it, right?” only one of several lanterns hanging 
from the lighting grid lights up, creating a sense of the electric 
atmosphere during her first meeting with Hamilton. The idiom’s 
translation is as follows: Vedi la luce. È Ben Franklin con una chiave 
e un aquilone. Unlike other idiomatic expressions featuring CSRs, 
this one is translated with a direct method. Additionally, the ex-
pression “You see it, right?” is omitted, likely due to the subtitle’s 
redundancy and space constraints. Translating this expression into 
a different set of cultural and, especially, historical references that 
would be more transparent for an Italian audience could have been 
challenging for the translators. However, even for an American 
audience, interpreting this expression might pose difficulties, as it 
requires a certain level of knowledge about Franklin and general 
U.S. history. Consequently, these direct strategies only partially 
mitigate the opacity for the Italian audience.

An example of the presence of transcultural CSRs embedded 
in idiomatic expressions linked to the historical events and inter-
pretations narrated is “If the shoe fits, wear it”, uttered by Jefferson 
in the song Cabinet Battle #1 while expressing his discontent with 
Hamilton’s proposal to create a national bank and assume state 
debt to help out the central government gather some money and 
pay off all the states’ debts. Jefferson reacts like this: 

Jefferson: Ooh, if the shoe fits, wear it. If New York’s in debt why 
should Virginia bear it?

The idiomatic expression is used to convey to someone that 
they should accept criticism from others, but this meaning is en-
tirely different in the Italian translation that follows:

Jefferson: Mostrateci la vostra vera faccia. Se New York è indebitata, 
perché fa pagare la Virginia?

The rearrangement of the source text paves the way for a 
different interpretation of Jefferson’s communicative intentions. 
Mostrateci la vostra vera faccia is, in fact, a figurative way of asking 
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someone to reveal their true intentions, character, or nature. It is 
used when there is suspicion or doubt about someone’s sincerity or 
when one wants transparency and honesty from another person. 
Also, the reference to the shoe is reinforced by Hamilton when 
later he says:

Hamilton: Hey, turn around, bend over, I’ll show you where my 
shoe fits.

This expression serves to make Hamilton reinforce his point 
that the only reason Jefferson’s state was not in debt was that it en-
slaved people. The translation into Italian this time transposes the 
meaning by recalling an idiom with an expletive tone but reiterat-
ing the misuse of the reference to the shoe:

Hamilton: Ve lo dico io dove mettere le vostre teorie.

6. Conclusions

This research aimed to explore the prevalent nature of cul-
tural references in the musical Hamilton, their transparency for 
both American and Italian audiences, and the translation strate-
gies employed, considering the target culture specificities and the 
constraints of subtitles. The study identified a considerable use of 
“historically loaded” references, deeply embedded with cultural 
weight. A diachronic analysis revealed an intertwining of CSR 
choices along three macro-areas intersecting the musical’s unfold-
ing: the time of the narrated story, the time of narration, and an 
intermediate area with a common diachronic connotation. Most 
CSRs lacked a specific diachronic connotation, aligning seam-
lessly with the historical essence of the musical, stressing the natu-
ral connection between present and past. Some CSRs associated 
with the time of narration involve linguistic variations, establish-
ing a contrast with the historical characters, which contributes to 
the modernisation of historical figures, likely aimed at fostering 
a greater sense of identification with the plot. Additionally, some 
CSRs in this category serve as indicators of future events.

The “historically loaded” and “scholarly” CSRs in Hamilton 
present challenges in transparency, especially for audiences unfa-
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miliar with the American context. A transparency scale was de-
vised to analyse the translation into Italian, showcasing the versa-
tility of references in serving various purposes, from establishing 
historical context to infusing cultural richness and linguistic flair. 
Each category signifies a nuanced level of transparency in address-
ing historical, cultural, and scholarly dimensions. The analysis was 
conducted based on the three criteria used to identify CSRs: the 
type of CSR, the time it pertains to, and its degree of opacity.

The research scrutinised translation strategies, distinguishing 
between direct methods of translation (loans, calques, and literal 
translations) and oblique ones. Direct forms of translation pre-
vailed for more transparent contexts of showcasing those histori-
cally loaded references whose comprehension can rely on shared 
knowledge. It is the case of references aimed at locating events 
within the narrative timeline and providing descriptive details; 
historical figures, both those actively involved in the musical’s plot 
and others mentioned; explicit explanations of historical events, 
either disembedded or embedded within the narrative; contextu-
alised microcultural references. 

Oblique strategies clustered around more opaque contexts, 
such as microcultural references without contextualisation, espe-
cially those encompassing U.S. society, references in metaphors 
and idioms.

Findings indicate that, despite the transparency of the context, 
direct translation strategies might not consistently suffice to elu-
cidate microcultural CSRs, impacting both the target and source 
audiences. Furthermore, the constraints within the subtitling con-
text pose challenges for disambiguation. 

One limitation of this study lies in the lack of comparison with 
the CSRs used in some other types of historical musicals and their 
translation, which opens new avenues of research. However, the 
findings emphasise the role of shared knowledge, context assis-
tance, and limited subtitle space in influencing translation choices. 
The nuanced approach in the analysis sheds light on the multifac-
eted complexity of translating historically and culturally rich refer-
ences, especially in a historical musical like Hamilton. 



129

LTO - Lingua e testi di oggi

Acknowledgements

My initial interest in Hamilton was sparked by the enthusiasm 
of my students for the musical, particularly graduate student Vir-
ginia Di Carlo, who explored the subject in her Master’s thesis at 
the University for Foreigners of Siena, taking the initial steps with 
me in this research area. As she conceived and drafted her work, 
the reflections I offered to enhance Virginia’s analytical perspec-
tive paved the way for the research I later pursued autonomously, 
presented here. It is only fair to express gratitude to Virginia for 
introducing me to Hamilton and allowing me to review her initial 
findings, which contributed to my work.

Bibliography

Aixelá F. J., 1996, “Culture-specific items in translation”, in R. Ál-
varez and M. Carmen-África Vidal (eds.), Translation Power 
Subversion, Multilingual Matters, Clevedon, pp. 52-78.

Bernstein R. B., 2009, The Founding Fathers Reconsidered, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford.

Caimi A., Perego E., 2002, “Sottotitolazione: lo stato dell’arte”, 
RILA – Rassegna Italiana di Linguistica Applicata vol. 34 (I-II), 
pp. 19-51.

Canós R. A., 1999, Traducción y doblaje: palabras, voces e imágenes, 
Ariel, Barcelona.

Chiaro D., 2009, “Issues in audiovisual translation”, in J. Munday 
(ed.), The Routledge Companion to Translation Studies, Routled-
ge, London, pp. 141-165.

Clinton J.D., Meirowitz A., 2002, “The Fruit of Jefferson’s Din-
ner Party: Roll Call Analysis of the Compromise of 1790 
with Substantive and Relational Constraints”, Conferen-
ce Proceedings of the Centre for the Study of Democratic 
Politics, July 12 2002, in https://scholar.googleusercon-
tent.com/scholar?q=cache:n_ Juu4rK8IIJ:scholar.google.
com/&hl=it&as_sdt=0,5 (ultima consultazione 20/12/2023).

Dìaz Cintas J., Remael A., 2007, Audiovisual Translation: Subtitling, 
St. Jerome Publishing, Manchester.



130

Emilia Petrocelli

Di Carlo V., 2023, Gli elementi culturospecifici nella traduzione 
audiovisiva: Hamilton, il musical, Tesi magistrale nel corso di 
laurea magistrale in scienze linguistiche e comunicazione in-
terculturale, Università per Stranieri di Siena.

Finkel A.M., 1962, “Ob avtoperevode”, Teorija i Kritika Perevo-
da, Leningrad, Izdatel’stvo Leningradskogo universiteta vol. 1, 
pp. 104-125.

Gottlieb H., 1994, “Subtitling: diagonal translation”, Perspectives: 
Studies in Translatology vol. 1 (2), pp. 101-121.

Gottlieb H., 2009, “Subtitling against the current: Danish con-
cepts, English minds”, in J. Díaz Cintas (ed.), New Trends in Au-
diovisual Translation, Multilingual Matters, Bristol, pp. 21-43.

Griffin P., 2013, “American Revolution”, in The Wiley-Blackwell 
Encyclopedia of Social and Political Movements, Wiley Online 
libraries, pp. 1-9.

Guinot S.L., 2001, Subtitulació i referents culturals. La traducciócom 
a mitjà d’adquisició de representacions socials, PhD thesis, Uni-
versitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Barcelona.

Guttmann R., 2022, “A Short History of the Dollar Standard”, in 
Multi-Polar Capitalism, Macmillan, Palgrave, pp. 73-116.

Ivir V., 1987, “Procedures and strategies for the translation of cul-
ture”, Indian Journal of Applied Linguistics vol. 13 (2), pp. 35-46.

Leemets H., 1992, “Translating the ‘untranslatable’ words”, in H. 
Tommola, K. Varantola, T. Salmi-Tolonen, J. Schopp (eds.), Pa-
pers Submitted to the 5th EURALEX International Congress on 
Lexicography, in Tampere, Finland, Part 2, University of Tam-
pere, Tampere, pp. 473-478.

Leppihalme R., 2001, “Translation strategies for realia”, in P. Kukko-
nen, R. Hartama-Heinonen (eds.), Mission, Vision, Strategies, 
and Values, Helsinki University Press, Helsinki, pp. 139-148.

Leppihalme R., 2011, “Realia”, in Y. Gambier, L. van Doorslaer 
(eds.), Handbook of Translations Studies, Benjamins, Amster-
dam, pp. 126-130.

Lienesch M., 2019, “‘In God We Trust’: The US National Motto 
and the Contested Concept of Civil Religion”, Religions vol. 
10 (5), p. 340.

Main J.T., 1961, The Antifederalists: Critics of the Constitution, 1781-
1788, University of North Carolina Press.



131

LTO - Lingua e testi di oggi

McCarter J., Miranda L.M., 2016, Hamilton – The Revolution, Lit-
tle Brown, London.

Pedersen J., 2005, “How is culture rendered in subtitles”, in MuTra 
2005 – Challenges of Multidimensional Translation, Conference 
Proceedings, vol. 18.

Pedersen J., 2011, Subtitling Norms for Television: An exploration 
focusing on extralinguistic cultural references, Benjamins, Am-
sterdam.

Ramière N., 2006, “Reaching a foreign audience: cultural transfers 
in audiovisual translation”, The Journal of Specialised Transla-
tion vol. 6, pp. 152-166.

Ranzato I., 2010, La traduzione audiovisiva: analisi degli elementi 
culturospecifici, Bulzoni, Roma.

Ranzato I., 2014, “Period television drama: culture specific and 
time specific references in translation for dubbing”, in M. Pa-
vesi, M. Formentelli, E. Ghia (eds.), The languages of dubbing. 
Mainstream audiovisual translation in Italy, Peter Lang, Bern, 
pp. 217-242.

Ranzato I., 2016, Translating Culture Specific References on Televi-
sion: The Case of Dubbing, Routledge, New York/London.

Ruokonen M., 2010, Cultural and Textual Properties in the Transla-
tion and Interpretation of Allusions: An Analysis of Allusions 
in Dorothy L. Sayers’ Detective Novels Translated into Finnish 
in the 1940s and the 1980s, PhD thesis, University of Turku, 
Turku.

Smith T., 2012, A Pact with the Devil: Washington’s Bid for World 
Supremacy and the Betrayal of the American Promise, Routled-
ge, New York/London.

Spears R., 2005, Dictionary of American Idioms and Phrasal Verbs, 
The McGraw-Hill Companies, New York.

Vinay J.P., Darbelnet J., 1958, Stylistique Comparée du Français et 
de l’Anglais, Didier, Paris.

Vinay J.P., Darbelnet J., 2002, “A Methodology for Translation”, 
in L. Venuti (ed.), The Translation Studies Reader, Routledge, 
London, pp. 128-137.

Vlahov S., Sider F., 1969, “Neperovodimoe v perevode. Realii”, 
Masterstvo perevoda 6, pp. 432-456.

Wood G. S., 2002, The American Revolution: A History, Modern 
Library, New York.


