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Abstract: In this paper I briefly illustrate the development of the corpus-based
approach to the study of spoken language interpreting. Drawing on the seminal works
by Miriam Shlesinger (1998) and Robin Setton (2011), I describe the main challenges
and opportunities that have been found in interpreting corpora, from the early studies,
based on small data sets analyzed manually, to more recent ones in which larger,
machine-readable corpora have been created. In particular, I present two major corpus-
based projects concerning simultaneous interpreting at the European Parliament and
at international medical conferences held in Italy. The two projects led to the creation
of the European Parliament Interpreting Corpus (EPIC) and the Directionality in
Simultaneous Interpreting Corpus (DIRSI) respectively. Similar methodological
challenges can be related to each setting, but the fundamental differences in data
access and the specific features of the communicative situations considered provide
for alternative solutions. These are described together with the opportunities afforded

by interpreting corpora in terms of research, teaching, and professional practice.

Key Words: corpus-based research; conference interpreting; simultaneous

interpreting; methodology.

1. The corpus-based approach

Computer technology has been having a profound impact on the development of
different academic fields, including linguistics. For linguists, the computer and the
Internet have paved the way to analyzing larger datasets in a systematic fashion, to

the extent that it would be impossible to process them with the naked eye (Biber et
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al. 1998). As reported by Laviosa (2011), such an unprecedented opportunity found
fertile ground in (written) translation studies at the beginning of the 1990s (e.g.
Baker, 1993), became an established research paradigm in the second half of the same
decade, and then started to spread across languages and cultures from the beginning
of the new millennium. This expansion continues to open new research directions
(Fantinuoli and Zanettin, 2015) and has also begun to inform translation training and
practice (Bernardini and Castagnoli, 2008).

Due to the intrinsic difficulties in gathering, transcribing and making spoken (and
sign-language) data available in electronic form, the corpus-based approach began to
be considered some time later in interpreting studies. Regrettably, this gap between
corpus-based translation research and corpus-based interpreting research has yet to be
closed, as is evident in the still limited examples of corpus use in interpreter training,
not to mention interpreting practice. Nevertheless, much progress has been made since
interpreting scholars started considering this approach, as can be appreciated in the
works by Shlesinger (1998) and Setton (2011) which can be considered milestones in

the development of this paradigm.

CIS: The Beginning

Probably the first paper about the idea of extending the corpus-based methodology
to interpreting, as well as using already available monolingual corpora in experimental
studies was published by Miriam Shlesinger in 1998. In this seminal work, Shlesinger
emphasizes “the potential to use large, machine-readable corpora to arrive at global
inferences about the interpreted text” (ibid.: 2), taking inspiration from years of
successful research in corpus-based translation studies.

Transcribing spoken language data and representing relevant nonverbal features
are singled out as critical obstacles to the creation (and distribution) of large
corpora. Notwithstanding these drawbacks, which have been tackled in a number
of ways (see below), Shlesinger promotes the use of interpreting corpora as they
can be valuable tools within the realm of descriptive studies. In particular, multiple
research opportunities may come from the use of comparable or parallel corpora. The
former compare different data sets produced in the same language but in different

conditions (e.g. as original speeches; as interpreted speeches using different modes;
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as written source texts; as translations); the latter compare source texts or speeches
and their target versions as a result of the interpreting (or translation) process. The
two perspectives can yield insight into general and specific features of language
production, translation modes and language direction. In addition, experimental
research may also benefit from the use of corpora. As suggested by Shlesinger, already
available corpora can be queried to obtain source texts (or particular strings of texts)

for running experiments and testing hypotheses.

A Flourishing Offshoot

More than ten years after Shlesinger’s paper, in which CIS are seen “as an
offshoot of corpus-based translation studies” (ibid.), Robin Setton (2011) published a
chapter which provides a broad overview of several corpus-based research projects,
including more than 20 works across several language combinations, directions,
and modes. Some of these projects were carried out long before Shlesinger’s call —
examples of this kind range from Oléron and Nanpon (1965) to Pochhacker (1994)
and in some cases there is no more availability of transcripts or recordings. In fact,
part of the projects reported in the overview are based on manual analysis and do not
take advantage of automatic extraction of occurrences as is normally the case in corpus
linguistics-aided investigations. Overall, Setton’s overview shows that the notion
of corpus'! was initially upheld to underscore the empirical nature of these studies,
which are based on authentic instances of interpreter-mediated communication and
not on introspection alone or artificially generated stimuli. As outlined in Bendazzoli
and Sandrelli (2009), the development of CIS includes such initial efforts still
oriented to manual analysis, early machine-readable corpora (with digital recordings
and transcripts in electronic form), and fully-fledged electronic corpora (indexed for
computerized queries). The two CIS projects presented below in greater detail belong
to the third group of corpora. Both EPIC and DIRSI are available in electronic form
and have been designed in a way to be accessible (or easily adjustable) via multiple

query tools.

2. From EPIC to DIRSI: similar challenges, different solutions

In this section I compare and contrast the methodological choices made to
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overcome similar obstacles in the creation of two interpreting corpora, i.e. EPIC and
DIRSI. The obstacles under consideration are related to the following steps in corpus
building:

1. Corpus design

2. Data collection

3. Transcription

4. Markup and annotation

5. Alignment

6. Access

These steps are adapted from the guidelines put forward by Thompson (2005)
with reference to the creation of spoken language corpora. Thompson’s guidelines
only include steps 2, 3, 4, and 6, and were supplemented with further steps on the
basis of the experience gained in the creation of the two corpora mentioned above.

It must be specified that the two projects started at different times and on different
assumptions. The EPIC project began in 2004 and involved a research group of
scholars with expertise in a number of fields, such as interpreting studies, translation
studies, and computational linguistics, with two to three members dedicated full time
to it (Monti et al. 2005; Russo et al. 2012). The DIRSI corpus is the result of a PhD
project which lasted four years (Bendazzoli, 2010; 2012) with the collaboration of
many colleagues, in particular the Computational Linguistics Lab of the Universidad
Auténoma in Madrid (Spain). In both projects the focus is on professional

simultaneous interpreting between spoken languages.

Corpus design

Both EPIC and DIRSI are in fact a collection of multiple sub-corpora representing
original and interpreted language. EPIC is a trilingual corpus and consists of 9 sub-
corpora: 3 sub-corpora of source speeches (Italian, English, Spanish) and 6 sub-
corpora of target speeches as a result of all the possible combinations and directions
between the three languages involved; DIRSI is a bilingual corpus and includes 4 sub-
corpora: 2 sub-corpora of source speeches in Italian and English and 2 sub-corpora of
relevant target speeches into English and into Italian.

It is clear that the number of languages, together with the Translation modality
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and modes represented in a corpus impact on the overall design and structure of the
corpus itself. Typically, when simultaneous interpreting is provided, participants
are required to use a microphone, speak one at a time, and follow a commonly
shared protocol. Failing to comply with these “rules” would create disruption in
the interpreter-mediated communication and is likely to force the interpreters to
warn the audience and the speakers about this. Given the monologic and, above all,
institutionalized (Heritage, 1995: 408) nature of the speech events recorded in EPIC
and DIRSI, each participant’s turn would match the beginning and the end of a ratified
speech event, which could be treated separately from the speech events preceding and
following it in constructing the corpus. On the other hand, in case of really dialogic
interaction (in the sense of spontaneous and not as pre-organized beforehand as is the
case in parliamentary debates and conference proceedings), a similar separation of
each participant’s turn is hardly manageable and a larger section of the communicative
event must be considered to account for possible overlapping, latching, and other
conversational features typical of unregulated (or simply less regulated) talk where
the floor is “locally managed” (Sacks et al. 1974: 725). This is the reason why Q&A
sessions are not represented in DIRSI. Though they form part of the conference
proceedings under consideration, they had to be excluded due to the highly interactive
and quasi-spontaneous nature of many of the exchanges that took place in them.
Conversely, EP debates are much more regulated with precise rules for the allocation
of speaking time * and management of the floor as “single person floor” and “one
prime speaker floor” (Hayashi, 1996: 70-71). There are cases of overlapping speech,
but these are more the exception than the rule.

The inclusion of audio/video recordings for possible alignment to the textual part
of the corpus also plays a significant role in shaping the organization of materials
to be subsequently queried or referenced to. It is thus necessary to adopt a coherent
system in naming the different files, so as to retrieve them easily and to be able to
gain some basic information just by reading the file names. The following examples
show the naming system adopted in EPIC and DIRSI respectively. Table 1 and Table 2
detail the items included in each system. Example 1 is taken from an EPIC source text
delivered in English on 10 February 2014, in the morning sitting, which is interpreted

into Italian and into Spanish, and can be found at the beginning of the official
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verbatim report for that day (since it is assigned number 005).

Example 1:
10-02-04-m-005-org-en
10-02-04-m-005-int-en-it
10-02-04-m-005-int-en-es

Table 1: File Naming System in EPIC

Date DD-MM-YY
Morning / afternoon sitting m/p
Reference number from verbatim report™ 000

Text type org / int

(original or interpretation)

Language it/en/es
(for source texts only)

Language direction int-en-it / int-it-en / int-es-it
(for target texts only) int-en-es / int-it-es / int-es-en

The system used to name DIRSI files is largely based on the one used for EPIC,
but with some adjustments and further additions. In Example 2, the corpus name
is also displayed; the date is written in reverse order; city and conference codes
are added to identify quickly the materials in the multimedia archive; the language
direction also provides information about the directionality: small caps are used to
indicate the interpreter’s B language (i.e. active working language) whereas capital
letters are used to indicate the interpreter’s A language (i.e. native language). Since
all the interpreters represented in DIRSI work in both directions!®, this distinguishing

feature needed to be recorded and displayed.
Example 2:

DIRSI-2006-05-20-VR-CFF4-001-org-it
DIRSI-2006-05-20-VR-CFF4-001-int-it-EN

139

W A indd 139 $

16-10-8 F42:11 (



b

INTRODUCING CORPORA IN INTERPRETING STUDIES: FROM EPIC TO DIRSI

Table 2: File Naming System in DIRSI

Corpus name DIRSI
Date YYYY-MM-DD
City code (VR, FC, etc.)

onference code X R , etc.
Confi d (CFF4, CFFs, ELSA )
Progressive number"' 000
Text type org / int

(original or interpretation)

Language it/en
(for source texts only)

Language direction and directionality int-en-1T / int-IT-en
(for target texts only) int EN-it / int-it-EN

Despite being the first step in the corpus compilation process, many of the
methodological choices made to design the two corpora could be fully defined only
after transcribing some of the recordings and becoming more familiar with the data,

thus revisiting previous steps already made in the initial part of the projects.

Data collection

Gathering data from interpreter-mediated communicative situations has always
been a difficult task. However, technological innovation and better informed
approaches have made it easier for scholars to obtain data either directly or indirectly.
The world wide web, for instance, now gives access to a wide range of conferences,
festivals (e.g. Bani, 2016), lectures, and other events mediated by interpreters. This
is the case of the European Parliament and its video library, in which all the plenary
sittings held since April 2006 are stored and can be downloaded. Unfortunately,
this incredible resource was not available at the time of the EPIC project, so it was
necessary to videorecord EP debates broadcast by satellite TV channel EbS. Four TV
sets were used (one to record the original channel, one to record the English booth,
one for the Italian booth and one for the Spanish booth). In total, 140 videotapes
(lasting 4 hours each) were collected after recording the plenary sittings held in
February, March, April, and July 2004. All the videotapes were then digitized and the
resulting files were edited to extract the clips of the relevant speeches delivered in
the three languages under study. Despite having indirect access, plenty of contextual

information could be gained about the communicative situation at stake, the
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participants involved, the procedures regulating the allocation of speaking time and,
more generally, the organization of the debates.

In order to collect data from international conferences in Italy, direct access to the
communicative situation was deemed the best option. This entailed an ethnographic
approach through fieldwork and direct involvement as a practisearcher (Gile ,1994;
see also Bendazzoli, 2016). Recording equipment consisted of two laptops, one
connected to the conference room audio system (for the source speeches) and one
inside the booth (alternatively a small digital recorder could be used). Contextual
information had to be gathered on the spot and through the conference organizers, so
as to know more about the participants and the content of their presentations.

Being involved in most of these events both as a fieldwork researcher and as
a practicing interpreter has advantages and drawbacks. The main advantage is to
be granted full access to the contents, the participants and, most importantly, to the
backstage of the communicative situation. However, one needs to be well trained to
be able to oversee all the research-related tasks and the assignment-related ones. In
DIRSI only audiorecordings were obtained, though the size and memory capacity
of current cameras are likely to ease even more the collection of video data in most
settings.

It is important to specify that the principle of transparency in the European
Parliament and the public nature of the events recorded for DIRSI did not pose serious
problems of confidentiality. Other settings may raise greater obstacles due to the need
to anonymize participants or pieces of information, and this should be reflected in a
more detailed consent form which could actually discourage participants from taking

part in a study (Metzger and Roy, 2011).

Transcription

For a spoken (or sign language) corpus to be suitable for analysis, be it with
or without computerized tools, the data must be transcribed. Of all the necessary
activities to compile a corpus, transcribing remains time-consuming and has a bearing
on the overall size of interpreting corpora. In fact, large spoken corpora do exist,
e.g. the spoken part of the British National Corpus is 10 million words and is now

being further expanded and updated (Dembry and Love, 2015). However, very large
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corpora projects such as the BNC usually count on considerable funding and teams
of professional transcribers. This is not the case in interpreting studies, as only small,
or relatively small, and specialized corpora have been created so far. It is also true
that the extent to which communication is mediated by an interpreter is far more
limited compared to non-mediated communication in absolute terms, but this should
not discourage interpreting scholars from aiming at bigger data. In this respect, the
European Parliament is an impressive source of data, though the results obtained
from looking at this setting should not be generalized to represent what happens in
simultaneous interpreting also in other settings.

A fundamental observation to bear in mind when transcribing spoken language
is that the final product, i.e. the transcript, is a selection of features from the verbal
and nonverbal dimensions of communication, and this selection already implies
methodological and theoretical choices on the part of the transcriber (Brown and Yule,
1983: 11ft.). Given the great amount of data recorded in the EPIC project, it was clear
from the very beginning that it was not possible to represent many nonverbal features.
Thus an orthographic transcription with a basic level of annotation was devised (see
below).

Moreover, to speed up the transcription process, the verbatim reports of the
debates were used as a first draft, which was then revised to fully match the spoken
delivery of each source speech; the target texts produced by the interpreters were
transcribed by means of speech recognition software, with the transcriber listening to
the recording and repeating it aloud (the three transcribers involved were all trained
in simultaneous interpreting and were thus able to perform ‘shadowing’). Speech
recognition software was also used to transcribe the recordings for DIRSI, but in this
case there was no verbatim report to be used as a first draft for the source speeches.
The availability of the conference programs, the power point presentations and field
notes came particularly handy to disambiguate unclear names or technical terms.
As pointed out earlier, even the transcription procedure could be fully defined after
dealing with part of the data using a sort of trial and error approach. In EPIC, the
availability of the verbatim reports guided some of the methodological choices, which
were then carried over to the procedure developed in DIRSI. More specifically, a

first draft of all the speech events in a conference session was made first, so as to
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number each of them and obtain an overall map of the session. This served as a kind
of verbatim report in which the types of speech events (e.g. conference presentations,
opening and closing remarks, floor management and so on) and the roles of the
participants (e.g. chair person, presenter or lecturer, discussant, etc.) could be

identified.

Markup and annotation

An annotated corpus is far richer in information than a corpus without any
sort of annotation, which “can be defined as the practice of adding interpretative,
linguistic information to an electronic corpus of spoken and/or written language data.
‘Annotation’ can also refer to the end-product of this process: the linguistic symbols
which are attached to, linked with, or interspersed with the electronic representation
of the language material itself” (Leech, 1997:2).

Three levels of annotation were considered in EPIC and DIRSI, namely a verbal
or linguistic level, a nonverbal (paralinguistic and kinetic) level, and an extra-linguistic
or contextual level (metadata). As mentioned earlier, the transcription process is
selective, therefore only a limited number of features were included in each annotation
level. In particular, the nonverbal level was kept to a minimum with the sole inclusion
of empty and filled pauses (this feature was not maintained in DIRSI), mispronounced
words and unfinished words. For the extralinguistic level instead a few entries were
defined in the form of a header at the beginning of each transcript. The header contains
metadata such as details of the file, the speaker, the speech event, and so on. It was
not possible to replicate the EPIC header in DIRSI due to the distinguishing features
of the two settings, and to further advancement in the theoretical reflection (for more
details, see Bendazzoli, 2012). Both corpora were also POS-tagged and lemmatized!
with Treetagger (Schmid, 1994; 1995). In DIRSI, manual correction of some tags was
also performed (e.g. conjunction vs. relative pronoun “that” / “che”). Furthermore, in
order to align the transcripts to the audio recordings, time tags were manually inserted
by means of transcription software Transana.!”” These tags annotate time information
in milliseconds and one can then simply click on a section of the transcript to listen to
that particular part of the recording. Finally, both corpora were indexed via the IMS
Corpus Work Bench — CWB (Christ, 1994).
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A “plain” version of the transcripts was also kept in pure text form to be able to
annotate, index and query them with other tools, or simply to use them for pedagogical

purposes.

Alignment

Just like annotation, alignment is not really compulsory for an interpreting
corpus but, if performed, it enhances the research potential considerably. Alignment
can be referred to two different areas. The first area concerns the alignment of the
transcripts to the relevant video or audio files, so that one can watch or listen to a
fuller representation of the data and supplement what is made available in written
form. The second area regards the alignment of source and target speeches, which can
be displayed in a parallel fashion on the basis of content or on the basis of décalage (for
simultaneous interpreting).™

This step in corpus development was not made in the EPIC project, though the
file naming system provides convenient references to find transcript and multimedia
files. Since the duration of most speeches in EPIC is under 10 minutes, it is easy
for example to import them into a software program like Transana and have them
displayed in three parallel columns.

In DIRSI, both areas of alignment were attained. The transcribed files in this
corpus are aligned to the relevant audio files, and each source text transcript is aligned

to its target text transcript on the basis of content.

Access

The two corpora are openly accessible to the research community at large,
provided that no commercial use is made and that distribution is always referred to
the original authors. EPIC has an online interface” with simple and advanced query
options to extract occurrences from the annotated transcripts only. Multimedia files, as
well as the tagged transcripts, can be obtained from the European Language Resources
Association catalogue."” DIRSI is also available online on a website!''"! hosted in a
server of the Computational Linguistics Lab of the Universidad Autonoma of Madrid.
The website gives access to all the aligned transcripts and to a concordancer.

The format of the transcripts makes it possible to easily adjust them for use with
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other corpus linguistics tools, thus widening the scope of the research approaches and

the angles from which these data are observed and described.

3. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Though slower than corpus-based translation studies, corpus-based interpreting
studies have been developing constantly ever since they were first advocated by
Miriam Shlesinger at the end of 1990s. In fact, the very notion of ‘corpus’ has been
applied in a flexible way to include not only large and machine-readable data sets,
but also collections of data that are put together according to inclusion and exclusion
criteria to achieve a representative sample but are only suitable for manual analysis.
This broad definition of corpus in interpreting research has remained tenable due
to the relatively limited size of most interpreting corpora, and will continue to be
so insofar as corpus size remains manageable through more traditional approaches.
Notwithstanding this fundamental difference, the use of corpora has marked a crucial
shift to more empirical and descriptive research.

The corpus development process is also helpful to focus on many critical steps
present in empirical research, in that “special challenges” are posed by the “added
dimensions of interpreting — multilingualism, orality, situatedness and immediacy”
(Setton, 2011: 68). Each step entails a number of specific challenges, such as
transcription, annotation, alignment and so on, with multiple solutions. For instance,
given the difficulties to achieve a common standard in transcription, it would be
important to conform at least to a basic level of annotation to allow for more data
sharing and comparability. This is especially relevant to rich data sources, such as the
European Parliament or the governmental press conferences broadcast on Chinese
television, which are being used by more research teams in different parts of the world
(e.g. Wang, 2012a, 2012b; Hu and Tao, 2013). Whatever the granularity of annotation
achieved in a corpus, it is important to keep a set of transcripts without annotations (or
at least with a minimum level of annotation) to be able to use them with alternative
tools. Software programs are capable of processing, counting, and extracting
occurrences to an extent that would not be possible through more traditional methods.
However, it is probably by combining quantitative analyses with qualitative ones that

a fuller picture can emerge from interpreting research. Corpora must be seen for what
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they are, i.e. sources of information whose representativeness and reliability much
depend on the methodological choices made by the researchers who put them together.
Moreover, interpreting corpora are invaluable resources to be exploited not only in
research, but also in interpreter education (e.g. Russo, 2010; Sandrelli, 2010) and in
professional practice. These two areas have yet to be explored extensively under this

paradigm and it is hoped that interpreting corpora will be introduced in them soon.

NOTES

[1] In corpus linguistics, a corpus is defined as “a large collection of authentic texts
that have been gathered in electronic form according to a specific set of criteria”
(Bowker and Pearson, 2002: 9).

[2] See, for instance, Rules 162, 163, and 164 of the EP Rules of Procedure (these
are available online in all EU official languages: http://www.europarl.europa.cu/

sides/getLastRules.do?reference=ANN-09&language=EN).
[3] In all the verbatim reports downloaded from the EP website in February, March,

and April 2004, ecach MEPs intervention is assigned a progressive number which
was used as a reference in the corpus as well. As of the July 2004 sitting, this
feature was not present in the reports and numbers were added manually.

[4] This is not the case at the European Parliament where interpreting into B or
retour has gained more ground only after the enlargement of the Union. Virtually
all the interpreters in EPIC only work into their native language.

[5] Each conference participant’s speech event was assigned a progressive number
throughout the transcript of a whole conference session (this system was inspired
by a similar feature found in the EP verbatim reports).

[6] Lemmatization is particularly important when working on highly inflected
languages such as Italian and Spanish.

[7] See <http://www.transana.org/>.

[8] For a thorough discussion of different display options of transcripts and software
tools see Niemants (2012) and Setton (2011).

[9] See < http://www.sslmitdev-online.sslmit.unibo.it/corpora/corporaproject.
php?path=E.P.I.C.>.

[10] See <http://catalog.elra.info/product_info.php?products_id=1145>.
[11] See <http://cartago.lllf.uam.es/static/dir-si/dir-si.html>.
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