INTERLINEAR BITEXT

BITEXT AND INTERLIN-
EAR WORDPROCESSING
Earlier this year, Brian Harris,
of the University of Ottawa’s
School of Translaters and
Interpreters, introduced the
concept of bitext, the computer
storage of translated texts in
Juxtaposed source and target
“translation units” (Language
Monthly #54, p.8; Language
Technology #7, p.41).

Here, in response to the
enormous worldwide interest
those articles aroused, Harris
elaborates on his theme.

INTERLINEAR

Bitext is a simple enough idea:
the splitting up of a trans-
lation's source text into “trans-
lation wunits” — independent
phrases such as we translate in
one fell swoop, but which
provide individual words with
enough context to illustrate
their usage — and the attach-
ment to each one of the corres-
ponding unit of the target text.

The computer storage of
bitext means that each time a
segment of source or target text
is retrieved, it will be accom-
panied by its translation in the
other language. A real-life
example is given below. Com-
puter storage also makes it
possible to search out interre-
lated fragments of text — words
or sentences — in enormous
quantities, and display them
within seconds.

The most obvious and
convenient way to enter bitext
into the computer, or view it
upon retrieval, is with the
source text on one line and the
target right above or below it.
This gives bitext the wvisible
form of old-fashioned “inter-
linear” translations.

ALIGNMENT

The benefits bitext offers the
practicing translator lie main-
ly in its capacity as a reference
tool. Provided you're using a
wordprocessor, and your
source text is stored in the com-
puter, the whole of your output
— along with that of other
translators, if you're network-
ed — can be stored as bitext and
made available for copying or
guidance whenever you have to
translate a text similar to one
you've done before.

With bitext, nothing in the
translator’s experience is for-
gotten or irretrievably filed
away. The laborious compila-

tion of glossaries is no longer
necessary, because examples of
the translation of all the terms
you've ever encountered can be
assembled on demand. For the
same reason, bitext offers
terminologists an ideal tool for
collecting raw material.

The only major technical
problem involved in interlinear
bitext is that of aligning source
and target translation units,
since as a rule they vary in
length and position. After all,
no two languages have exactly

the same structure or word
order.

So far, 1 know of just one
ow-cost wordprocessor specifi-
cally designed to facilitate the
entry and display of interlinear
translations: Interlinear Text-
processor (IT), the fruit of
lengthy development at the
Summer Institute of Linguis-
tics (SIL) in Dallas, Texas. IT
runs on PC/compatibles, and
comes on two diskettes, 5 1/4”
or 3 1/2", with a very complete
and well-written manual.

IT displays the target text
either split up in alignment
with the source segments, or as
normal continuous text. In
addition, the package lets you
add further “interlines” of re-

visions or annotations, which,
like the source — or “baseline” —
text can be made to appear and
disappear at will. IT costs $60.

IT’s only shortcoming is
that it still does not include
search and retrieve functions.
But authors Garry F. Simons
and Larry Versaw are working
on one, which they've provi-
sionally called Interlinear Text
Search (ITS). Meanwhile, they
themselves point out that other
software is available for han-
dling retrieval.

MORE FACILITIES

Once the search and retrieval
problems have been solved,
additional facilities of special
use to researchers and teach-
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ers can be added. When the
source text has been pre-stored
and the translator is using a
wordprocessor, it becomes
feasible not only to record the
finished translation, but also to
capture and collate all the
intermediate drafting and re-
vision the translator has done.

To this facility can be
added the bells and whistles
that would record The time
taken on each translation unit,
as well as interruptions,
dictionary lookups ~ if the dic-
tionaries are also on the com-
puter — and backtrackings. An-
other suggestion for improving
bitext — from Dutch MT devel-
oper Toon Witkam — is the color
keying of links between seman-
tic elements in the source and
target texts.

Bitext therefore offers a
complete recording tool for
anyone who wants to investi-
gate or diagnose franslators’
working methods, and one that
would not intrude on the trans-
lators’ normal work, since
everything except the word-
processor would operate in
background mode.

The two basic components
bitext offers are potentially at
hand. It remains for systems
builders to integrate them, and
for computational translatolo-
gists to refine the retrieval and
display strategies in order to
provide translators with the
most relevant information in
the shortest possible time.
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