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LES OUTILS DU TRADUCTEUR 

1f Paneth, Eva, An I n vestigation in to Con fer ence lntcr p1·etinµ; (\:\Tith Special 
R efer e n ce to the Training of Inter p1·eters ) . Thesis fo r th e Degree of M .A. in 
Educa tio n , London U niversi t y, April 1 95 7. 1 60 p . 

lnte rpre t a tion h as existed in one form or a n other since the d a wn of civiliza
tion. The docum e nted u se o f it g oes baclc at least to the t hird m ill e nium B.C. 
whe n , according to Miss Eva Pan e th in h e r recent th esis e ntit le d An Investiga tion 
into Con fe1·e nce I n te t·p 1•eti n g, " the ru lers of the so u t h e rn prov inces h ad the title 
'prefect of the dragoma n s',OJ or ex perts in foreign tongues." (Cf. s upra 3). 

The g r ave of H a r emh a b a t M e mph is d e pic ts in relief th e gestures a nd 
attitudes of a n !nte rpre t e r transmitting th e m essage of th e Egyptian rule r 
to a hum b le d p e ople. T oday, th e word " interpreting" is more a pt to evoke a 
menta l pi cture of the U nited Nations General Assembly with its earnhone
e quipped de legates a nd, p e rh a ps more vaguely, th e glass windows of th e inte r
pre t e rs' booths on th e sidelines. It is the modern t echniques of conference 
interpretin g that Miss Pane th h as sought to investigat e in th e th esis s h e r ece ntly 
presented for th e degree of M a ster of Arts in Education at the U nive r s ity of 
London . H e r study of consecutive a nd s im ulta n eous interpreta tion is based on 
h e r own work as a n interpr e ter, as well as upon her observation O·f th e work 
of other inte rpert e r s in co nfe ren ces h e ld both in England a nd abroad . She h as 
stud ie d r a the r c losely existing t echniqu es b o th from the point of v iew of e ffi·c ie n cy 
a nd s t y le, as w e ll as f r om tha t of th e inte rpre t e r. H e r s is the r efor e a s tudy, 
not only of interpretation , but of the interpr eter a s well. 

Miss P a n e th would doubtless h a ve found it inte resting to s tud y inte rpre ting 
techniques in a n Englis h- s peaking country. This was n o t p ossib le , h owev e r, 
since the r e e xists no such sc hool in Engla nd . She did , however , s tudy inte r
preting at the Ecole d ' interprètes o f the U ni ve r sity of Ge n eva, as w e ll as the 
Eco le d ' interpr è t es forming a p a rt of th e Ecole des Hautes Etudes Commer
cia les in Paris. Miss P a n eth h as spent a t least h a lf of h e r li fe in German
s peaking countries, a nd h a s t a u g h t b oth Germ a n a nd French. The th esis whic h 
s h e h as p ublished b ears w itness t o h er fl a w less com m a n d o f Eng lis h . Seve ra! 
years ago, s h e j oi n e d a n inte r preti n g group, more or Jess as a hobby. Th e g roup 
formed part of the Ling uis t s' Club of London, a nd Miss P a n eth points out that 
at the present tim e, it is o nly th ro u g h th e work of s u ch c lubs that interpreting 
t echniques may be transrn itte d in Engla n d. 

Through h e r work with th e Ling uis t s' C lub, sh e t rained h erself as a 
simultaneous interpre t er, soo n t a l<ing h e r pla ce in th e inte rpre t er' s booth of 
inte rna t ion a l c onferences. It is this fie ld w hich offers the greatest scope for the 
talent s of today 's s imultaneous in terpret e r. 

Simulta n eous interpreting as a t echniqu e was firs t patented in 1926 by 
Gordon Fin lay. He was, howeve r , unsu c c essful a t brin g ing his n ew technique 
to the a ttention of c on gresses until 1946, w h e n it w as first u sed a t the Congrès 
de la Route in Schevenigen, and at the f amous Nurenberg trials. It was not 

1 Assyria .... : targumen; Arabie : targuman; Egypt ian Arab ie : r1ragom ;.i n; Mi ddle High German 
drulzelm <.rn; Frenc h : t rucheme n ( t ) . 
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until 1947 tha t simulta n eo u s inte rpretin g fi r st gain e d wid e -s pread acceptan ce, 
fi r s t a t th e Co n seil N a tiona l H e lvét iqu e, a nd th e n at the U ni versity of Ge n eva, 
where a course w as establish e d und e r Professor Yelleman in 194 8. T oday, 
w h e n eve r s imulta ntou s inte rpre t a ti o n is m e ntione d , one think s instinc tively of 
t h e U nited Nations and its Ge n e r a l Assembly. 

In r ece nt years , inte rn a tiona l pro blems h a ve b een so lved to a great ext e nt 
by d e legat es o f diffe r e nt countri es m eeting together . Since th e signing of the 
Treaty of Ver sailles in 1919 , the p a rtic ipa tion in su ch con ferences by English
s peakin g d e legates has r a ised English t o a rôle of importance as a n inte rn a tional 
langu age. Previously, Fre nch a lon e enj oyed this distinction. Today, the lan
guage of any first- c lass power m ay c la i m th e sarn e pre r ogative. A recent 
d e moc r a tiza tion of in t e rnationa l dipl o rn acy h as le d to a participa tion in con
fere n ces by a m a t e ur diplorna t s a nd t echnical ex perts n ot n ecessaril y versed in 
a n y la n g u age oth e r than th e ir own. Th e s e rvi ces of the profession a l inte rpre ter 
t h e r e fore beco m e v ital. 

M a ny exp e rts f ee l that t h e best inte rpre t e r s tra n sla t e into the ir rnother 
tangue only. Miss P a n e th s uggests tha t the trained interpre t e r should possess 
two main la nguages th a t h e can tra n s la t e into or out of with e qual facility. In 
a ddition, sh e fee ls h e sh ou ld know two other la nguages w e ll e nough t o t r a n sla t e 
them into on e o f his m a in la ng uages, a lth o u gh h e rnay not be a ble to tra nsla t e 
in th e opposite direction . Fina lly, while Engl ish a nd French a r e not the on ly 
dip loma Uc la n guages , the ir importa n ce as a second la ngu age, as w e ll as tha t 
o f the countries whose moth e r tangue th ey a r e , impose upon th e tra n s la tor th9 
obliga tion of s peaking the rn social ly, a t least. 

A g r eat many intere~ting studie s of the t echniques of s irnulta n eous inte r
p r e ting are prese nte d by Miss Paneth . For exa mple, sh e brings out the fact 
t h a t th e t e rrn "simulta n eous" is in r eality a rni s nom e r. The sirnulta n eo us inte r
pre t e r does n ot inte rpre t what h e h ear s, but r a th e r wh a t h e h as just hea rd, a nd 
sh e h as establis h e d that there is a m ean time lag of fro rn two ta four secon ds , 
r e prese nting fiftee n to twenty-o n e w o rds. No tra n s la tor inte rpre ts word for word 
a t the sarne tim e as th e s p eaker. Th e m a nn e r in whic h each interp r e ter uses 
t hi s Urn e lag h as furnis h e d a number o f inte r estin g subjec t s for r esearch . Miss 
Pan e th poin ts o ut th a t a n y public sp eaker divid e s his s p eech into w ord-groups, 
~ach r e prese ntin g a thoug ht ; it is th ese th o ughts that the tra n sla tor seizes a nd 
translates e n blo c. Furthermore, th e speak e r iso la t es th ese word g r ou p s by 
pauses, a nd it h as b ee n est a bli s h ed b y Miss P a n e th tha t the w o r d-gro ups last, 
on th e a ve r age, for 3.3 seconds, whil e th e pauses that separate th e rn are, on t h e 
aver age, 1. 3 seconds lo n g . Th e rnanne r in whi ch the inte rpre t er p lays with 
these word g r oups , a s w e ll as th e p a uses th a t set the rn o ff, is most instruc tive. 
If t h e word-g roup is sh ort , th e inte rpre t e r u s u a lly fit s t h e tra n sla ti on into th e 
subse que nt pause, speed ing i t up if n ecessary. On t h e oth e r h a nd , if th e g r oup 
is long, a n d th e t h ought co mp l icat e d , h e will rnak e an ear ly start, fr equ e ntly 
s p eeding it up in o rde r t o fini s h a t the same tim e as th e s peak e r. H e m ay eve n 
a nti c ipa te a n d fini sh b e for e th e speaker does . This prac t ice is a n extre m e ly 
clange rous o n e, n ot, s tra n gely e nou g h , because of th e p oss ibility of a m istal<e, 
but r a th e r becau se t h e li s t e n e r feels h e i s b e in g c h eat e d if h e h ear s th e s peaker 
continuing a fte r th e transla tor h as s t opped . The a ve r age inte rpre t er will not 
a nti c ipa te un less exp e ri e nce h as le d him t o foresee t h e o utco m e of so m e 
c h a r ac t e ri s ti c c li ch é or expre ss ion. H e does n o t indu lge in wild g u essing. 
="e ve rth e less, tra n s la ting out of Germ a n som e tim es t em pts th e inte rpre t e r into 
h asarding a g u ess con cerning a verb which w ill not b e h eard until t h e e nd of a 
c la u se. If h e g u esses wron g, th e tim e gain ed w ill h ave to b e u sed to correct 
hirnself. 

Th e treatm e nt of pauses in th e in terpr e tation is lik ewise importa nt. Inte r
p r e ters t e nd t o rnal<e p a uses f a r sh ort e r tha n those of th e speak e r, w hil e tall<in g 
25% fast e r tha n th e s peak e r . If the inte rpre t e r h as a n e xtre m e ly r a pid r a t e of 
de livery, coup le d with a tende ncy t o a nti c ipate, h e m ay fin is h b e fore th e speak er 
a nd u se the tim e in h a nd to e lu c id a t e. Th e inte rpre t e r s w ho a r e t h e rnost 
a dmire d , however, a r e those who b eg in lon g after th e speak e r , a nd who h ave 
more of t h e thought availa bl e b e fore a tte mptin g t o tra n s la t e it . It is in fact 
:vu ss Pane th 's conte nti on that inte rpre t a ti o n o f a n y sort r eq uires t h a t the 
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inte rpre t e r se ize th e o \·e r-all thoug ht befo r e s t a rting to tra n sla t e . Stri c t a dh e r e n ce 
to this princ ip le a lo n e w ill prote ct the sim ulta n eou s inte rprete r from unfortuna te 
compariso ns between his w ork a nd th a t of a parrot. The exp e ri e n ced interp r e ter 
wi ll a t a il t imes b e more co nscio u s o f his output tha n h e i s of his a udition. 

Wh ile eve ry inte rpre t e r w orks diffe r e ntly, th ey ge n e r a ll y f a ll in to three 
categories. Sorne k eep close b e hind the s peak e r a nd s e ize on every word . Others 
do n o t interpre t , but r a ther d elive r a lecture in a n o th e r la ng u age on wha t they 
h a ve jus t h ear d . Oth e r s con centra t e co mple t e ly on the o utput, surre nde ring 
thernselves t o the voice of th e s peake r , a nd turning out a tra n s la tion which m ay 
in itself b e a w ork of art. Th e first of these procedures is ope n to a ch arge of 
m e dio ority. It is best a pplie d to t echnica l o r legal m a tters whe r e prec ision 
o utwe ig hs style. Acc ording to Miss Paneth , sorne interpre t e r s so abandon 
th e mselves t o th e V oice th a t th ey can write le tte rs while interpr e ting. In cases 
wh ere o nl y one inte rprete r unde r s ta nds the la n guage of the spea k e r , his inte r
preta tion is som e tirn es r e layed to other booths for r e tra nslatio n into othe r la n 
g u ages. This practice is co nde mn ed as unprofessional. Anyone who h as r et r a ce d 
a piece of gossip to it s so urce will unde rsta nd why. 

Simulta neous inte rpre ting is by no m eans the only techniqu e e rnployed at 
conferences. For rn a ny years, co nsecutive inte rpre ting w as use d , a nd it is on ly 
r ecently that it h as been s uppla nte d, at least in part, by sirnultaneo us inte r 
preta ti on. Consecutive inte rpre t a tion is a som e wha t different t echniqu e. Th e 
interpre t e r li s t e ns to the speech and t a k es notes o n it, after which h e s t a nds up 
a nd d e live r s in a n oth e r lan g u age a s umm a r y of th e speech which is a bout 2 / 3 
as lo n g as the speech itself. Th e re is a r eason for this. If the tra nslation is 
as long as the speec h , for p sych o logical r easons , it a ppears longer to th e liste n e r . 

Th e m a in disa d vantage to con sec utive tra n s la tion is the tirn e w ast e d during 
whi ch the diffe r e nt tra nsla tions are r ead a loud. On th e othe r h a nd, the 
advantage is that th e tim e d e vote d to the inte rpre ta tion m ay be used by d e legates 
who d o n ot n eed the inte rpre tation to co nfe r with one a nothe r, to m a rsha l! 
th e ir thoughts , a nd to dra w up plans fo r subsequent s p eech es. Anoth e r a dva ntage 
is that th e finished product can be a worl' of a rt. This is Je ss frequ e ntly the 
case with simulta neous inte rpre t a tion. Som e times e ve r yon e unde rsta nds the 
origin a l, a nd the inte r pretation thu s beco m es s upe rfluou s. Simulta n e ous interpre t
in g is o pen to th e sam e c riti c ism, of course. Som e tim es the orig in a l is not worth 
lis t ening to in the first place. If this i s th e case, th e inte rpre t e r 's job b eco m es 
difficu lt , s ince h e i s d eprive d of a n act ive a nd inte r est ed a udi e n ce a nd m ay 
him se lf h ave bee n una bl e t o co n centrate o n the speaker's pla titudes. 

As far as th e t echniqu es of consec utive inte rpreting a r e conce rne d , Miss 
Pan e th p o ints out th a t b y f a r the rn a jority of inte rpre t e r s t a k e n o t es in the 
language into whi ch they a r e inte rpreting. Th e u se of s h orthand is f o rbidden, 
s in ce it is not prac tical to t a k e clown in s h orthancl a ve rbatim r e p ort of a speech , 
a nd th e n to tra n s la t e, ed it a nd de live r it, a il the wh ile sta nding o n one's feet 
be fore a n audien ce. ln fac t , it wou ld be more exact to say that the notes a r e 
t a k e n in a series of sy mb o ls that a r e the p e r so n a ! property of th e indiv idua l 
inte rpre t er, whic h a r e d es ig n ecl to a void a mbigu ity, cover a il s i t u a tions, a nd 
r ecall t o the inte rpreter t h e thou g hts e xpressed b y the speak e r, wh ich h e will 
him self ex press in a n oth e r la n g uage. It is f or this r eason that it b ecom es 
important for th e t r a n s la tor to a dmit h e h as n ot und e r s to od th e spea\<e r 's 
r e m a rk s, whe n ever s u ch is th e case. Sometim es n o b ody h as. 

In so far as general p o in ts con cernin g interpreting a r e concern ed, Miss P a n eth 
p oints out that s imul tan eous inte rpre ting service is n ow availa bl e in m a n y 
E uro pean countries as a part of the t e leph o n e sys tem. Jokes, qu otations, proverbs 
and poetr y co n stitute a disastrou s a nd sudden pitfall f or t h e simult a n eous 
in terpr e ter, cl ue to th e Jack of time a t his disposai for thinkin g up a s uitab le 
equivale n t . S h e like wise speaks of the conte mpt in whic h simu ltan eous inte rpret
ing is h e ld b y m a n y a consecutive interpre t er, who con siders hi s own profession 
as a n a rt, while tha t of the simulta n eou s inte rpre ter is like n ed to th e unthinking 
r epe tition of a p a rrot. It rnight b e p ointe d out in r ecorn p e n se t o th e s imulta n eous 
interpre ter t h at t h e aver age layrnan feels a n ybody wh o kn ows two la ng uages 
can do c onsecuti ve inte rpre ting, w hil e h e h as a unive rsal t e nd ency to s t a nd in 
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a we of th e !!imulta n eo us interpr e ter. In r ea!ity, each t e c hniqu e is a di s tinct 
un e fulftlling a separate function, a nd r esponding t o different n eeds. Given the 
proper circ umstan ces, either on e can b e bungled. 

Wh a t ever th e inte rpreting te chnique e mploy ed , Miss Pan e th puts th e inte r
pre t e r on g u a rd agains t ce rta in d a nger s. P e ople speaking th e ir second la n g u a g es 
ofte n expr ess th e mse lves p o orly, or worse ye t, express beautifully some thing 
they h a d no inte ntio n o f saying. If a d e leg a t e whose moth er tongue is French 
thinks, "Comme nt peut-on pré t e ndre ... ", a n d says in Englis h, ''H ow can you 
pre t e nd ... ", th e tra n s la t o r must h ave th e over-a ll thought w e ll in mind, or 
h e will f a ll into the tra p . M ost mistakes in sim ulta n eo us work a rise fr o m the 
h a bit of blindly interpr eting a series of words whe n th e over-a ll th o u g ht has 
n ot b een g r asped. Diffe r e n ces b etwee n th e m eans of expression e mployed by 
p eople speaking d ifferent dia lec t s of th e sam e la n g u a ge som e times cause trouble 
as w e ll. A.slrnd the q u esti on, "Who wrote T1·easure I s land ?" th e a verage English
man m a y w ell r e ply , "Wasn' t it Ste venson ? " while his Am e r ican co usin would 
say, "Steve n so n d id." Neith e r on e is Jess s ure tha n the othe r of his da ta. 

M iss Pane th is quite d e fi nite in treating machin e tra n sla tion a s a possibi lity 
f or the future. She c ites exp e rim e nts in t his fi e ld c u r r e ntly b e ing ca r r ied out 
at t he M assachu setts Ins titute of T echnol ogy, Geor get own Un ive r s ity a nd B irk
b eck Co llege in L o ndon. The Inte rna tiona l B u siness M achines Corporation is 
k ee nly inte r est ed in this line of exp erim e nta ti on . They a re the ones who are 
making the m achin es. M iss P a n eth points out tha t the positi on of professiona ls 
in r egard to the d e ve lopment of machine tra n s la tion is mu c h like tha t a d o pted 
in the face of s imu ltaneous interpreting deve lopment. The inte rpreter s were 
hostile t o F inlay's inve ntion , co nfe r e n ce orga nize r s n eed ed mu ch p e r s u a ding, 
while I. B.M. pushed th e n ew t echniqu e, in ord e r to sell m ac hines. Th e a uthor 
of this s tudy p o in ts out tha t , lik e m ost a utom a ti on t echniq u es, m achine tra ns
la ti on is more lik e ly to furnis h work for tra n s la tors tha n to t a ke it a w ay. B ut 
like most interpre ters , .Miss Pan eth is h ostile t o th e m achin e . " Tra n s la tion", s h e 
d eclares, " is fun , a nd I h ad r a th e r send a m achine out t o play t e nnis for me 
than to h ave o n e do m y inte rpreting. " 

A s Miss Pan e th s tresses a t th e beginning of h e r study, h e r thesis poses more 
q uesti ons tha n it a n sw e r s, a n d the rea d e r h as the sensatio n of be ing poised on 
the b rin!( of a vast, un ex plore d sea. "Tl! e s u ccess of s imu ltaneous inte rpre tation 
proves th a t thought is n on -linguistic," s h e says. The n on-la n g uage employed 
b y m a n y con secutive inte rpre t e rs would t e nd to ind icat e t h e sam e thing. It is 
further establish ed that th e s imulta n eous inte rpreter can con centra t e o n w h at 
h e says, a llowing his a u d ition to pursu e its a utomatic c ourse, rela tive ly unheeded. 
But can the inte rpre t e r conce ntra t e on tra n s la ting wh a t co rnes in one ear, while 
ig no r ing diffe re nt m a t e ri a l being fe d t o th e other ? This would furn ish m a t e rial 
for a n inte r es ting series of experime nts, as would a study of what the consecutive 
inte rp re t e r t e n ds to forget. So fa r , most studies h ave cente r e d a round what 
the int e rpre t e r r e members. 

Miss Pan eth's s tudy does not inc lude a di scussio n of the r ô le of inte rpreters' 
organizati ons, a s " thei r meetings a r e la r gely co n cern ed with th e d iscussio n of 
fees, while discu ssions of a professiona l cod e a r e difficult to get on the age nda." 
She does, h owever, commise r a t e with the indiv idu a l in terprete r , wh o must 
s h o uld er th e bla m e whe n ever mis unde r s t a ndings a rise between d e legates. Such 
differe n ces a r e, a las, too easily explaine d a w ay as th e r esult of a p oo r tra n s la tion. 
U n just ? Perh a ps; but as Miss Pan eth poi nts out, b e ing a scap egoa t is b u t one 
of the d uties the inte rpreter mu st assum e in th e inte r est s of b e tter intern a tional 
un de r stanc1ing. 

Blake HANNA, Mont1·éal 
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