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Abstract

SYN2000 – 100 million entries. This is a corpus of contemporary written language in a representative form and was put together in the year 2000. BankaCNKSyn – about 330 million entries. All enclosed texts are organized in a way that one can use them with a manager.

Diakorp – 1.75 million entries. This is a diachronic corpus and will be published in the year 2001. Pražský mluvený korpus – The Prague spoken corpus – about 800,000 entries. The new monolingual dictionary of contemporary Czech will be developed/created on the basis of this corpus.

All texts used are annotated, which means every text which is ready to be used has a label containing: author’s name, title of the given work, name of the publisher/editorial office, publishing place and year, genre, type of text, medium, author's gender, code of the text in the case of a translation: translator's gender, source language of the original text.

SYN2000 is a lemmatized corpus. The challenging process of disambiguation is ongoing. Right now a rule based disambiguation is being used. A frequency dictionary will be created on the basis of the 100 million corpus SYN2000. Further use of this corpus should be a corpus grammar of Czech, the new monolingual dictionary, and material for scientists to use in separate research.

1 Introduction

When, in the early nineties, plans have started to be made for a new dictionary of the Czech language (to replace one from 1960-1972), the kind of contemporary data needed for this have been found to be non-existent. At the same time, it was evident that the old manual citation slip tradition taking decades could be not resumed. A considerable data gap in the language coverage and mapping of over 30 years has become evident. Something had to be done and the old slow-going and conservative Academy of Sciences could not promise anything. It was not interested, in fact.

Yet, times have changed and it was no longer official state-run institutions but real people who felt they must act. Thus, a solution was found and a new Institute of the Czech National Corpus has been established in 1994 at the Charles University, opening thus a base for a branch of corpus linguistics as well (Čermák 1995, 1997, 1998). After the foundation of the Institute, all of these people supporting this project continued to cooperate and they now form an impressive body of people from five faculties of three universities and two institutes of the Academy of Sciences. Having gradually gained support, in various forms, from the State Grant Agency, Ministry of Education and from a publisher, people were subsequently found, trained and the Czech National Corpus project (CNC), being academic and non-commercial one, could have been launched. In 2000, the first 100-million word corpus, called SYN2000 has gone public and was offered for general use (Čermák 1997, 1998, Český národní korpus 2000).

The framework of the project is rather broad as there are, in fact, more than one corpora planned and built at the same time. Briefly, its aim is to cover as much as possible of the Czech language and in as many forms as are accessible. The overall design of the Czech National Corpus consists of many parts, the first major division following the III synchrony-diachrony distinction where an orientation point in time is, roughly, the year 1990. Both major branches are each split into the (1) written, (2) spoken and (3) dialectal types of corpora, though this partition, in the case of the spoken language, cannot be upheld for the diachronic corpora. Yet this is only the tip of the iceberg, so to speak, as this is preceded by much larger storage and preparatory forms our data take on first, namely by the I Archive and II Bank of CNC.
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I will briefly outline each form and stage the data go through before reaching their final stage and assuming the form which may be exploited. The first text format, in fact a variety of them, one gets from providers or which is scanned into the computer, is stored in the I Archive of CNC, this being a very large repository of texts obtained. Of course, there is also this laborious zero stage (0) of getting texts first, from the providers mainly, which is not really easy and smooth as one would wish, often depending on the whims of individual providers, followed by the legal act of securing their rights and physical transport of the data finally obtained. The Archive is constantly being enlarged and contains, at the moment, some 400-500 million words in various text forms. All of these texts are gradually converted, cleaned, unified and classified and, having been given all this treatment, they flow into the II Bank of CNC. The conversion has to respond to the rich variety of formats publishers prefer to use and implies, in many cases, that a special conversion programme has to be developped allowing for this. Cleaning does not mean any correction of real texts which are sacrosanct and may not be altered in any way. Rather, effort is made to find and extract (1) duplicate texts, or large sections of them, which, surprisingly and for a number of reasons, are found quite often. Then, (2) foreign language paragraphs are identified and removed, these being due to large advertisements, articles published in the Slovak language etc. Finally, (3) most of non-textual parts of texts, such as numerical tables, long lists of figures or pictures are taken out, too. So treated, each text gets, then, the SGML format with a DTD (data type definition) containing an explicit and detailed information about the kind of texts, its origin, classification etc., including information about who of the staff of CNC team is responsible for each particular stage of the process.

The text annotation, to be distinguished from the linguistic tagging and lemmatization which follows, is a feasibile compromise between one's capacity and general usefulness. This is now made up of marking-up the following categories: 1-type of corpus, 2-type of text, 3-type of genre, 4-type of subgenre, 5-type of medium, 6-verse or non-verse, 7-sex of the author, 8-language (if a foreign section is retained), 9-original language (in case of translation), 10-year of publication, 11-name of the author, 12-name of the translator, 13-name of the text and many other specialized data (see Český národní korpus. Úvod a příručka uživatele, 2000).

It is obvious that to be able to do this and achieve the final text stage and shape in the Bank of CNC, one has to have a master plan designed, showing what types of texts should be collected and indicating in what proportions. While more about this will be said later, it is necessary now to mention that this plan has been implemented and recorded in a special database the records of which are mirrored in the corpus itself.

At the moment, CNC is served by a comprehensive retrieval system called gcqp, which is based on the Stuttgart cqp programme. This has been considerably expanded and given a sophisticated graphic interface supported by Windows, although it is still UNIX-based, of course. It now offers a rich variety of search functions and facilities. Full access is given to anyone with an academic and non-commercial interest, but there has now been a limited public access, too, offered on the Internet for some years. Information about both is to be found at the web-pages of CNC





 http://ucnk.ff.cuni.cz
where also other information and the manual for users is to be found and downloaded from (see also Český národní korpus 2000).

2.1 Structure of CNC.

In order to define the boundary between the two major corpora, the dividing line between diachrony and synchrony had to be found, somehow. Although this is quite arbitrary and depends on the time-point chosen, time limits in our case were rather easy to draw in the domain of informative texts (newspapers and magazines), where the political turnabout of 1989/1990 brought a substantial change in the type of language used. Hence, 1990 has been accepted as the general starting-point for most imaginative texts, i.e. fiction and poetry, too. There is, however, a notable exception to be found here forming a bridge to past. Since, obviously, classics are constantly re-edited and re-read, a provision was made to include these if found to belong to this category. Thus, both a selection of books published after 1945, i.e. the end of the World War II, and of authors born after 1880 was made to complement the fresh and new books published after 1990 for the first time which are in clear majority, however. Also technical texts, i.e. those belonging to various specialized branches of knowledge, stick to the year 1990 as their starting point in time and criterion for inclusion. With the notable, but rather small exception of literature described above, this corpus went up to 1999, has been finished a year later and released as a 100 million corpus of written contemporary Czech under the name of SYN2000, which stands for synchronic and the year of its completion. In comparison to the British National Corpus, spanning a much larger interval, i.e. 1974-1994, it is comfortably limited to a very narrow time-span. This, in turn, will easily allow for a further continuation, which is now in preparation and which will follow it soon, to cover the years following this.  

The synchronic spoken language, covered by a corpora called Prague Spoken Corpus (ORAL-PMK) and Brno Spoken Corpus (ORAL-BMK), have just been released, too, to complement the written SYN2000. This are small corpora having almost 800 000 words of authentic spoken language each, i.e. speech recorded in Prague and in Brno, and they reflect the limited manpower and financial limits one could muster. In fact, to obtain this kind of corpora is a much more costly and time-consuming activity. This is also why there is such a scarcity of spoken corpora everywhere and if a language has one, it is invariably very small (the exception being the costly BNC's ten percent of the spoken component). There is no doubt whatsoever, that the spoken corpora are both more valuable for a linguist, and future development will have to switch over to these as primary sources of language and study of its change.

The Prague Spoken Corpus is made up of some 300 tape-recorded conversations with a representative variety of speakers. The sociolinguistic variables observed include a balanced selection of (1) sex (women and men in equal proportions), (2) age (younger and older, i.e. under and over 35 years) and (3) education (lower and higher, i.e. basic as against higher secondary or university education). These three variables have been calculated and balanced to form a grid which was projected over the fourth one, (4) that of the type of the recording. This, too, was split into two subtypes, one made up of a series of answers to very broad and comprehensive questions (this type being called formal) and the other made of free conversations of two subjects who knew each other well (this being called the informal type). Thus, a final grid made up of 8 basic variables (giving an impressive number of 16 basic permutations which had all to be represented in a balanced way) was obtained and recorded. 

An extensive manual tagging of this corpus has just been finished and its results will, hopefully, contribute to restoring the balance between the official codified and somewhat stiff written standard Czech (spisovná čeština) and the unofficial, non-codified and very much used spoken standard of Czech (obecná čeština), which has been repeatedly denied existence and representation in dictionaries, grammars etc. To illustrate the importance of this, let me only note that some linguists are on the verge of seeing a diglossia here. It is to be hoped that other spoken corpora will soon be made available.

To finish this part, two remarks of some relevance are to made. It is obvious that we have settled for nothing less but the authentic spoken language, discarding all sorts of intermediary forms, such as radio lectures, public addresses, as not being purely and prototypically spoken. Dialectal corpora exist now in germ form only, their greatest problem being scarcity of contemporary data.

Recording the diachrony or history of language is a somewhat different task, since texts have to be scanned into computer, and this has to be viewed in a long-lasting and slowly-moving perspective. In general, the Diachronic Corpus of CNC (DIAKORP) aims to cover all of the Czech language past up to the point where the synchronic corpus takes over. This ambitious task would, when finished, offer a continuous stream of data from all periods recorded, allowing thus for a higher standard of the language study, a better insight into general tendencies in its development etc. The very meagre beginnings of the written language records were decided to be covered in their entirety, i.e. roughly from 1250 onwards, until a point is reached when, due to a profusion of texts available, selection criteria have to be applied. In general and in contrast to the synchronic corpus, texts are represented here in samples, mostly. 

However, some problems to be solved are different here. Most are related to variant spelling (hence all texts prior to 1849 to be included in the corpus are transcribed while their original spelling is kept and found in the Bank, of course). The current size of this diachronic corpus, which is growing all the time, is about 2 million words now. Obviously, provisions are made for historical dialectal forms, too, if found and acquired in electronic form. These would, then, form the diachronic counterpart to the synchronic dialectal corpus. 

2.2 Domain Distribution in CNC. 

In lack of reliable criteria of representative set-up of a corpus one could confidently use, it was decided to conduct a specific language reception research. The first such research, run by sociologists (Čermák 1997, Čermák-Králík-Kučera 1997), rather surprisingly showed that fiction had been, on the one hand, largely overestimated and that its real representation and readership was much lower. On the other hand, technical and specialized texts were shown to be more widely read than the previous popular estimates indicated. The figures, then, were 33,5% for the specialized/technical domain and 66,5% for the nonspecialized domain, the latter being further split into journals (56%), fiction and poetry (10%) and other types (0,5%).

A revision of these findings, based on a number of resources, have been reached, modifying the previous figures. In this sense, CNC may now be viewed as a representative corpus, carefully planned from scratch. This stands in sharp contrast to some other corpora growing quickly and spontaneously, usually thanks to an easy supply of newspapers, relying on a seemingly infinite supply of texts. For many reasons, this could not be the Czech philosophy. Hence, these figures arrived at by this reaserch, which should be further scrutinized and revised, of course, are now being used for the fine-grained construction and implementation of the synchronic corpus SYN2000. The overall structure is this:

Domain Distribution in the Czech National Corpus (SYN2000)

IMAGINATIVE TEXTS





15% 

Poetry






0,81%

Drama






0,21%

Fiction





              11,02%

Other






0,36%

Transitional types





2,60%

INFORMATIVE TEXTS





85%

Journalism





60%

Technical and Specialized Texts



25%

Arts






3,48%

Social Sciences





3,67%

Law and Security





0,82%

Natural Sciences





3,37%

Technology





4,61%

Economics and Management



2,27%

Belief and Religion




0,74%

Life Style





5,55%

Administrative





0,49%

Any comparison with the few available data from elsewhere is difficult, depending on how various subcategories are defined. It may be surprising, however, that, for example, the overall figures for Imaginative Texts are not conformant with those for English (BNC: 27,05%, CNC: 15%) and it seems that there is a strong and inexplicable bias in English for this type. Superficially, this might imply that the English may not read newspapers and magazines so much as the Czech do (BNC periodicals: 29,67, CNC journalism: 60%), but the difference might be, in fact, due to the incompatibility of the categories, based on different criteria.

3 Immediate and Probable Uses of CNC

It might look as a commonplace to repeat what has been said so many times before as to what a corpus might be used for. In general, it seems that this basically depends on the future user and his or her imagination when the corpus novelty has worn off and a general and widespread confidence in it established. Corpus is still very much a toy in hands of many, a serious tool and source for few and a big question mark for most of those who have heard about it, making them wary of it because of all sorts of technicalities implied in the use of it. Yet, there is no avoiding corpora in future, should the only reason for their existence, growth and use be age-old human laziness to get information otherwise, a factor often veiled in high-pitched platitudes. Although it may take some time yet, one has to hope that this will be so, since no-one really wants to return back to the linguistic stone age, collecting citation slips manually again.

Let me, briefly, outline what may lie ahead of those who have established the CNC. The primary target of getting reliable, modern and much better data for a New dictionary of Contemporary Czech language has already been mentioned above. The situation in the small Czech community is nowadays almost unanimously in favour of using CNC for that, as there is basically no other option how to compile it. In an attempt to prove this, it would seem to be somewhat indecent to try to show how many defects, flaws and unwarranted claims have been projected into the old hand-made dictionaries, and it would, certainly, be very easy to do it. It is obvious to a linguist, how biased the old dictionaries, in any language in fact, have been towards recording paradigmatic aspects, linked with all kinds of black and white classifications and pigeonholing. It is equally clear how much of the other language axis has been missing there, the syntagmatic one, with only sporadic information about collocations and collocational potential of words having been offered, let alone about their valencies. This has been a particular and sad shortcoming of all English dictionaries, too, the New Oxford Dictionary of English not really doing much better. Of course, authentic examples of usage have always been in short supply, too, including the spoken language. 

Looking back at the history of Frequency dictionaries, one can see and wonder how little was enough at that time, i.e. 1-2 million words scope of data used as basis for most frequency dictionaries having come out after the war. (The single and noble exception is the early Käding's dictionary for German who, alone, was able to collect 40 million archive of words, a step never to be repeated again anywhere.) Obviously, linguists and many other sorts of people are in real need of a new and better one. In the Czech case, the 1 1/2 million- words-based frequency dictionary came out in 1961 and, despite the fact that it did nothing at all to record the spoken language, this has been perhaps the most widely used handbook linguists had at their disposal. Plans for a new and better frequency dictionary of Czech are now one of our priorities. We hope that it will be publised next year.

Obviously, compiling a reliable word-list, perhaps in several versions, is now an option to follow, too. This could and should be used as a much better basis for new bilingual dictionaries who still do not have either a data basis to build on or a policy how to acquire and select new candidates for their entries. The poor quality of recent dictionaries, which hardly conceal their using the old dictionaries as sources, is staggering and must be remedied.

Dwelling on dictionaries, let me include still another type, very much in favour in past, especially by non-linguists. Since every culture takes pride in their best writers, the author's dictionary, starting perhaps with a most recognized classic, is another output one might use one's corpus for. The obvious provision is, of course, that the corpus is made up of full texts, in this particular case of all texts of the author in question, which happens to be the Czech case, fortunately, too. Languages whose corpora were so much sample-based might be in disadvantage here. The obvious feature, never realized before, is to provide the dictionary with parts of interesting and relevant concordances and typical samples of the author's use, metaphors etc. The choice in the Czech case fell on Karel Čapek, a 20ieth century author, who is still very much read and widely translated into other languages.

It would be a long story trying to list all the shortcomings of grammars, too, and there is neither time nor place for that now. All of them, confronted with corpus data, are problematic, to put it very mildly, and this is a challenge which should be taken up. Derivative and lower-class are school textbooks, too, based on these and it is, again, the corpus where class-room teachers can find best examples of what they teach or, perhaps, of what they do not teach but should. This, in fact, indicates still another type of extremely useful and much-needed use of a corpus, namely verification and corroboration of one's hypotheses and statements or proposals, and of suitable and typical illustration source of whatever one has stated in general. Let me illustrate this last point by mentioning a recent research being undertaken, while preparing our last volume of a very large Czech Dictionary of Idioms. Using a corpus, verification of the contemporary usage of even rare idioms can now be really an easy thing to do, though not alway. As a side-product of this, a new and corpus-based paremiological minimum of Czech has been devised and the corresponding list of proverbs is to be published shortly.

This, in turn, points to a still wider range of other users from many other disciplines, including general public and schools. In fact, CNC has already been offered for use at schools over Internet and the Czech Minister of Education did appreciate this in an official letter recognizing CNC as a useful source for both the teachers and students. 

It is evident that this usefulness will grow with the growing size of the corpus and that billions of words offered for search and use, instead of millions, would make a difference. All this is feasible in a matter of few years, hopefully. It is also evident that a national corpus must be viewed as a permanent project and be supported on a sound basis, preferably by the state.
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