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USING WORD SKETCH TO INVESTIGATE THE LEXICAL AND GRAMMATICAL
ENVIRONMENT OF COGNATES ACROSS ENGLISH AND ITALIAN

1. Introduction

Word Sketch, “an automatic, corpus-derived summary of a word’s grammatical and collocational behaviour”
(Kilgarriff et al. 2010) and part of the battery of search strategies provided by the Sketch Engine® (Kilgarriff et
al. 2014), was essentially a reaction to a number of corpus query requirements. Concordances were a
pioneering invention but they can prove unwieldy, difficult to read and thus time-consuming (Kilgarriff and
Kozem 9-13; Atkins and Rundell 109), even with alphabetical sorting. Collocational profiles are also useful
for investigating the immediate environment of a word, but tend to be in the form of a simple list based upon
a relationship of frequency or salience between the headword and co-occurrences within an arbitrary window
of text and with no distinction of the grammatical relations at work in the sentence. In any case this type of
collocation finding “is grammatically blind. It only considers proximity” (Kilgarriff and Kozem 14, see also
Thomas 2015). This of course may be sufficient for given users, but Word Sketch (henceforth WS) at once
appealed in particular to lexicographers because for the first time it provided systematic lists of collocates
divided according to the grammatical sequence in which they appear:

The word sketch [...] provides one list of collocates for each grammatical relation the word
participates in. For a verb, the subject, the objects, the conjoined verbs (stand and deliver,
hope and pray), modifying adverbs, prepositions and prepositional objects, are all presented in
different lists. (Kilgarriff et al. 2004)

This paper focuses on examples of WS searches across English and Italian, with particular reference to
cognates of the two languages with apparently similar meanings, in an attempt to shed light on the
advantages and disadvantages of WS to investigate cross-language near-synonym differentiation, primarily
with language learners and translators in mind. To familiarise ourselves with WS queries let us consider a
couple of fairly straightforward examples.

2. Word Sketch: preliminary examples:  off-centre and foresee

The first example is the adjective off-centre in the enTenTen corpus.” In its hyphenated form (I shall discuss
the question of hyphenated and unhyphenated forms later in this paper) it occurs 699 times in WS with a
relatively low frequency ratio of 0.05 occurrences per million words in the corpus, within a very limited range
of grammatical relations (Fig.1).

" Dominic Stewart teaches English Language and Italian-English Translation at the University of Trento. His
research interests include corpus linguistics and translation into a foreign language. He is the author of
Semantic Prosody: a critical evaluation (2010) and Translating Tourist Texts from Italian to English as a
Foreign Language (2012).

! The Sketch Engine is a corpus manager and analysis software created by Lexical Computing Ltd in 2003,
now with over 300 corpora in 80 languages. See (https://www.sketchengine.co.uk) for further details.

% In this paper | use two corpora from the TenTen corpus family (see Jakubicek et al. 2013) which comprises
comparable web-based large corpora, including those used in the present analysis, i.e., enTenTen, over 11
billion words of English collected in 2012, and itTenTen, 2.5 billion words of Italian collected in 2010. There is
a considerable difference in the size of the two corpora, and | therefore always report the respective
frequency ratios when comparing them. The 2013 version of enTenTen was avoided because it is so
massive (nearly 20 billion words) that it would have dwarfed the itTenTen and made the data less
comparable as a result.
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Fig.1: Word Sketch for off-centre in enTenTen
off-centre (adjective)
enTenTen [2012] freq = 699 (0.05 per million)
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Noticeable collocations are slightly off-centre, where slightly is a “modifier” of off-centre, and in the “modifies”
column off-centre hit (WS captures the lemma rather than the single word form so hit in reality includes both
hit and hits — see 7.2 below for discussion). Clicking on these will take us to the attendant concordances,
where we note that the first sequence is predominantly associated with music, and that the second (if we
click on “text types”) is almost always connected with golf and appears in golfing magazines. Also worthy of
note is the co-occurrence with arch within the grammatical relations (gramrels) column “adj_subject”, for
example the broad chancel arch is off-centre and relatively low; all 7 occurrences here belong to the
language of architecture. Finally, the grammatical relation “and/or” captures words which combine with the
headword by means of and/or or within a list/sequence, e.g., an engagingly lavish set replete with quirky, off-
centre atmospheres. This column can be useful to identify semi-synonymous words (kind and generous),
though of course the items in the column can bear a completely opposite meaning (right or wrong).

With this preliminary, relatively low-frequency example | have deliberately avoided a complex WS, but it can
already be understood how this layout of information — subdivided as it is into collocations through
grammatical relations — might in many circumstances be more digestible than a list of concordance lines.
The sketch in question seems useful not only for lexicographers but also for students of English (see Carloni
2015) or for translators into English as a foreign language, who might as a result be dissuaded from adopting
off-centre position or off-centre location to render the collocation posizione decentrata in a sequence such as
“cadde in disuso per la sua posizione decentrata rispetto alle zone abitate della citta.”
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As a further preliminary example, let us examine a WS for the verb foresee (Fig.2), which retrieves over
51,000 occurrences with a frequency ratio of 3.97 hits per million words in the corpus (the underlined words
are clickable and enable you to access a separate WS of the keyword + the collocate in question).

Fig.2: Word Sketch for foresee in enTenTen
foresee (verb)
enTenTen [2012] freq = 51,509 (3.97 per million)

object subject modifier and/or ing_comp
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In this case the grammatical relation columns are more prolific, the richest of these being “object” (foresee
the possible dangers), “subject” (the prophets foresaw), “modifier” (clearly foresee), “and/or” (foreseen and
prevented), while others include “pp_in-i” (foresee in the future) and “wh_comp” (foreseen which). | shall
focus on the first two. The first column lists salient grammatical objects, and the second column lists salient
grammatical subjects. What is immediately obvious is that the subject of foresee is typically a person, while
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the object is often an unfavourable scenario. This distribution is very different from the Italian dictionary
equivalent prevedere, whose grammatical subject is frequently either a person or a thing, and whose
grammatical objects include the duration of an activity, as in the following example from a tourist brochure: “Il
primo percorso, lungo poco piu di 4 chilometri, di media difficolta e che prevede un tempo di percorrenza di
circa 3 ore, parte da Piazza del Popolo.” This of course is precious information for the non-native speaker of
English.

3. Word Sketch beyond the dictionary

Since all modern dictionaries are corpus-based, and since many of them adopt WS, it seems legitimate to
wonder whether language operators other than lexicographers need to use WS at all. After all, isn't the
information available already incorporated in dictionary entries? The answer to this question is yes, but to a
limited degree. Dictionaries are by nature concise, so lexicographers are required to condense a vast
guantity of information into a very restricted window. Clearly the more typical structures and collocations are
prioritised, but these do not necessarily rule out other usage. For example the Macmillan Dictionary Online
defines foresee as “to see or know something that will happen in the future” and supplies just one example:
“Who could have foreseen such problems?”, but this terse definition (perhaps unsatisfactory anyway
because it rests on the dubious notion that we can know future events) with just a single example is in no
way sufficient to suggest exclusion of a sequence such as “the itinerary foresees a duration of 3 hours” — a
literal and poor translation of the Italian sentence in Section 2 above — particularly if the itinerary is a
proposal rather than an established route.

Further, dictionaries may struggle to capture possible pragmatic associations of a given word or expression.
The Macmillan Dictionary Online provides pragmatic information about the adverb utterly: “completely: often
used for emphasising how bad someone or something is: You're being utterly unreasonable,” and this is
reflected in the unfavourable meaning of this word’s most typical co-occurrences (for instance utterly
ridiculous / pointless / useless / worthless). Yet the Macmillan Dictionary Online (the first dictionary ever to
adopt Word Sketch, see Kilgarriff and Rundell) does not report the possible pragmatic associations of
another adverb with a similarly unfavourable immediate lexical environment, that is singularly, whose
definition is as follows:

singularly
in a noticeable way
The committee is singularly impressed at the originality of your research.

A WS for this adverb (9,756 hits, 0.8 per million) suggests that it typically “modifies” adjectives describing
unpleasant scenarios, for example unimpressed, unhelpful, inept, unattractive, unsuccessful and obtuse,
while barely any pleasant-sounding words appear in this column. Yet the Macmillan supplies no pragmatic
information about this word, listing just one example (“singularly impressed”) which is in any case
unrepresentative of this adverb’s immediate lexical environment.

The same of course goes for Italian dictionaries too. For example the Sabatini Coletti Online includes the
following entry for another adverb, bellamente:

avv. bellamente 1. Garbatamente, gentilmente 2. Pacificamente, con calma: se ne andava
bellamente per la sua strada; a buon diritto: quest'opera pud bellamente figurare tra i capolavori
del secolo.

A WS deriving from the itTenTen corpus (2270 occurrences of bellamente, 0.73 per million) shows that it
typically modifies verbs rather than adjectives. These verbs are predominantly characterised by unfavourable
meanings: infischiare/infischiarsi, impippa, fregare/fregarsene, fottere/fottersene, snobbare while others
include ignorare, aggirare, tralasciare and calpestare. Of course not all of these verbs have inherently
unfavourable meanings (for example ignorare can have a fairly innocent meaning of “not know / not be
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informed”), so it is advisable to check the respective concordances for further context, but the habitually
unfavourable environment of bellamente — barely suggested by the dictionary — is hard to dispute.

4. Semantic prosody

Meaning which is said to be read off from the semantic preference(s), or at least from the immediate lexical
environment, of a word or expression has primarily been known as semantic prosody, a concept which falls
squarely within the post-Firthian corpus linguistics ethos of using collocational information to infer word
sense within discourse. Semantic prosody is almost always polarised by scholars in terms of
positive/favourable vs negative/unfavourable. According to this dichotomy, bellamente would be assigned an
unfavourable prosody in view of its unfavourable-sounding semantic preference of “not giving a damn,” and
singularly would be also assigned an unfavourable prosody in view of its habitually unpleasant immediate
lexical environment. These unfavourable associations are then regarded as part of the meaning of singularly
and bellamente, derived from their habitual company. This hypothesis of transfer of meaning from lexical
company to the node is controversial; some scholars, notably Whitsitt, affirm that it will never be possible to
prove there has been a transfer of meaning from one word to another, it is simply that corpus data tend to
make us see things which are not present. Further, if utterly, singularly etc. do have this transferred negative
meaning, why is this not brought to bear in, for example, the combinations singularly beautiful or utterly
compelling?

The concept of semantic prosody has further theoretical complications, and scholars cannot agree on how to
define or approach it (see Stewart 2010 for a critique of descriptions of semantic prosody over the last 25
years). For example, while the arguments above concerning bellamente and singularly appear to take it as
read that semantic prosody characterises the word, other interpretations focus on its pragmatic function and
how it expresses the attitude of the speaker or writer towards a pragmatic situation across longer stretches of
discourse. Even the notion of “semantic preference” is controversial (Stewart 2010, 89-91), but since my
principal concern in this paper is to engage with the functionings of WS it is not my intention to tackle these
various complications here. Suffice it to say that — in accordance with the structure of WS — | shall focus on
the immediate lexical and grammatical environment of words and expressions as a means to better
understand in what co-texts and contexts the keyword is habitually used.

5. Near-synonyms across languages

Over the last 15 years or so a number of studies have been devoted to the investigation of near-synonyms
between English and other languages by means of corpus analysis, e.g., Berber-Sardinha for Portuguese;
Dam-Jensen and Zethsen for Danish; Munday for Spanish; Stewart (2009), Olohan 35-39 for Italian;
McEnery and Xiao, Xiao and McEnery, Lee and Liu for Chinese. Inevitably, findings have for the most part
demonstrated that apparent synonyms, whether within or across languages, have distinct colligational and
collocational profiles, re-emphasising the view that perfect synonymy does not exist. These studies,
however, are conducted mostly with the use of concordances or simple lists of collocates. My focus in this
paper is not to re-raise theoretical issues of imperfect synonymy but to go a step further in terms of corpus
analysis, verifying to what degree WS facilitates the study of the lexical and grammatical environment of
cognates across languages, whether for language-learning or translational purposes.

6. Cognates across Italian and English

In the present paper | shall focus on words in English and Italian which would appear to be almost mirror
images of one another on both a formal and a semantic level, i.e., physically similar and semantically similar,
of the type mysterious / misterioso. | thus exclude (i) physically similar pairings such as actual / attuale,
gymnasium / ginnasio because despite their formal resemblance they have very dissimilar meanings (and
are thus frequently denominated “false friends”), (ii) semantically similar pairings such as sad / triste,
because notwithstanding their analogous meanings they are formally very distinct, and (iii) pairings such as
mouse / topo, because despite a basic semantic similarity one of them has developed a highly specific
meaning in a specific sector (mouse in the language of computers). This method of comparing close
cognates, it should be stressed, is in part no more than a convenience designed to highlight the pros and
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cons of WS queries, but there is no reason why WS searches should not shed light on all sorts of pairings
across languages. Another factor in my research methodology is that | am keen to avoid discussing (i) what
would as a rule be obvious to a person with advanced knowledge (level C1-C2) of Italian and English — for
instance students are taught fairly early on that suggestive and suggestivo have different semantic ranges,
and (ii) what is already accounted for in the dictionary. For example, the advanced student might be struck
by the degree of difference in the respective WS of amenity and amenita: amenity for instance is typically
modified by modern, luxurious, onsite, five-star within texts in the tourism sector, while salient modifiers of
amenita include analogo, simile, siffatto, solito, stupido and inutile (also worth checking are the respective
“and/or” lists which are hugely different). Yet this distinction is already recoverable in dictionaries: the Oxford
Advanced Learner’s Dictionary Online provides just one definition of amenity — that corresponding to facility
— while the Sabatini Coletti Online provides two definitions of amenita:

1. piacevolezza, serenita, gaiezza: a. di un paesaggio; 2. Facezia, arguzia, anche spreg.,
sciocchezza: un libro pieno di a.

My preference is to focus on WS queries which take us beyond the remit of dictionaries, and perhaps even
beyond the introspections of advanced language users.

6.1 Sketch Difference

Within a monolingual context WS offers a facility called Sketch Difference (Kilgarriff and Kozem 16-17),
whereby the user can compare two words of a given language by means of a single query. For example,
Italian students required to translate “l'antica universita patavina”’ into English may be uncertain as to
whether antique or ancient (both defined in dictionaries as “(very) old”) would be more appropriate for this
reference to the University of Padua. Sketch Difference suggests — within a single onscreen page — that
while antique as an adjective habitually combines with furnishings and ornaments, the adjective ancient is
more versatile, modifying a broader range of nouns including tradition, temple, monument, ruin, building,
civilisation, Rome/Romans and Greece/Greeks. Since the results suggest that ancient combines with
buildings of historical interest more readily than antiqgue does, students may be tempted to prioritise the
solution “the ancient university of Padua.”

6.2 Bilingual Word Sketch

6.2.1 indulgent vs indulgente

If the comparison between two words is conducted across languages then Bilingual Word Sketch is the most
obvious facility. Take for example the two adjectives indulgent and indulgente. In this case the user clicks on
Word Sketch, inserts indulgent (selecting an English corpus) and then scrolls down to Bilingual Word Sketch,
selects a comparable Italian corpus and inserts indulgente. Fig.3 displays the results of the comparison,
again adopting the enTenTen corpus and the itTenTen corpus respectively.

Fig.3: Bilingual Word Sketch for indulgent / indulgente in enTenTen / itTenTen

indulgente (adjective) indulgente (adjective)

adj subject modifier modifies NofA pp_con-i

1,411 1.70 1,858 0.10 7,039 0.30 680 2.40 235 14.70
self- 9 4.24 nutritiously 12 7.37 treat 191 4.08 || compatimento 3 6.01 corrotto 3 3.60
generall 5 3.70 sumptuously 14 6.92 dessert 91 3.65 || confessore B 4.19 potente 3 2.14
self 597  3.70 | | sinfully 13 6.89 | [ piva 8 3.37 || sorriso 34 318 debolezza 4 1.13
Self 8 1.01 deliciously 42 6.51 chuckle 11 331 || tenerezza 5 2.62 corruzione 4 0.85

decadently 5 6.09 splurge 5 3.26 || bonta 6 237
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unashamedly 6 5.26 | | spa 86 2.95 || atteggiamento 27  1.96 Pp_verso-i
wickedly 6 4.73 | | pudding 17 2.76 || simpatia 6 1.85 151 154.90
luxuriously 6 4.64 pedicure 6 2.67 || sguardo 24 172 debolezza 6 171
gloriously 7 4.59 smile 128 2.58 || saggezza 3 1.24
wonderfully 43 4.28 | | brunch 9 2.37 || papa 5 1.21 pp_nelx
fabulously 6 4.27 | | escape 34 2.20 || verso 10 107 131 1150
overly 67 4.23 getaway 27 2.18 || comprensione 7 0.99 confronto 118 245
ridiculously 12 3.38 concoction 6 1.93 || tolleranza 3 0.86
pp_del-x
delightfully 5 3.30 | | brownie 6 1.85 | ironia 4 0.77
32 060
richly 7 2.81 | | bathtub 9 1.83 [ occhio 23 016
tribunale 5 0.49
excessively 7 2.48 massage 56 1.75
purely 21 2.37 | | velvet 7 1.75
suitably 5 2.27 | | spree 7 1.74
massively 5 2.17 Parent 6 1.74
utterly 16 2.09 | | spa 16 1.73
downright 5] 2.06 grin 10 1.56
terribly 8 1.63 [ | chocolate 57 1.49
over 27 1.47 extra 10 1.49
uniquely 6 112 amusement 10 1.48
similarly 7 1.06 nostalgia 5 1.47
and/or eo
3,419 0.30 605 1.80
self- 10 6.10 || clemente 13 7.92
permissive 16 5.37 || salvatrice 4 7.24
decadent 24 4.88 || autoindulgente 3 7.17
neglectful 7 4.83 || tollerante 16 6.58
hedonistic 6 4.43 || permissivo 7 6.40
amused 7 4.35 || accomodante 3 5.71
opulent 13 4.34 || benevolo 11 5.67
undisciplined 5 4.10 || bonario 7 5.51
luxurious 85 3.92 || comprensivo 24 5.21
relaxing 40 3.81 || misericordioso 4 5.14
pretentious 9 3.73 || compassionevole 3 4.82
authoritarian 16 3.73 || divertito 6 4.81
buttery 7 3.68 || premuroso 4 4.66
sumptuous 10 3.46 || caritatevole 3 4.63
extravagant 16 3.37 || intransigente 5 4.53
self-serving 7 3.34 || mite 11 432
creamy 25 3.31 || tantino 3 4.05
narcissistic 5 3.27 || affettuoso 10 3.76
selfish 25 3.05 || severo 17 3.69
home-made 5 3.03 || commosso 3 3.62
lavish 12 2.92 || protettivo 8 3.59
tolerant 15 2.90 || amorevole 3 3.57
wasteful 8 2.88 || pietoso 4 3.55
scrumptious 5 2.86 || generoso 9 2.99
affectionate 10 2.82 | spietato 4 2.53

What strikes the user at once is the imbalance of the resulting sketch, notwithstanding the similar frequency
ratios: indulgent (12,224 hits, 0.94 per million) is possessed of a modifier column (deliciously, overly,
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wonderfully) whereas indulgente (2,748 hits, 0.89 per million) is not. We do, however, find columns of nouns
modified by the two adjectives, where a contrast is already manifest (for indulgent the list includes a host of
tangible things such as pudding, dessert, spa, massage, chocolate, while for indulgente we find more
abstract notions like tenerezza, atteggiamento, comprensione), but the most striking divergence is to be
noted in the “and/or” columns, in which the Italian adjectives listed — with just one or two exceptions — have a
tender feel to them (clemente, comprensivo, benevolo, tollerante, mite), whereas the English list has a far
higher percentage of adjectives representing undesirable qualities (selfish, authoritarian, pretentious, self-
serving, wasteful) though there are certainly favourable elements too (tolerant, relaxing, affectionate).
Naturally the “and/or” column does not feature only semi-synonymous terms — as stated earlier it frequently
features opposites (thick and thin, right or wrong) — but it can disclose important information all the same.
The reason for the substantial difference between the respective Word Sketches is that indulgent so often
means self-indulgent, self-pampering, whereas indulgente simply has the meaning of lenient or sympathetic.
However, despite the fact that this Bilingual Word Sketch throws up some surprises, it still does not go
completely beyond the dictionary. Although for indulgent the Macmillan Dictionary Online provides only the
meaning “allowing someone to do or have what they want,” the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary Online
supplies the indication “See also self-indulgent,” and the second meaning of indulgent listed by the Oxford
Dictionary Online is “self-indulgent.”

6.2.2 vacant vs vacante

In terms of the nouns they modify the most obvious difference between these two adjectives is that vacant
(68,161 hits, 5.25 per million) combines much more often with buildings than vacante (11,055 hits, 3.59 per
million, and thus less frequent), which typically modifies a position, be it professional, political or hereditary:
incarico, cattedra, insegnamento, seggio, trono, sede (Fig.4).

Fig.4: Bilingual Word Sketch for vacant / vacante in enTenTen / itTenTen

vacant (adjective) vacante (adjective)
adj subject modifier modifies NofA pp_per-i pp_di-i
7,483 170 4,333 0.00 41,821 030 6,965 4.30 497 440 373 070
bishopric 8 4.48 eerily 13 4.93 storefront 315 6.87 || cattedra 319 7.55 pensionamento 7 3.99 direttivo 10 4.13
judgeship 7 4.40 nutritionally 12 4.85 possession 893 5.56 osto 4560 7.12 cessazione 12 3.55 continuita 37 3.41
storefront 21 3.67 intellectually 17 4.30 parcel 240 5.42 || seggio 80 5.67 rinuncia 9 Bl professore 44 2.66
throne 34 2.95 temporarily 46 3.76 land 3,500 537 || lasciata 15 5.05 difetto 28 3.08 organico 12 241
See 18 2.93 curiously 7 3.72 stare 65 490 || trono 37 5.00 collocamento 7 3.01 dirigente 39 173
pulpit 8 271 formerly 43 3.47 seat 1,410 472 | resosi 9 4.92 dimissione 5 138 funzionario 8 112
seat 320 2.61 emotionally 31 332 WBC 37 452 || ricevitoria 8 4.90 causa 43 1.26 agente 14 1.07
position 586 1.96 largely 113 3.12 position 3124 436 || benefizi 6 4.78 trasferimento 12 1.05 qualifica 6 1.03
property 479 1.58 mostly 157 3.09 benefice 24 412 || sede 501 4.41 morte 29 0.89 consigliera| consigliere 6 0.33
presidency 10 145 morally 12 3.04 judgeship 24 412 || costola 10 439 mancanza 9 0.81 profilo u 0.21
apartment 90 1.42 currently 442 293 lot 5139  3.93 || insegnamento 110 3.9
pp_in-i pp_nella-x
house 394 0.99 presently 27 2.59 property 2361  3.87 || spezzone 9 3.97
395 2.20 330 7.60
parcel 9 0.98 newl 60 2.54 throne 77 3.82 || posteggio 7 3.89
e - organico 158 6.13 dotazione 87 4.98
building 193 0.66 spiritually z 2.47 building 1,695  3.78 || beneficio 71 3.70 -
dotazione 24 3.12 qualifica 29 B3}
stall 7 0.45 utterly 16 2.06 bishopric 19 3.76 || organico 31 3.66 - =
n A pianta 22 171 pianta 30 2.16
unit 137 0.43 seemingly 21 2.05 nester 18 3.63 || incarico 85 3.59
a seguito 34 1.55 procura 5 1.01
premise 16 0.30 nearly 0 2.01 space 1,727  3.59 || farmacia 19 3.53
N qualifica 2 0.77 funzione 31 0.25
slot 22 0.20 virtually 28 185 warehouse 99 3.53 || poltrona 16 3.35 —
post 126 015 | | otherwise 52 181 | | sees 15 345 | diocesi 13 322 attese 2 026
- pp_nel-x
residence 26 0.03 practically il 1.65 plot 195 3.40 || mina 6 291
T n 210 3.20
land 84 0.01 partially 12 138 apartment 364 3.39 || posizione 139 2.61
triennio 10 2.89
previously 63 138 slot 197 3.29 || associato 8 2.56
organico i 2.73
apparently 23 125 eyesore 15 325 || carica 36 2.40
contingente 5] 241
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now 458 121 dwelling 89 3.24 || corona 5 1.77 profilo 18 0.92
entirely 33 111 WBO 12 3.16 || sedia 6 1.61
pp_a-i pp_nell'-x
and/or eo adj comp_of infin_comp 194 1.90 60 8.00
8771 020 1411 0.80 14,443 210 529 0.10 seguito 94 3.02 organico 16 2.83
foreclosed 267 7.98 || resisi 8 7.47 sit 815 3.38 befall 17 478
. . Pp_presso-i pp_dalla-x
abandoned 217 7.75 || soprannumerarie 7 7.25 remain 921 3.23 aspire 8 2.03
118 28.50 55 1.60
derelict 75 7.06 || disponibile 689 6.74 declare 159 3.05
5 pp_since-i facolta 29 212 dimissione 7 1.87
unoccupied 87 6.99 || resosi 6 6.15 lie 311 2.83
354 4.10 ateneo 6 0.72
dilapidated 77 6.79 || dirigenziale 83 5.95 leave 1284 277 allax
i become 1443 222 mid- z i
boarded-up 20 6.08 || farmaceutico 73 5.76 become 1,435 g dopo-i 29 0.60
i i stand 265 1.88
occupied 114 5.98 || vescovile 8 5.17 SLanka 20 I 110 2030 data 29 0.79
> i fall 308 1.87
for-sale 18 5.85 || risultante 8 4.33 el B8] TR @50 espletamento 5 331
i i deem 23 1.42 5
unimproved 19 5.75 || episcopale 6 3.29 £ D — A dimissione 7 187 pp_all'-x
i stan 82 0.03
unappropriated 14 5.65 occupato 5 2.81 Stay) e et 7 1.07 39 2.10
unsold 27 5.53 || rurale 11 2.29 trasferimento 7 0.28 inizio 20 0.16
pp_for-i
developable 12 530 || organico 10 1.74
1,757 0.40 dell'-;
under-used 12 5.25 || previo 7 111 pp_della-x BB cetx
while 68 1.50 16 0.40
weedy 13 4.99 || ordinario 8 0.60 90 0.40
decade 61 0.63 R i 8 1.83
undeveloped 28 4.93 || nell’ 36 0.33 dotazione 34 3.62 grganico =
month 205 0.11 -
unused 72 4.83 || universitario 8 0.33 qualifica 16 2.45
pp_sul-x
run-down 14 4.69 || libero 17 0.31 )
np_adj comp_of et 14 0.40
City-owned 7 464 || scolastico 15 011 el
1430 140 %6 030 totale 5 0.77
neglected 24 4.64 )
- declare 99 239 ) 2 e
n organico 7 d
disused 10 4.41 3
= leave 541 153 pp_sull'x
government-owned 8 4.28 13 3.90
pp_dal-x )
two-story B 4.12 pp_by-i P am organico 12 2.42
managerial 28 4.11 658  0.40
pensionamento 5 3.54
freehold 7 3.95 resignation 35  3.28 pp_da|di-i
adjoining 22 3.95 departure 17 0.90 pp_con-i 7060
77 0.80 organico 7 1.64
nomina 9 1.44
assunzione 7 0.58

When followed by the prepositions supplied by the WS, vacante is almost always found in contexts referring
to the world of work: vacanti per trasferimento, vacanti di dirigente scolastico, vacanti nella qualifica di
direttore, vacanti in organico. Vacant is also found — if to a more limited degree — in professional contexts (for
example declare a position vacant), but the startling difference between the two is in the respective “and/or”
columns. The vacante column is dominated by disponibile (689 occurrences, mostly the sequence vacanti e
disponibili), while the semi-synonymous libero occurs 17 times, mostly within the sequence liberi e vacanti,
and others include dirigenziale and farmaceutico, for the most part within the sequences posizioni dirigenziali
vacanti and sedi farmaceutiche vacanti. Instead in the vacant column we are confronted with a host of
unappealing adjectives such as foreclosed, abandoned, derelict, dilapidated, boarded-up, unimproved,
unappropriated, weedy, run-down and neglected, alongside a few apparently innocuous ones such as
managerial and adjoining. Further, in the remaining columns, frequent verbs immediately to the left of vacant
include stay, stand, lie, leave, often followed by for decades, for months (combinations highlighted in the
“pp_for-I" column).

These last columns suggest that when it describes property, vacant most often refers to buildings that are in
some way undesirable. While vacante — whatever it refers to — appears to possess the neutral meaning of
free or available, vacant on the other hand is primarily associated with the meaning empty for a long time
because there’s something wrong, and this may tie in with the more explicitly negative meaning of vacant
(defined in the Oxford Dictionary Online as “having or showing no intelligence or interest”) in collocations
such as “vacant look/stare/expression” etc.
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6.2.3 lucidity vs lucidita
For this final example | would like to begin with the respective definitions in the Oxford Dictionary Online and
the Sabatini Coletti Online:

lucidity

1 Clarity of expression; intelligibility His lecture combined intellectual lucidity and passion

1.1 The ability to think clearly, especially in intervals between periods of confusion or insanity
She had moments of lucidity

lucidita
visione intellettuale chiara e distinta, perfetta consapevolezza di sé e delle cose: affrontare un
problema con lucidita || lucidita di mente, pieno possesso delle proprie facolta mentali

The respective definitions lie along parallel semantic lines apart from the allusion in the Oxford to “intervals
between periods of confusion or insanity” — which | shall return to below — and the same is true of the
definitions of lucid and lucido. Nevertheless, the Bilingual Word Sketch lucidity (4,695 hits, 0.36 per million)
vs lucidita (14,590 hits, 4.74 per million and thus proportionally far more frequent than its English
counterpart) would suggest that the two words are not as parallel as they seem (Fig.5).

Fig.5: Bilingual Word Sketch for lucidity / lucidita in enTenTen / itTenTen
lucidity (noun)
enTenTen [2012] freq = 4,695 (0.36 per million)

lucidita (noun) itTenTen [2010] freq = 14,590 (4.74 per million)
Use another candidate

translation: sprazzo comizio sorpassare stupido Damasco lucido Paolo disarmare Schmidt
Click on collocates to access reciprocal bilingual search or find translated collocations

object_of preN_V subject of postN_V
987 0.20 2,979 2.10 420 0.10 1,031 1.20

concede 9 1.96 | riacquistare 43 6.56 | | widen 4 0.38 | sottoporta 6 7.20
commend 4 0.98 | offuscare 15 5.47 disarmare 21 6.11
regain 10 0.98 | appannare 8 5.46 analizzare 8 0.70
attain 20 0.76 | smarrire 18 5.43 decidere 9 0.18
induce 9 0.03 [ annebbiare 8 5.37 dimostrare 11 0.06

disarmare 11 4.92 affermare 6 0.05

perdere 505 4.85

perdere|perdonare 31 4.63

mantenere 207 4.38

impressionare 7 417

riconquistare 7 4.00

togliere 88 3.83

denotare 8 3.82

recuperare 57 371

ritrovare 70 3.58
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conservare 65 3.53
compromettere 15 3.48
ammirare 19 3.24
alterare 9 3.02
apprezzare 29 2.78
accentuare 5 2.66
ridare 6 2.63
mancare 77 2.63
donare 12 252
dimostrare 60 2.50
modifier n_modifier modifies and/or eo
2,039 0.20 137 1.00 401 0.00 1,530 0.30 5,278 1.90
Initiated 4 573 | analisi 19 0.12 || measuremen 5 6.42 | caret 11 6.53 || freddezza 89 7.54
phenomenal 22 3.14 rrnside 8 5.51 (| measuremen 5 5.75 | prontezza 48 7.01
admirable 8 237 conciseness 6 5.61 || lungimiranza 34 6.31
unparalleled 10 2.27 directness 8 4.96 | schiettezza 18 6.06
low-level 4 219 profundity 6 4.75 || pacatezza 17 6.01
utmost 10 2.05 clearness 6 3.96 | brillantezza 17 5.88
coloration 8 175 brevity 5 3.21 || fermezza 40 5.88
startling 5 173 clarity 70 3.01 || acutezza 15 5.67
heightened 4 1.70 eloquence 5 2.89 [ obiettivita 23 5.64
terrific 18 1.54 carat 9 2.72 || chiarezza 163 5.60
customary 7 153 detachment 11 2.63 || calma 78 5.58
sonic 5 151 sharpness 6 2.55 [ serenita 84 5.54
high-level 4 1.08 coloration 13 2.46 || onesta 58 5.27
remarkable 21 091 sobriety 4 2.04 | grinta 26 5.25
singular 4 0.77 alertness 4 1.93 || coraggio 174 5.09
spontaneous 4 0.76 purity 10 1.32 || franchezza 12 5.04
astonishing 4 0.69 madness 7 1.17 | freschezza 29 5.02
superb 16 0.69 brilliance 5 1.08 || razionalita 31 4.96
optical 7 0.65 precision 12 0.90 || concretezza 26 4.96
extraordinary 14 0.52 simplicity 11 0.80 || concisione 6 4.92
clarity 12 0.46 wit 12 0.71 | acume 7 492
tremendous 12 041 coloring 6 0.56 || autocontrollo 11 4385
aesthetic 5 041 openness 4 0.49 | disincanto 9 484
mental 32 0.39 restraint 5 0.26 | sinteticita 5 4.75
incredible 20 0.32 courage 10 0.15 || spietatezza 5 464
pp_obj_of-i
677 0.50
moment 152 0.99
instant 5 053
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pp_of-i
377 0.30

[$)}
=
s
B

exposition

rose 0.51

(=

pp_obj_with-i
294 0.90

expound 4 232

predicate_of
47 0.20

acronym 4 0.89

Particularly eye-catching are the columns capturing adjectives which typically qualify the key words. The
Italian list (“AofN”) is dotted with powerful, unpleasant-sounding adjectives, for instance, spietato,
implacabile, impietoso, scarso and disincantato, combinations which habitually describe the ability to react in
some way to a sometimes very unpleasant scenario. Noteworthy too is the presence of other adjectives with
forceful meaning: estremo, impressionante, folgorante, sconvolgente. The English list (“modifier”), on the
other hand, seems very upbeat, characterised primarily by positive-sounding collocates such as
phenomenal, admirable, unparalleled, terrific, remarkable, astonishing, extraordinary, tremendous, incredible
and superb.

This difference is not in evidence in the “and/or” column, both of which are characterised prevalently by
nouns describing favourable qualities such as clarity, eloquence, wit / chiarezza, coraggio, serenita. Perhaps
the only word in the “and/or” column which really stands out is freddezza in the Italian list, one of the most
frequent collocates of lucidita (89 co-occurrences). By clicking on this collocate we are taken to a
concordance containing occurrences of both words within a span of 5 to the left and right: freddezza e
lucidita 34 hits, lucidita e freddezza 24 hits, while the remaining occurrences are almost all part of a list of
nouns separated by commas (...freddezza, lucidita, controllo e misura). Especially striking is that over 20 of
these occurrences are connected with violence and/or murder.

On the basis of this evidence, albeit summarily described here, it would seem that lucidita is often associated
with (sometimes extremely) unpleasant scenarios, though there is no trace of this in dictionaries. Lucidity, on
the other hand, is not associated with such scenarios, though it often occurs in contexts that entail previous
or subsequent periods of mental confusion, a state of affairs included in the Oxford Dictionary Online
definition, though as far as | can make out, the only hint we have of this state of affairs in WS is its frequency
of co-occurrence with moment (152 times), often preceded by brief, few and rare. It would thus seem to be
the case that the lexical environments of lucidity and lucidita are very different, despite their similar basic
meaning.

7. Drawbacks of Bilingual Word Sketches

The queries carried out so far illustrate the importance of WS in going beyond dictionary definitions,
revealing co-texts and nuances not recorded in lexicographical entries and perhaps not imagined by
advanced language users. There are however certain methodological drawbacks to comparing different
languages through WS, which will be outlined in this section.

7.1 The imbalance of bilingual Word Sketches
Bilingual WS is clearly a precious resource, but the two compared languages will inevitably have different
architectures, a factor which may hamper a direct comparison of lexical environment. The juxtaposition, for
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example, of the WS of vacant and vacante turns up some fascinating insights and some minute detail, but
there is a substantial imbalance which cannot be attributed simply to the different respective frequency ratios
in the two corpora:

- firstly, the nouns accompanying vacant are divided into two columns: “adj_subject” (the premises
were vacant) and “modifies” (vacant plots of land), whereas the nouns accompanying vacante are
assigned just one list, namely “NofA”, which basically corresponds to the English “modifier” column
(sede vacante, posto vacante), with no evidence of sequences such as la sede & vacante, i posti
sono vacanti etc.

- secondly, the “maodifier” column is present for English (currently vacant) but not for Italian (despite
the abundance of candidates: ancora vacante, tuttora vacante, ora vacante, ormai vacante, gia
vacante), something which may be due to the fact that ancora, tuttora, ora etc. are such high-
frequency words that their combination with vacante is not sufficiently salient

- thirdly, the Iltalian part of the WS is dominated by a plethora of columns reporting the keyword
alongside prepositional phrases (i posti vacanti nella qualifica di dirigente), whereas these are
absent on the English side of the WS despite several possible candidates in the enTenTen corpus
(for instance a simple query for vacant positions in returns 155 occurrences)

- lastly, the comparison of the two “and/or” columns for vacant and vacante is skewed by the presence
of a series of adjectives in the lItalian list which are in reality not “and/or” nor part of a list of
adjectives but are instead simply an item of a common collocation: the presence of dirigenziale
stems from the collocation posto dirigenziale (hence sequences such as posto dirigenziale vacante),
farmaceutico from the collocation sedi farmaceutiche, ordinario from professore ordinario etc. Thus
dirigenziale, farmaceutico and ordinario have no real entitlement to appear in the “and/or” column of
vacante. The English “and/or” list is more authentic, so to speak, containing sequences such as the
clearance of vacant or derelict land, to purchase the vacant, run-down house next to her, a
previously vacant and neglected building, though there are a few examples of the modifier type, for
example vacant managerial post. It should be underlined that these differences apply even when two
separate WS queries are performed, one for vacant and one for vacante.

7.2 Lemmatisation

WS queries are enabled only for lemmas and not for single word forms (for example the lemma confirm
embraces the word forms confirm, confirms, confirming and confirmed), thus WS comparisons hinge upon
whether words have been (automatically) tagged as lemmas or not, but lemmatisation is not always
consistent. A bilingual WS for the adjectives sconcertante / disconcerting is skewed by the fact that while the
adjective sconcertante is tagged as a lemma in itTenTen, the adjective disconcerting is not tagged as a
lemma in enTenTen. Therefore, since WS queries — unlike concordance queries — handle only lemmas, the
result is that disconcerting can be retrieved solely under the lemma disconcert, which effectively means that
the only WS comparison we can perform here is between the lemma sconcertante (adj) on the one hand and
the lemma disconcert on the other. The difficulty is of course that the lemma disconcert will retrieve not only
the form disconcert but also disconcerting, disconcerts and disconcerted, something which prevents a
meaningful comparison.

Users need to be aware of this question of lemmatisation since otherwise the results obtained may be hard
to understand. For example, while a direct comparison between disconcerting and sconcertante is not
possible, a direct comparison is instead possible for disconcerted vs sconcertato, since both these words are
lemmatised in the respective corpora.

7.3 Contents of the grammatical relations columns

The gramrel columns may feature disparate grammatical structures. The brief “postN_V” (verbs following the
key word) column of WS lucidita lists five verbs: disarmare, dimostrare, decidere, analizzare and affermare
(as well as sottoporta, erroneously tagged as a verb). However, a closer reading reveals that disarmare is all
adjectival in the form of the present participle (lucidita disarmante), dimostrare is almost always the past
participle (la scarsa lucidita dimostrata), decidere appears in mostly finite forms (in un momento di lucidita
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decide di...), analizzare is mostly infinitive preceded by nell’ (questa lucidita nell’analizzare i fatti), and
affermare can occur as a reflexive gerund without a direct connection to the key word (rivela a scuola lucidita
intellettuale affermandosi rapidamente).

The reason for the absence of disarmante, dimostrato etc. in the gramrel columns is that the dependence of
WS on lemmatisation applies not only to the word queried but also to the sketch itself, i.e., only lemmas can
appear in the gramrel columns.

Since neither disarmante nor dimostrato is lemmatised, they are not eligible for a place in the columns; only
the (lemmatised) infinitive form is available. Thus these words, like disconcerting above, (i) cannot be the
search word in WS, and (ii) cannot figure in any WS columns, whatever the headword may be.

This means that a simple perusal of the gramrels in question can be quite misleading, perhaps deceiving the
user into thinking that the words listed are found in similar structures and thus constitute perfectly
comparable data.

7.4 Two-word queries

Two-word queries are usually possible with a monolingual WS: separate searches for black hole, tax
number, buco nero, codice fiscale retrieve results, though queries with more than two words, even high-
frequency combinations, produce either very limited results, e.g., primary school teacher (even though this
sequence has 2635 hits in enTenTen via a simple concordance query), or more often than not no results at
all, e.g., high school senior (11552 hits via a simple concordance query). However, at the time of writing a
bilingual WS is not enabled to compare any word combinations at all, e.g., black hole vs buco nero, a fact
which clearly reduces its range and power.® Generally speaking WS is weaker when dealing with
combinations of words rather than single words, but see Kilgarriff et al 2012.

7.5 Hyphenated words

A bilingual WS can be complicated by the fact that so many lexical items in English have both hyphenated
and unhyphenated forms, often with no difference of meaning. A comparison, for example, of the lItalian
adjective decentrato with the English adjective off-centre would need to take into account that the
unhyphenated off centre is also used as an adjective, necessitating a separate WS.

7.6 Drawbacks of Bilingual WS which apply to WS in general

7.6.1 Headings of the gramrel columns

The codes employed for the gramrel columns are sometimes opaque. For instance a WS for convenient
retrieves a grammatical column with the heading ‘np_adj_comp_of’, which rather unexpectedly turns out to
denote sequences such as arrange a time convenient for you and find it more convenient.

7.6.2 Initial upper case

WS captures words either with initial upper case or without initial upper case, but not both at the same time.
While the simple query (i.e., not the WS query) codice fiscale captures both codice fiscale and Codice
Fiscale, a WS for codice fiscale captures only initial lower case, and a WS for Codice Fiscale retrieves only
initial upper case. In the case in point the difference is not critical, but in other cases the discrepancy is
enormous. For example, if you are not aware of this upper/lower-case distinction between simple query and
WS, then you may be bewildered to discover that a simple query for christmas returns almost 900,000 hits,
whereas a WS for christmas (i.e., with initial lower case) returns only 63,000. The danger is, of course, that

® In a recent communication (January 2016) the Sketch Engine team informed me that they plan to enable
two-word Bilingual WS queries in the near future.
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the WS user remains unaware of this and works as a result on only a small percentage of the data
available.’

7.6.3 Good and bad collocates

One of the problems inherent in assessments of favourable / unfavourable lexical environment in corpora —
however one queries the data — is that of whether co-occurrences are to be considered good or bad. While it
seems safe to assert that wonderful and splendid denote good qualities, and that lousy and disgusting
denote bad qualities (though of course in discourse they may be used ironically), it is clear that the
interpretation of others depends on contextual factors. It has already been noted that the verb ignorare —
within the WS of bellamente — may have either a neutral or a negative meaning, even though its
paradigmatic relationship with verbs such as infischiare/infischiarsi, impippa, fregare/fregarsene may
persuade us to see it in a negative light. Take also the occurrence of permissive within the WS of indulgent.
The definition of permissive supplied in the Oxford Dictionary Online — “allowing or characterised by great or
excessive freedom of behaviour” — could of course be viewed in both a positive and negative light. The
implications of this issue, discussed by Dilts and Newman and by Stewart 2010, 91-97, are clearly not
restricted to WS queries, but it helps to be aware of them when evaluating favourable / unfavourable word
environment.

7.7. Good use, good results

Using WS is perhaps rather like driving a Ferrari. Its aesthetic appeal may blind you to the fact that you're
dealing with highly sophisticated machinery and that you need to know how to handle it. Only good use will
produce good results, so it is advisable to be aware of both its pluses and minuses. Having said that, some
of the minuses are not sufficiently explained on site, and the Sketch Engine team are currently working to
improve the clarity of the interface.

8. Conclusions: WS for learners and translators

Such are some of the advantages and disadvantages of WS in the investigation of cognates across
languages. As emphasised above, WS was designed primarily with lexicographers in mind, but how useful is
it for learners and translators, or more specifically how useful might the searches performed in this paper be
for advanced learners and translators? As regards learners, while it is clear that dictionaries cannot include
all the semantic and pragmatic nuances of words and expressions, language learners — even advanced
language learners — may take the view that what is absent from a dictionary must be somehow of secondary
importance. Bilingual dictionaries account for the semantic and collocational differences of, say, gravity vs
gravita and sympathy vs simpatia, and such differences will be crucial for learners, but the contrasts between
lucidity and lucidita, beyond the dictionary because more subtle and more nuanced, may not be considered
critical by learners trying to stay afloat within that vast ocean of fine distinctions making up a foreign
language. For translators, on the other hand, perhaps particularly within the domains of literature and
advertising where finding the mot juste can be of paramount importance, the benefits of awareness of a
word’s lexical environment are more readily applicable.

However that may be, it seems important to be aware that precise collocational and colligational mapping
between words across languages is a rarity, indeed discrepancies are the norm. In linguistic studies to date,
studies of such discrepancies have been confined mostly to “false friends”, but in terms of near-synonymy
across languages, WS shows us that most of that vast ocean of language is composed of hitherto
unchartered waters.

* In a recent communication (January 2016) the Sketch Engine team informed me that in WS this initial
upper/lower case distinction is to be eliminated.
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