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I. The development of interpretation

Interpreting is a type of translation, an act of rendering spoken words from one language into
another. Interpreting has a recorded history of several thousand years. In China, as early as in the
Zhou Dynasty, there were interpreters who worked for the government. However, interpreting, as
an internationally-recognized profession, is rather young. Before the 20th century, almost all
important international meetings were held exclusively in French, as French was the only
recognized language of diplomacy; thus, no interpreters were needed. Nonetheless, around the turn
of the 20th century, political, cultural and economic exchanges among different nations increased
tremendously; consequently more languages became involved in international exchanges, and
French gradually lost its dominant position. Professional interpreting made its first appearance at
the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, which marked the beginning of interpreting as a modern
profession. Since then, interpreting has become virtually an essential part of every international

conference.

Il. The two most widely-used forms of interpretation

Professional interpreting is a service activity with a communication function. The purposes of
communication may vary with the occasions; different occasions may require different types of
interpreting. Generally speaking, there are two types of interpreting: consecutive interpreting (CI)
and simultaneous interpreting (SI).

Consecutive interpretation, which requires no well-equipped booths and sophisticated
wiring system, is the most widely used form of interpretation in China on various occasions—
ranging from formal talks to negotiations. In the consecutive mode, the interpreter gives his
interpretation immediately after the speaker has finished a segment of speech. The segments may
last from a few seconds to several minutes. Since the speaker pauses from time to time for the
interpreter to interpret each segment of the speech, the interpreter has the time to take notes and
analyze the message as a whole so that he can understand the message more easily.

Simultaneous interpretation, which occupies no time apart from that taken by the original
speaker but requires rather expensive and highly sophisticated sets of electronic equipment, is
increasingly needed at international meetings and conferences where a large number of countries
are represented. In the simultaneous mode, the speaker speaks continuously into a microphone,
which transmits his/her voice to the earphones of the interpreter, and almost concurrently the
interpreter gives the interpretation of the message by speaking to her own microphone, which, in
turn, transmits the interpreter’ s voice to the audience who chooses to listen to that language. This

form of interpretation is used at the following types of meetings:
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(1) Discussion or negotiations, where speakers speak “off the cuff”.

(2) Formal speeches, mostly of a general or political nature, which may or may not be read
from a prepared manuscript.

(3) Technical and scientific papers which are almost always read.

(4) Lectures which are normally prepared writing.

Ill. Basic qualities required of the interpreters

1. A strong sense of duty

An interpreter’ s strong sense of duty always finds expression in two respects. First, he is most
particular about being conscientious—conscientious in pre-conference preparations, conscientious
in following the original speaker and furnishing the best possible rendition, conscientious in
abiding by the “professional ethics” and the relevant rules and regulations, etc. Second, he has a
conscious and persistent desire to improve his competence; for him the training in interpretation is
a never-ending process.

2. Linguistic proficiency

Linguistic proficiency, in the context of interpretation, means primarily a fairly good
command of the languages involved and a good grasp of the cultures of the languages involved.
Specifically, it means acute hearing, exceptionally large vocabulary, precision and flexibility of
expression, good articulation and elocution. And, in this connection, the importance of constant
exposure to different varieties of English spoken and written by native speakers and constant
exposure to various relevant publications in Chinese cannot be overemphasized.

3. Encyclopedic knowledge

Encyclopedic knowledge is a goal towards which the conscientious interpreter or translator
should work untiringly. A competent interpreter must have some knowledge in all the multifarious
fields with which he deals, and the level of that knowledge must be adequate for understanding.
And it can be accepted as a rule that an interpreter’ s extralinguistic inadequacy always leads to
obscure or meaningless or even erroneous interpretation. Given the required language proficiency,
the greater the interpreter’ s knowledge of the subject matter, the more readily understanding
occurs, and the more accurate and intelligible his output in the target language.

4. Acute hearing

An interpreter should be aware that to hear in interpreting is not merely to know all the words
that are being spoken. It is imperative to grasp the idea of the original while listening, no matter
how complex the subject matter is, how unusual the original speaker’s style or accent or intonation

might be. An interpreter should be soberly aware that with extremely rare exceptions only what is
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clearly heard and grasped can be properly rendered into the target language.

5. A good articulation

The interpreter’ s articulation and elocution should be reasonably good. He should be careful
not to swallow part of his words. He should moreover see to it that his voice should carry well and
be pleasant to hear. In short, he should form the good habit of speaking distinctly and naturally, and
take care never to sound affected.

6. Familiarity with simultaneous note-taking

A good interpreter must, of necessity, be good at note-taking. He should learn to be able to
concentrate on listening to grasp the speaker’ s idea while jotting down a few key words in the
meantime, usually with each word (or sign, or symbol) representing a sense group or a figure (or a
proper name, etc.). And the object of note-taking is mainly to supplement memory efficiency, so as
to ensure accuracy in interpreting.

7. A good memory

Two things are usually expected of an interpreter’ s memory. First, it should store up an
exceptionally large vocabulary including the relevant specialized terms and a great wealth of
relevant important formulations along with the corresponding correct translation in the target
language. Second, it should accurately absorb and retain the idea (the series of ideas) just expressed
by the speaker. This kind of ability can be cultivated in an intensive process of practice.

8. Quick and accurate response

It refers mainly to speediness and accuracy in completing the process of understanding—
transference—speaking on the part of the interpreter. Here accuracy is stated side by side with
speediness to rule out the tendency of too much of a hurry to do the interpretation on the part of the
beginners. Practice proves time and again that overeagerness or foolhardiness is a vice which

should be avoided in interpreting.

Direction: Listen to the recording and interpret the following passage from English into Chinese.

You may take notes while you are listening. You will hear the passage only once. Now let’ s begin.

Wales has always been an outward looking nation. A great trading nation exporting materials
like iron and coal, whilst through our ports have come remarkable treasures, including fine
porcelains from China.

Today I want to talk about how Wales—a country of just three million people—can join you in

China—five hundred times bigger—in partnership, and offer you our commitment and expertise.
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When 1 first visited the Perl River Delta in 1980 there was little industrial development.
Earlier this week I had sight of the remarkable economic powerhouse that region has become. The
rapid development of this area which is now responsible for the production of forty percent of the
world’s microwaves, and seventy percent of the world’s photocopiers, is awesome.

China is already the sixth largest economy in the world; it is the fastest growing economy in
the world, and is set to be the largest in the new twenty or thirty years. Over the past 3 years, China
has added more to world output than the G7 countries put together.

This remarkable growth should be celebrated as an opportunity and not a threat to nations like
the United Kingdom. China’ s success is bringing benefits for global markets. Rather like China,
the enlargement of European Union is an opportunity and a challenge for Welsh business, not a
threat. Ten new countries join next month, creating a single market of some 450 million consumers,

bigger and richer than the two biggest economies in the world, the USA and Japan combined.

(Exercise 2
Direction: Listen to the recording and interpret the following passage from Chinese into English.

You may take notes while you are listening. You will hear the passage only once. Now let’ s begin.

BAEVFZ R AEAH o 8 E WL E AU A B, X L6 0 50 L, A — 264
AP . ISR AN TR DRI D, 22 1o AT T — S8 PR T B 05 32, BRI A
WEFEMAMZY . MARERATHEINRS, & LS RIS a0, X L6 5w T LIEH A A .
AT PEFEAE LI R 2SS, B AT LAR R v DA Bl . BB AT AR OIE (B E S AR
P8 T BB AN 2R o B R i A TR BE AN A SRR A S Js bR, BAE , Bk
ZHpLas e RIS o R R — K AT AT RE A FH 5 38 il B 2% A 1) vl S B LR v
o RGP 2 BRI T AT R BE PRI A (B H ETA 1k, R S 5 N B T i
R

ZHAH

L AR AL S PR M. bt EX AR AR |l L 1999

2. b R R T  SOE R M. 5 - B i, 1985

3. By MBS IR FRR M. K PR Y st , 2004

4, RS R, 7 55 Bl R IMY. db st  ANE e SHF5E R, 2006
5. A aE DR M. Jba : RS U AREE, 2007
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I. Introduction

A key skill that is involved in interpreting is note-taking, because few interpreters can
memorize a segment of speech delivered longer than one minute without some loss of information.
Note-taking is an important tool for interpreters in consecutive interpreting and it helps interpreters

reproduce the original speech accurately.

Il. Two Special Features :

Note-taking in the course of interpreting has two distinct features.

1. The purpose of note-taking in interpreting is to supplement memory efficiency, so as

to ensure accuracy in work.

This means, though highly necessary, the importance of note-taking should not be
overemphasized. An interpreter must realize from the very beginning of his training that it is
always memory on the basis of correct comprehension that plays the major role in ensuring
accuracy in interpreting, not note-taking. However, in the case in which the original speaker all of a
sudden reads out a long series of figures, note-taking does play a decisive role. In such case, the
best way is to jot down the figures speedily before interpreting (in consecutive interpretation) or
while listening and interpreting (in simultaneous interpretation). Experience proves that an attempt
to do long series of figures without jotting them down is always risky. Nevertheless, it is always
reassuring and helpful to jot down figures, etc. Normally, this will help the interpreter to render the
figures (or the long string of proper names) accurately and will help to avoid confusion or errors.

2. The interpreter’s notes are essentially individual in character.

The interpreter’ s notes as a means to supplement his memory are intended exclusively for
immediate use by the individual interpreter concerned. The ability to keep remembrance of what is
said varies from person to person. Some interpreters may have a well-developed faculty for
remembering details; some may be very good at recollecting the sequence of ideas; some others
may be particularly familiar with the subject matter in a particular field, and so on. A number of
experienced interpreters are of the view that only practical experience and repeated experiments

can show a given interpreter what type of notes will be best suited for him or her.

I1l. Some practical hints
In note-taking, the interpreter will be well advised to be mindful of the following points:

1. Write as few words or symbols as possible.
An interpreter should always concentrate on listening (for comprehension and transference).

His notes should be of such a type that each word (or symbol, or sign) usually represents a key
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Chapter 2 Note-taking

word or a sense group or an important formulation, etc., leaving an appropriate space between two
words or symbols so written. In short, the words so written should preferably be reduced to the
minimum in number.

2. Better take notes in the target language.

In order to facilitate the listening-transference-speaking process, it is preferable to solve the
problems of transference while the notes are being taken. That is why most of the professional
interpreters believe that it seems to be best to take notes in the target language. However, there are
some exceptions. One exception might be that some expressions or phrases can be much more
easily and briefly noted in one language other than the target language. Another exception might be
that an interpreter who is working at the U.N. or some other international organization where over
90 percent of interpretation is into Chinese and who is particularly dexterous in taking notes in
Chinese, finds it feasible to depart from the above rule. Nevertheless, generally speaking, it is better to
take notes in the target language, solving nearly all the problems of transference in the meantime.

3. See to it that the notes are logical and legible.

As far as possible, the interpreter should be able to make a logical analysis of the speech that
is being made and to take his notes accordingly. In this way, the speaker’ s flow or sequence of
ideas can be better grasped and noted and therefore better interpreted. At the same time, the
interpreter must see to it that his notes are legible. They must be easy to read; for the interpreter
cannot afford the time to hesitate or mediate before deciphering them. With the original speech
logically analyzed, the notes should preferably be written in columns of 2 or 3-inch width in a pad
which is vertically long enough, so that each sense group or important formulation, etc.,
represented by a word or symbol in the interpreter’ s notes occupies one half or even one line, and
that the next sense group or the beginning of the next point being made by the speaker is noted in
another line—leaving enough space in between. And in the case of consecutive interpretation, it is
always advisable to draw two short slanting lines to mark the end of a long paragraph or a large

chunk of speech just made by the original speaker.

IV. Symbols and Abbreviations

It can be observed in professional notes that symbols and abbreviations account for a large
part of note-taking. The advantage of most signs and symbols is the fact that they do not belong to
any particular language and can be written in one language and read out in another without much
effort, as in the case of numerals. Moreover, they save time and space.

1. Symbols from the Alphabet

Interpreters often borrow symbols from a variety of alphabets. English has 26 letters which the
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