Interpreting at the United
Nations: A historical overview

The United Nations Organization was established in the San Francisco Conference in 1945,
while WWII was still raging in different theaters of operations. If the League of Nations had
only two official languages (English-French), the UN adopted a multilingual regime for its
meetings: French, English, Spanish, Russian and Chinese —Arabic was added many years later.
Some of the interpreters who had worked at Nuremberg joined along the way the recently
created organization. Although the consecutive interpreting mode which was predominant at the
League was also used at the United Nations, this organization adopted very soon (1947) the
simultaneous interpreting mode as the preferred one, after a fierce battle between the two teams
(consecutive and simultaneous). The 20% ratio of female interpreters reached in the early teams
was similar to the Nuremberg figures, but their number increased gradually until recent times,
which have witnessed an ongoing feminization process. (From draft program of the exhibition
PIONEER FEMALE INTERPRETERS (1900-1953): BRIDGING THE GAP, Baigorri et al.
curators, to be inaugurated November 28, 2018)



Outline

* Resuming cosmopolitan conversation after
WWII
* Sociology: generational evolution

* Technique: from consecutive to simultaneous
(including remote) and from analogue to
digital

» Professional evolution

» Discourse analysis: everything is political
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Resuming cosmopolitan conversation
after WWII

* The League of Nations and the International
Labor Office, bilingualism (E-F) and (mostly)
consecutive interpreting. Comintern’s tests in SL

* The Nuremberg Trial: four languages (E, F, G, R),
simultaneous interpreting

* UN: five official languages (C, E, F, R, S) (= six,
with the addition of Arabic), an X-ray of the
political situation after WWII. Official languages
as vehicles of communication and as power
symbols.



Simultaneous interpreting tests

The Lezgus of Mations znd the Internationz] Labor
Office, bilinmalizm (E-F) znd {mostly) consacutive
interprating.  The Comintern™s 31 tests  [right
Simultzneous interprerters VI Comintern, Moscow
1235, Phobtor Russian Siate Arcive of Socio-Poltical
History (RGASPT, Moscow: 404 1670 1 5]

e

Information on the tests at the Comintern can be found here:
At the dawn of simultaneous interpreting in the USSR: Filling some gaps in history

Sergei Chernov

This chapter provides new evidence on the invention of simultaneous interpreting (SI) in the 1920s using
records from Russian archives discovered by this author. SI was first implemented in the USSR in 1928,
which coincided with the first full-scale use of Sl at the International Labor Organization (ILO) in
Geneva. Language problems of the era due to the declining use of French and waste of time associated
with consecutive interpreting (CI) required a new solution, which was Sl, proposed by E. Filene in the
West and Dr. Epshtein in the USSR. Epshtein’s three-interpreter method was perfected by engineer
Goron and implemented at the 6th Comintern Congress in 1928. Finally, interpreters/ translators’ profiles
and working conditions in the 1930s are described briefly.

Keywords: telephonization of interpreting, three-interpreter method, simultaneous interpreting,
Comintern, Filene-Finlay system
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The San Francisco
Conference, April-

June 1945

That was the Confersnce that
adopted the TUnited Mations
Charter. Intarpraters had not besn
planned for Conferencs, but
the Franch Forsim Minister
Georges Bidault, h.'ul talcen with
him fowr  hi preparad
interpreters. After S-at:retar}cf
State, Stettinivs, mads the

opening speech, he was surprized
to se= that 2 gent lmmatuudz

and began translating mto Fr

He wondered which delazation he
re;za&enlad' After the *incident™,
Etattinivs eters
mthaln‘uﬂge (Herbert 1?%
Right: UN ghoto! I'.'Lli # 13]‘9‘?3

Comrmittee 4 on Reg;ﬂﬂai
Arrangements. French intemprster
Lt Andre Kamninker, zive: 2

translation of a expreszed by
the Cmmuﬂaemm

United  Nations San
Francisco Conference
Top Translator

Right: Lt. André Kaminker
of France =itz at public
UNCIO sessions and listens
(a= above) to speeches
delivered in  English He
dossn’t take 2 single note
Then he gets up and repeats
the spesches in French from
memorty, word for word, pause
for pavse —and with oratorical
gestures tossed in for good
measute.

ACME San Francizeo Burean,
34768-769. June 20, 1945




The San Francisco
Conference, April-June
1945

Right: TN photoRosnbary =
160504

The 2an Frnciseo Confzrence:
Coordination Committes Maating
in Opera House, May 24. Left to
right: MA. Robetson, Canada;
HMG. Jebb, UE; Mathieu,
Interpreter; Lzo Pasmwolsloy
Chaimman of the Committes;
Charles F. Darlington, Exscutive
Ofcer of Steerms Committes; &
A Zobolev of UUSSE. Last three
vnidentified. 24 May 1945 San
Francisco, United States.

Mathiens would always thinl that
rzal interpreting was consscutive
intempreting,  sven when  he
became Head of the Tmnslation
Divizion at the UM (Baigorr-
Jalon 2014/2004: 52-33)

Nuremberg
Trial

Right: Witness and
Defendants stand,

Photo:
Stadtmuseum

Niirnberg.
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Nuremberg
Trial

Von Ribbentrop’s
headphones. Photo:
Stadtmuseum
Niirnberg.
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Pre-trial interrogatories

Escarpt from Teefimany of Ernst Kalirabrunner, takes
in Nurnberg, Germany, 11 October [0LE, 1030-1080, by
Li ol Swmiik W. Brockhart, IGD. Als presemi: Capl
Mark Priceman, Imterproter T4 B R Kerey, Riporier

{ad of Prisensrs for Hroadeasts to Allied Troops

Q. Wil you lssk at the make-up of Oroup IV A with ub
sacthons I, L & and 47" What dealings &id you have with o
of the subchisls? Conalder the nexl name on Lhe list, Koplos
[Hd you have any dealings with him?

A. No. With this section | had o dealings. | mot Kaphs
oaly once. This was on lhe cocmslon when he was makisy ¢
mp C T " Kophow's section was concerned with b
Bl Al rigl te enemy agents



Technical revolution at
the United Nations:
Simultaneous

interpreting (1946)

Right: UNPhoto# 189119
Interprsters  with  Control
Board Broadcasting

"First test of simultanecus
interpreting at the UN". The

monitor who appears on the |

bottem  right iz Mark
Priceman.

13 September 1046 United
Mations (Lake Succesz), New
York.

Priceman was Colonel
Dipstert’s right hand at the 51
experiment at the Nuremberg
Trial and then at the United
Mations.

e
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Simultaneous Interpreters at the UN GA at Flushing Meadows, 12
Dec. 1946. Colonel Dostert checking the lineup. Photo A75011




Technical revolution at
the TUnited Nations:
Simultaneous (1946)
Right: UN photo=2228
Colonel Leon Dostert,
organizer of simultaneous
interpreting at the
Nuremberg trials and at the
UM, before 1930,

e
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BECOND SESSION OF THE UNTTED NATIONS GENERAL ASSEMBLY LN 7173

Simuianscus intenpretat nly Hall, Flushing Meadows,
M & 1947,

Plense credic UNATIONS
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The People’s Republic
of China replaces
Nationalist China

(1971)

[".-ﬁ.lﬂ-. .L‘r---d-u--s:-dalTa--:_nm.;ﬂ

% e o fna}' :
ninsss, | B ‘officiz] B2

(Horper’s

:'Eclrml-.chu:.:'14":' : 123

R.lgrt TN phovio. thh-—

Delegation of the Paoplds R—'ﬂbh af

dlria_.a;tndlr Gm-:'r?l

The delegation of the P ;R—q:nth

Chinz n% today formally

United MNations “Genar -’.ﬁant-h- '1‘1'-'-

delzgation i3 2 hers 33 pOiDER

recosdad the oocaion on lm In aicu:t

row fom 1=ft to =z Chizo Fuen-

hue, Chairmen of the dedes, tur H

HE Vicz Cleirmen 2

R—'-p:raa'lauw to the T, er-.'l Fu Hao,

R ga'léﬁﬁ In ﬂ.ﬁgﬁﬂ 1o from
1 =

Iutem'eter %E‘lg—]‘lﬂ

Feprambtive, .-_ﬂl Chen

Feprezentative

15 Wowvesmber 1971, Unitad Mations, Naw

York
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Technical revolution at
the United Nations: SI by
Satellite (1978). Arrival of
the future.
Right: UN photo’ Yotaka Nagsts =
152431
Utilization of Satellit= Technology
for Confrence Sarvicing
Tha United Nations, in cooperstion
with the MNational Asronsutics and
Space Administration (NASA) and
with the Communications Satsllits
Corporation  (COMSAT) conductad
] enparimeant in T2Note
simultsnaous inferpe=tation. It took
lzce during the UN Con&rence on
ochnical  Cooperstion  Among
Devaloping Mations which was held
in Buenos Aires Fom 30 Auvspst to
12 Szptember 1278,
Studio No. 4 in New Yook receiving
2 briefing fom Buemos Aires
Agpentina. On the projection soreen
G. Oudovenko, Director of the
Interpretation and hzstings
Divizion, sddresses UN Staff in New
Yok, 31 August 197, United
Nationz, New York.
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Technical revolution at
the United Nations: 51

by Satellite (1978)

Right: UN photoifaw Lwin #
252425

Utilization of Ratellite
Technoloey for Conference
Rervicing

Discuszsion  evalwating  the
rasults of the satellite
experiment. In New York (from
left to right): G. Ouvdovenko,
Durector, Interpretation  and
Mlzstings [Mwision; DBohdan
Lewandowsli, Undar-Secratary-
General of the Department of
Conference Rervices and
George Elsbnikow, Chisf,
Interpratation Sarvics, in TV
Studio H.

08 September 1978 United
Mations, Mew York.
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The first generation

«Rabinovitch’s performers are cultural split
personalities, uprooted by wars, pogroms,
revolutions and economic earthquakes, and
somehow infused with a wanderlust that had led
them to roam the earth collecting languages and
reputations in an incredible number of fields.
Though persons unfriendly to the division have
labelled it a catchall for misfits, there is rhyme and
reason to this strange occupational grab bag.»
(Saturday Evening Post, August 12, 1950: 112)
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Susanna

Wieniawa
UN Headguarters, Lake
Success, New York
20/03/1048
Simultaneous
Interpretation

Susanna Wieniawa of the
Interpretation Division,
Department of Conference
and General Services, who
interprets from French and |
Spanish into English. TN
photo 189118 =

T——__
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[For more information see:

The use of photographs as historical sources, a case study
Early simultaneous interpreting at the United Nations.
Jesus Baigorri-Jalén

This chapter presents a case study of how photographs can offer different angles of the dynamics
involved in a complex observable event or series of events. As shown in previous research, photographs
can only be valid historical sources if we are able to interpret them, and that requires the observer’s active
participation and the use of additional sources, such as written or oral records. | analyze eight United
Nations (UN) official photographs as part of the founding narrative of simultaneous interpreting (SI)
history. After introducing the theoretical and methodological background, I present the historical context
of Sl at the UN. The analysis of the photographs focuses on (1) the SI equipment, (2) the interpreters, and
(3) the users of their services.

Keywords: photographs as historical sources, simultaneous interpreting, United Nations interpreters
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Nadine Pokrosky
United Nations
Headguarters, Lake
Success, New York
20/03/1048
Simultaneous Interpretation
Nadine Pokrosky, from the
Interpretation Division of
the United Nations, an
interpreter of speeches and
statements of delezates
from Bussian into French.

UN Photo 189117

UN assignments
board 1957

UNHQ NYC01/121857

A unigue siomltneons intepratatiion
system iz usad in 2l mejor comemittes
mestings znd in all Generzl Azzembly
mestings The Sacurity Council nees it
tomsther with the oldst consacutive
tranzlation sysem It is this
combination of slectronic devel opment
and humen resourcefiilness that brings
immedizte comprshension znd
understznding of the multilingmal
dizcussions of world isues.

Some sixty highly skilled inerpreters
periorm 2 vitzl sapvice at the United
Mations mestings whers dalagates Fom
B2 nations come topsther to present
their visws in ons of the five official
lznguzges of in their own tongues M
Rzl Mardones, one of the interpraters,
checks the Azzignment Board to find
out which of the mestings he will be
working with during the d=y Photo
189381

q_'.[,dfq_ﬂu
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Basile Yalovley

consecutive interpreting

1957

UNHQ NYC 01/12/1937
Seen here taking notes

during a meeting of one of

the UN. General

Assembly's committees is
Mr. Basile Yakovlev, one of
the consecutive interpreters.
The consecutive method of

interpretation requires

translation of the speaker's

rematks after he has

completed his speech. UN

Photo 182382

Mary Jaquith
UNHQ NYC 09/03/1965
Mrs. Mary Jaguith, a
United Nations interpreter,
at wotk in a booth
overlooking a meeting
room. Some fifty highly
skilled interpreters perform
avital service at United
Nations meetings where
delezates from 114 nations
come togetherto present
their views in one of the
five official languages orin
their own tongues.

UN Photo/ARA217510
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From marvel to profession

«The 1974 «strike» [45 of the 75 interpreters called
in sick on April 22, 1974]constitutes the milestone
symbolising the move from «marvel» to
«profession». This is when the interpreters told the
Organisation that their conditions of «marvels» had
a limit, that they ran out of circus tricks after a
certain number of hours and that they needed a
«safety-net» for their linguistic acrobatics and a
relief team. What they were saying was that they
were professionals like all the rest, i.e., like those
who were not mentioned in the press. (Baigorri-
Jalon 2014/2004: 111-112)
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[From the book Baigorri-Jalén, Jesis (2014/ 2004) Interpreters at the United Nations. A History.
Translated by Anne Barr. Salamanca: Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca

' INTERPEETERS AT THE
IR ST S & IS T

omly imgbew |

Partial view:

https://books.google.es/books/about/Interpreters_at_the United Nations A _his.html?id=iB5TPUXyXio
C&redir_esc=y]
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Interpreters 1987
(in-between

generation)
UNHQ NYC, 29/03/1987
United MNations interpreters
Carol Martiner (left) and
StephenPearl. worling in
the English booth of the
Secunty Council Chamber
dunng the 2748th meeting
of the Council.
UN Photo/Yutaka Nagata [l
270326 AY

S
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Interpreters during Security
Council Meeting on Bosnia
and Herzegovina

United Nations interpreters
provide simultaneous
nterpretation for a Securnty
Council meeting during its
consideration of the
situation in Bosnia and
Herzegovina.

05 December 2008

United Mations, New York
Photo = 234042

{Marta Hetrera, Spanish
booth)
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o



Modem times: sociology

...the identikit picture of the UN interpreter of the last two decades
cotresponds to the following characteristics, even though no single interpreter
fits the picture exactly, of course. The interpreter is female. She comes from a
monolingual middle-class family. She starts leaming foreign lansuages at
primary and secondary school. She improves her command of the languazes
she is studving by spending short periods of time in the countries where the
lanzuages are spoken. She has a very zood command of her mother tongue and
a good command of another two languages (a better command of one than of
the other of these two). She is not a perfect bilingual She takes a degree
course at an interpreting school. She works as a freelance interpreter of
translator for a time. She starts work in the UN after several vears experience
when sheis just over thirty. {___) (Baizomi-Talon 2014/2004: 133-136)
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Modem times: technology

The developments in new technologies will also be
present in booth situations even at conventional
meetings. Tomorrow’s conference interpreters will
need basic computer skills. For example, in the
future interpreters will be able to consult UN
documents in the booth using cd-rom or some other
medium and they will also be able to use on-line
glossaries; interperters will have all the material
they need for a meeting in their notebook
computers. (Baigorri-Jalon 2014/2004: 174)

PR, W PT



Modern technology in
Security Council

Chamber 2016

Right: UN photoLoey Felipe
# 6800038

Security Council Considers
Situation in Darfur, Sudan

A wiew, from an interpreters’
booth, of the Security Council
meeting on the situation in
Darfur, Sudan, az Fatou
Benzouda (zhovwn on screen at
centre), Prosecutor of the
International Criminal Court
(ICC), briefs the Council.

09 June 2016

United Mations, New York

Modern Technology:
Scene at N Headgquarters
during High-larel Wealzof Tird

General Assembh-

Interpreters at work
during the first day of
the General
Assembly's seventy-
third general debate.
25 September 2018
United Nations, New
Yorlk

Photo # 777365
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External variables and quality (2017)

..a combination of speed. accent -related to the
inereasing dominance of English as the mnternational
organization’s lingua franca —, topics and mnformation
tegh:nolo gies makes up a set of elements which explam to
a great extent many of the interpreters’ concerns. The
current virtually round-the-clock immediate connection
seems to create expectations on users of interpreting
services which do not always comply with the basic tenets
of communication, to the point of putting into question the
meaning of concepts such as «speaker», «speech» or

«hstener», often leading to challenge the delicate balance
of Gile’s efforts model. (Baigorri & Travieso 2017: 66)

[Full text of the article available here:

http://revistas.usal.es/index.php/clina/article/view/clina2017325372 ]



http://revistas.usal.es/index.php/clina/article/view/clina2017325372

UN as a springboard of interpreters’
professionalization

...the UN has played throughout its years of
existence an important role as an institution
which helped to outline the contours of the
profession even before the birth of AIIC: the
worksite originated the profession, as it was the
case 1n other fields such as social work,
librarianship or teaching (Abbott 1988: 80)
(Baigorri & Travieso 2017: 66).
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Summary external variables

Internet access
Remote interpretation

Read speechesSound equipment|mproved booths

Information Technologies==+""

Prevalence of English™ ™ W%
St “wi Information overload
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Thank you for your attention!

baigorri(@usal.es

http://campus.usal.es/~alfaquegue/
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