
The DANTE Database 

What it is, how it was created, and what it can 

contribute to dictionaries and lexicons of the future 

 

 
Michael Rundell and Sue Atkins 

Lexicography MasterClass 



eLex2011 Slovenia DANTE Database: Rundell 2 

Outline 

 What‟s in DANTE 

 Lexicographic innovations  

 Project planning, software customization, quality 

control 

 Availability of DANTE 

 website access, research, and commercial licences   

 The value of DANTE 

 for publishers, NLP applications, linguists …  

 for e-lexicography 

 

 



eLex2011 Slovenia DANTE Database: Rundell 3 

New English-Irish Dictionary 

a modern bilingual English-Irish dictionary  

Phase 1 : infrastructure 

Phase 2a: source language analysis 

Phase 2b: translations into database 

Phase 2c: dictionary editing 

Origins of DANTE: reminder 
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Progress report on NEID 

 English framework: complete (=DANTE) 

 Phase 2b Translations: 80% done 

 Phase 2c  Editing, entry finalisation: 20% 

done (on track) 

 First publication, end 2012 

 electronic dictionary 

 highest-frequency lemmas plus 10% of rest  
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What‟s in DANTE: some numbers 

 42,000 headwords  

 27,000 phrases 

 23,000 compounds and phrasal verbs 

 Rich syntactic and collocational analysis: 

 42 patterns for vbs, 16 for nouns, 15 for adjs 

 133,000 collocates 

 156 domain (subject-field) labels 

 622,000 corpus examples 
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Richness of data 

 recollect 

 medium-to-low frequency word 

 not in BNC‟s top 10,000 lemmas (BNC‟s 9999th 

lemma has 362 hits, recollect has 220) 

 sense 1 (of 2) has 

 7 „structures‟ (aka constructions, syntax patterns) 

 26 corpus examples 
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Richness of data 

 peace 

 high frequency word 

 ranked 1145th in BNC  

 6 senses, 6 phrases, 17 compounds 

 collocates (sense 1 only) 

 8 adj collocates 

 7 verb collocates 

 4 noun collocates (where peace is modifier) 

 …and 20 corpus examples 
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Lexicographic innovations 

 Project planning: classification of headwords 

 Streamlining the compilation process: 

 Customizing the software (CQS and DWS) 

 Using „Proforma‟ entries 

 Editing text: a new approach to quality 

control 
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New classification of headwords: method 

 Headwords assigned to one of 12 levels, based on 

complexity 

 level 1: single-sense, referential (e.g. gastropod) 

 levels 10-12: big, complex words (light verbs, 

grammar words, etc) 

 Sources 

 existing dictionaries, past experience, theoretical work 

(FrameNet, Regular Polysemy etc) 

 Discussed in Atkins & Grundy 2006.1097ff 
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Headword classification : goals and 

outcomes 

 Goals 

 improve scheduling (not an exact science) 

 tailor work-packs to editors‟ skills/preferences 

 Outcomes: did it work? 

 for scheduling: moderately successful – but no 

existing dictionary had comparable granularity 

 for future projects: information in database a 

more reliable guide to scheduling  
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Software customization 

Goals and outcomes 

 completeness: ensure nothing is missed (in 

terms of syntax, collocation, labelling …) 

 ease of use: let lexicographers focus on the 

hard parts 

 maximize efficiency  time savings 
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Software customization 

Methods 

 Harmonize Sketch Grammar and Dictionary 

Grammar 

 exact match between grammatical relations 

shown in Word Sketch and those in dictionary 

 „Constructions‟ list as top-level summary 

 GDEX: automated example-finding 

 One-click copying 
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Word Sketch showing „constructions‟ 
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PPs in Word Sketch 
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GDEX: „best‟ examples promoted 
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One-click copying: example and  

XML mark-up links straight to DWS 
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GDEX and one-click: 

from corpus to database  

in one easy move 
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Software customization: proformas 

 Background 

 already standard for „obvious‟ closed sets (days of 

week, chemical elements, letters of alphabet) 

 greatly extended for DANTE: 68 proformas set up 

 Informed by phenomenon of „regular polysemy‟. 

 e.g. container/contents; tree/wood; qualification/holder 

 Goals: as before 

 streamline compilation process 

 improve completeness and systematicity 
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Proformas: drinks 

 Writing system pre-populated with data 

 Sense 1 includes (inter alia) 

 POS and grammar (noun, mass) 

 domain label (DRINK) 

 slots for itemizers (glass of, cup of, shot of etc) 

 Sense 2 is for „unit/container of‟ meaning 

 example guidance (would you like a beer, 3 coffees 

please, etc) 

 Lexicographer‟s job: fill in what‟s needed, delete 

what isn‟t 
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Quality control 

 A two-pronged strategy 

 Traditional method 

 Editor scans text, identifies problems and 

  fixes them 

  gives feedback to lexicographer  

 New addition: use of search „scripts‟ in DPS 

SkXml search function) 
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Quality control 

 Search scripts 

 use XML structure to identify any instance of any 

phenomenon, e.g. 

 <FwkSenCnt:(<gram@code=mass, 

<%MEANING),<hwd:(^[m-r].*) 

 finds all nouns with GRAM code „mass‟ in given 

range 

 identify and fix problems, manually or by program 

 Almost 200 scripts developed for DANTE 

project 
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Database search: mass nouns in „M‟ 
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Quality control 

 Benefits 

 focus on known problems (e.g. mass or 

uncount?) 

 recurrent, team-wide problem may indicate 

weak policy, needs changing?  

 identify problems of individual editors 

 quality-control more systematic, less time-

consuming 
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Lexicographic innovations: outcomes 

 Towards semi-automated dictionary compilation 

 software populates (parts of) database 

 lexicographer completes, rejects as appropriate 

 Processes streamlined, costs controlled: 

 DANTE completed on time, on budget: just under 3 

years 

 Implications for e-lexicography: see end 
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Who needs DANTE? 

 Publishers, lexicographers 

 for new bilingual dictionaries (E  *): ready-made 

English framework of highest quality 

 for new monolingual English dictionaries: offers huge 

reductions in origination costs 

 NLP community 

 word sense disambiguation, grammar checking 

 machine translation 

 information extraction 

 every word sense linked to specific contextual features 

 Linguists, language teachers, … 
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Availability of DANTE 

 Public website: www.webdante.com 

 free access to complete DANTE entries, with simple 

and advanced search options, in range M-R  

 Register for free A-Z web access 

 personal, research, and teaching purposes only  

 Get licence for free download of full database 

 for research groups in univs or not-for-profit institutions 

 Licences available for full commercial exploitation 

 Go to http://dante.sketchengine.co.uk 
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webdante.com 

 Simple search: finds lemma (recollect) 

 Advanced searches: find every lemma exemplifying 

selected information types: 

 POS=adverb, inherent grammar=degree 

 finds all „degree‟ adverbs 

 POS=verb, syntactic content = Quo 

 finds all verbs used in direct speech 

 etc etc (domain, regional variety, register …) 

 Web interface doesn‟t include every information-type 

 e.g. itemizers (next) 
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Itemizers 

Itemizers for ash 
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Implications for e-Lexicography 

 Methodological 

 significant steps towards automation  

 many features now in wider use 

 e.g. ANW (INL Leiden), Slovene LDB 

 Project management 

 better scheduling 

 improved quality at lower cost  
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Implications ofr e-lexicography 

 Content 

 a platform for development or research 

 a model for other-language versions 

 one of several sources of data in grander 

vision for “search” 

 “information is cheap, meaning is expensive” 
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