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Translations are known to have lexical, morphosyntactic and semantic deviations from
comparable originally-authored target language (TL). These deviations are known as
translationese. Translation studies accumulated extensive evidence of translationese to
raise concerns in the related research fields, such as machine translation (Artetxe et al.,
2020) and contrastive studies (De Baets et al., 2020). Pinpointing the factors that
contribute to translationese deviations remains a challenging task. The explanatory efforts
link translationese to trends in translational behaviour (simplification, explicitation, etc), to
socio-cultural factors (expertise, registers) or to the cross-linguistic nature of the translation
process. It has been shown that more challenging cognitive conditions may trigger a
simpler, more conventionalised (Kruger & De Sutter, 2018), more explicit (Olohan & Baker,
2000) or more implicit output (Lapshinova-Koltunski et al., 2022).

The current project aims to explore the impact of the source document complexity on the
properties of translations. We rely on a range of complexity measures, including
information-theoretical indices.

Previous work used average sentence surprisal to show that the amount of information in
the source is positively correlated with the amount of information in the target regardless of
the translation mode (Kunilovskaya et al., 2023; Przybyl et al., 2022). Other computational
studies have compelling evidence that translationese deviations can be explained by the
source language (SL) influence (Rabinovich, Ordan & Wintner, 2017; Evert & Neumann,
2017; Kunilovskaya & Lapshinova-Koltunski, 2020). The novelty of our approach consists
(I) in the truly cross-lingual nature of the experiments where the values for the source
document are used to predict the properties of the translation, (ii) in the focus on the sub-
sentential source and target items (content tokens and syntactic subtrees) to represent
document pairs, and (iii) in indexing the two subprocesses involved in translation: source
text comprehension and SL-TL transfer. The comprehension difficulty is captured by
measures of syntactic complexity such as dependency distance, hierarchical distance, tree
depth, and branching factor as well as by the surprisal of the content items from GPT-2.
The transfer difficulty is operationalised (a) as the entropy of translation variants for a SL
item registered in a large parallel corpus and (b) as the semantic alignment score (cosine
similarity between contextualised embeddings of content items). The response variable —
translationese properties of target — is a document-level probability of being a translation
from a classifier that can reliably distinguish translations and comparable non-translations
in the TL (Fl-score 80-90%) using hand-engineered delexicalised translationese
predictors.

Theoretically, the more demanding SL documents can be expected to generate more
deviant translations. If this is the case, translationese can be explained as a rational
response to increased cognitive pressure on the assumption that producing deviant
translations requires less production effort.

The preliminary regression results on a large bi-directional Europarl corpus (English-
German) show that transfer difficulty indicators are more relevant to the task than syntactic
complexity measures or lexical comprehension difficulty measured as surprisal of the
source content items, although the correlation is very weak.
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