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Corpus‐based analysis of spoken narratives. 

Introducing a corpus and a search tool 

Summary 

This paper is concerned with the development of a synchronic corpus containing Serbian 
spoken narratives and its use for narrative analysis. The corpus (CRONUS – Corpus for the 
Research On Narratives and their Use in Speech) is optimised to study the structure and use 
of this discourse genre. First, data sources are presented, followed by corpus creation and 
access. The semi-spontaneous spoken narratives were orthographically transcribed, and the 
corpus deeply annotated, with special emphasis on the annotation of narrative sections 
following Labov’s approach and the annotation of argument structure constructions in the 
sense of Construction Grammar. Three case studies demonstrate how morphological and 
constructional annotation can be effective for the exploration of narratives. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Narratives are one of the most important and one of the most often studied discourse 
genres (Bamberg & Andrews, 2004; Bruner, 1991; de Fina, 2003; Georgakopoulou, 
2007; Labov & Waletzky, 2003[1967]; Polanyi, 1979, to name only a few). The 
foundation for the study of narratives was laid by William Labov (Labov & Waletzky, 
2003[1967]). According to Labov, narratives are not random stories about the past, 
but are characterized by a specific temporal structuring and social function. Within 
the framework of his structuralist analytical tradition, narratives have been interpreted 
as complex linguistic constructions. However, conversational narratives are also 
important places of social action, providing material for the study of individual and 
collective negotiations of identity and social orientation (Bamberg, 2004; de Fina, 
2003). Narratives, thus, hold a key position between the two important levels of 
linguistic organization and are mutually integrated into the semiotic continuum in 
two directions downwards and upwards. The first one defines the semantic, syntactic 
and morphological structure and the semiotic continuum is inconceivable without it. 
The second one constitutes the identity-forming themes which often only have their 
justification within these families of stories. Thus, narratives are also at the interface 
of various cognitive domains: they are part of language, culture, social organization 
and serve as storages and filters for experiences and perceptions. 

A deeper understanding of narratives in this dual function, therefore, has a high 
interdisciplinary significance for linguistics, cultural studies, anthropology, but also 
for digital humanities and modern, corpus-linguistic methods and for their part, 
promising to advance the complex analysis of narratives. 

Narratives are also of interest in Natural Language Processing (NLP) because 
they contain information about speakers, events, and the stance of the speaker towards 
these events. Applications in the field of Information Retrieval or Text Summarization 
thus must recognize and decode narrative structures. For some special text types, there 
is a number of tools that can handle this task, for example for the processing of job 
applications or the summarization of medical reports (Savova, Chapman, Zheng, & 
Crowley, 2011). However, most of the NLP approaches and tools use the term 
narrative in a very broad sense, as anything that combines two events in time or does 
not provide information in form of a chart. In most cases, they deal with written 
language and not with spoken discourse. For example, abstracts of scientific papers 
have been regarded as narratives (Prabhakaran, Hamilton, McFarland, & Jurafsky, 
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2016). Still other approaches interpret the term narrative similarly to what has been 
described as semantic frame. Chambers and Jurafsky (2008, 2010) analyse typical 
chains of actions connected to crime and court as narrative chains (the ‘prosecution 
frame’). 

Spoken narratives, which this paper is concerned with, are complex 
communicative units, they can only be studied using deeply and consistently 
annotated spoken corpora. The construction and annotation of a spoken corpus is 
challenging in many ways. This is especially the case for Serbian, since, practically, no 
spoken corpus is available, and many tools have not yet been developed. The 
construction of a corpus of narratives has some additional challenges to it: as the 
theory building in narrative theory is still developing dynamically, annotation must 
be as flexible and theory independent as possible, without using coarse categories. 

The original idea of the project that led to the corpus described in this paper was 
to create a database that enables the investigation of narratives as constructions in the 
understanding of Construction Grammar (Goldberg, 1995). There already exist 
several small corpora that focus on either written or spoken narratives. One of the 
oldest is the PetersonMcCabe Corpus (Peterson & McCabe, 1983) which is sampled 
from elicited child narratives. A comparable resource is the (written) N2 narrative 
corpus which has been developed for the purpose of automated language processing 
(narrative.csail.mit.edu/n2/). Corpora that are dedicated to the investigation of spoken 
narratives are the French Oral Narrative Corpus (frenchoralnarrative.qub.ac.uk) and the 
English Narrative Corpus (Rühlemann & O’Donnell, 2012).  

Based on the available information, none of the mentioned corpora includes the 
elements that in the tradition of Labov have been called narrative components. 
Instead, mostly machine-readable levels have been interpreted and some levels of 
annotation that can be added semi-automatically. Since the purpose of the corpus 
described in this paper is the investigation of the constructional structure of narratives, 
we found it vital to include other levels of annotation, even if their status may be more 
spurious. Rühlemann and O’Donnell (2012) explicitly refute a componential analysis 
referring to the unclear status of the components itself. In our view, this uncertainty 
can only be overcome with the help of corpus analyses of those components. Swanson, 
Rahimtoroghi, Corcoran, and Walker (2014) show that an automated annotation of 
narrative components in the sense of Labov and Waletzky is, in principle, possible. 
So, one of the aims of the present corpus is to offer a resource that enables research 
into the characteristics of narratives and their components. Also, in contrast to the 
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existing corpora, only spontaneous and semi-spontaneous spoken data are included in 
this corpus.  

This paper focuses primarily on the challenges and solutions that we have found 
in the representation of spoken data in Serbian. Both the aspects of the technical 
infrastructure and the conceptual levels of analysis, that together ensure an extensible, 
reusable and comparable corpus for the study of the structure of narratives, will be 
included. Several case studies will illustrate how this corpus can be used to study the 
different levels that together constitute a narrative. 

In section (2) the data sources (2.1), the processing steps (2.2), the annotation 
layers available (2.3) and the access to CRONUS (2.4) will be introduced. Building 
on that, the different layers of annotation in section (3), starting with transcription 
(3.1), the token-level annotation (3.2) and continuing with narrative (3.3) and 
constructional (3.4) annotation will be addressed. Section (4) will exemplify the need 
for an open, multi-layer architecture by several case studies.   

2. THE CORPUS 

Version 1.0 of the corpus contains 57 transcripts of narratives with 8 embedded 
narratives in 50 documents. The corpus contains 25,320 words (lexical words, 
without punctuation marks or similar) and 3,867 types produced by 18 speakers. The 
narratives range from 24 to 1,000 words of length and are parts of ethnographic 
interviews conducted by the Balkan Institute of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and 
Arts between 2004 and 2008. The documents are stored in separate XML files 
according to the TEI standard. Each document is stored with comprehensive 
metadata about speakers, interviewers, place and date of recording as well as other 
metadata concerning the preparation of the text like transcribers and correctors. 
Speaker metadata are stored in separate files. The texts are transcribed diplomatically 
(section  Transcription ) and deeply annotated (sections 3.2–3.4). 

2.1. Data source 

The source for the narrative analysis was the Digital Archive of the Institute for Balkan 
Studies of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts (DABI), which stores several 
thousands of hours of interviews, photos and video material collected among multi-
ethnic and multilingual communities in South-East Europe over the course of two 
decades (Ilić [Mandić] & Đurić Milovanović, 2012; Sikimić, 2012). It was decided 
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to focus on the South Banat, particularly on the narratives collected within the Serbian 
community in the village of Omoljica. Since 2004, the team of the Institute for Balkan 
Studies and its associates have collected hundreds of audio recordings among different 
speech and ethnic communities in the South Banat and produced a body of scholarly 
work on the South Banat communities. The scope of this paper does not allow us to 
cite all relevant papers but just a tight selection, cf. on Bulgarians Vučković (2007) 
and Sikimić and Nomaći (2016), on Hungarians Wasserscheidt (2010) and Bala 
(2010, 2015), on Roma Sikimić, Hristov, and Golubović (2012) and on Romanians 
Sorescu Marinković (2016). The choice of Omoljica was motivated by its tradition of 
multiculturalism and interethnic encounters, as well as by its tumultuous history of 
colonisation and urbanisation, which influenced the village’s oral history and made it 
a fruitful field for oral narrative research. 

Omoljica is a village located within the municipality of Pančevo in South Banat 
on the bank of the Danube, in the Serbian Province Vojvodina. Serbian settlers have 
been registered since the 15th century. At the beginning of the 18th century, when the 
Hapsburgs seized all territories north of the rivers Danube and Sava, Omoljica was 
colonised by German settlers, with the German colonisation reaching its peak between 
1765 and 1770. Soon after, Serbian and smaller numbers of Croatian families from 
different regions (1789–1791) and Romanians (1781–1805), mainly from today’s 
Romanian Banat, were settled (on the colonisation, see Haag, 1938 and Pecinjački, 
1985). 

Nowadays, Omoljica is located within the multi-ethnic municipality of Pančevo. 
According to the last Serbian Population census in 2011, Omoljica had 6,309 
inhabitants (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2013). The majority are Serbs 
(90.66%; 5,720), with the minorities including Roma (1.77%; 112), Macedonians 
(1.2%; 81), Hungarians (1.2%; 76), Romanians (1.14%; 72), Bulgarians (0.33%; 21) 
and Germans (0.28%; 18). The village is surrounded by settlements with varying 
ethnic composition, e.g., Ivanovo (Hungarian and Bulgarian), Vojlovica (Hungarian, 
Serbian and Slovak), Skorenovac (Hungarian, Bulgarian and Serbian) and Starčevo 
(Serbian and Croatian). 

The ethnological fieldwork on oral histories and local traditions in Omoljica has 
been conducted by Marija Mandić (Ilić) and colleagues between 2004 and 2008, 
mainly with the Serbs and Romanians. More than 50 interlocutors were interviewed 
in that period. For this project, 7 main narrators were selected (4 men and 3 women), 
all speakers of Serbian whose age ranges from 45 to 85. The collocutors were mainly 



 P. Wasserscheidt et al.: Corpus-based analysis of spoken narratives 149-178 

 

154

older people who keep the oral tradition alive and have all different sorts of narrative 
themes and genres in their narrative repertoires. Additionally, 11 narrators also took 
part in the conversations or even in the narration. 

2.2. Processing steps 

The sample for the corpus was compiled through the hand selection of personal 
narratives from DABI. A researcher with long-standing experience in narrative analysis 
selected parts of existing and not yet transcribed recordings containing sequences with 
at least the Labovian minimal narrative structure "A then B". In the next step, all 
selected recordings have been transcribed by eight trained linguists with 
EXMARaLDA (Schmidt & Wörner, 2014) using the HIAT transcription system 
(Ehlich & Rehbein, 1976). Each transcription has been checked by two correctors 
(inter-annotator agreement, however, has not been consistently measured) and then 
exported to a TEI XML file. GATE (Cunningham, Tablan, Roberts, & Bontcheva, 
2013) was chosen as the annotation tool. Annotation schemas have been written for 
all annotation levels which will be discussed below. Annotation was executed 
automatically (POS), semi-automatically (pauses) and manually (all other). The 
corpus files have then been exported to stand-off GATE XML, which in turn has been 
converted to TEI XML file using eXist (exist-db.org).  

2.3. Annotation layers 

The main aim of corpus design was to enable research into the selected narratives from 
the perspective of Construction Grammar (e.g., Fillmore, Kay, & O’Connor, 1988; 
Goldberg, 1995). As theoretical premise, the traditional approach of Labov and 
Waletzky (1967) was used. Their analysis of narratives was based on the identification 
of (narrative) clauses and led to the introduction of narrative components such as 
orientation, evaluation or complicating action (see section 3.3). The narrative 
components were annotated by hand. As it were, many narratives include other 
narratives that serve the function of one of the components. For example, a speaker 
can provide a short narrative instead of an orientation, indicating that the resulting 
situation that occurred as outcome of the (embedded) narrated events will serve as 
starting point for a new narrative. Therefore, the distinction between main narratives 
and embedded narratives with their respective components was made. 

The construction grammar perspective on the other hand urged us to include 
information about the linguistic surface. Research on narratives revealed that, among 
others, tense, aspect, person, number, clause type (state vs. event) and discourse 
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elements are important information at the surface level (Polanyi, 1982). These have 
been coded on the level of morphosyntactic description (see section 3.2). Clause types 
were not annotated so far, although they are the main analytical vehicle for Labov and 
Waletzky. Instead, argument structure constructions (Goldberg, 1995) were 
annotated. The two notions are to some extent similar, although the notion of 
construction is wider than the definition of a clause (see section 3.4). 

If narratives are regarded as cognitive routines, it is very likely that they also 
display some sort of frequency effects (Arnon & Snider, 2010). Since reaction time or 
similar measures cannot be produced for this kind of data, we focused on the fluency 
of the narrative production. If a narrative has been produced repeatedly or the event 
described in the narrative is recurring frequently, we would expect a higher degree of 
entrenchment (Schmid, 2017) indicated by the number of pauses and lapses during 
production. Therefore, a special layer, where unfilled pauses, lengthened sounds, 
repairs and repetitions are annotated is also included in the corpus. 

Narratives are often not recognizable without a proper understanding of the 
context in which they have been produced (Polanyi, 1982). In order to cope with this, 
we annotated a wider context, which gives information as to the motivation for the 
narration, the chosen type of narrative and the like. 

The annotation layers we included are thus as can be seen in Table 1: 
 

Table 1. Levels of annotation  
Tablica 1.  Razine anotacije 
 
No. / 
Br. 

Name / Naziv Description / Opis 
Annotation / 
Anotacija 

1 Narrative type (Types of) narratives and their context(s) 
[Values: Personal, Collective, Hypothetical, 
Habitual, Communal, Implied, Anecdote, 
Independent context]

Manual 

2 Narrative element Components of the narratives according to Labov 
[Values: Abstract, Coda, Communicative Context, 
Complicating Action, Evaluation, Orientation, 
Resolution]

Manual 

3 Embedded narrative 
element 

Components of embedded narratives  
[Values: Abstract, Coda, Communicative Context, 
Complicating Action, Evaluation, Orientation, 
Resolution]

Manual 
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No. / 
Br. 

Name / Naziv Description / Opis 
Annotation / 
Anotacija 

4 Discourse  
constructions

Constructions that organise discourse 
[Value: List Construction]

Manual 

5 Clause-level  
constructions 

Argument structure constructions 
[Values: Transitive, Intransitive, Identification, 
Characterization, Existential, Localization, 
Intransitive Motion, Ditransitive, Caused Motion, 
Other]

Manual 

6 Morpho-syntactic  
Description (MSD)

Syntactically relevant morphological categories 
[Values: MULTEXT-East-Tagset for Serbian]

Automatic 

7 Pauses Deferred speech 
[Values: Unfilled, Lengthened, Turn Taking, 
Repairs, Planning]

Automatic 

8 Sentence Sentence boundaries according to the transcription Automatic 

9 Token Tokenization according to ANNIE tokenizer in 
GATE

Automatic 

2.4. Corpus access 

The complete data is available as XML files on the website www.spokencorpus.eu 
/cms/cronus. However, the investigation of narratives still requires a qualitative 
analysis, the main work of which is the comparison of different types of narratives or 
different components and their properties. In order to make this possible, CRONUS 
can be also queried online via a specially programmed search mask, available at 
http://poincare.matf.bg.ac.rs/~andjelkaz/diwna/. The DIWNA tool allows users to 
perform searches on the following levels: 

 Narrative types 
 Narrative components (embedded and unembedded) 

Within narrative types and narrative components, users can search for: 

 Morpho-syntactic Description (MSD) 
 Clause-level constructions 

The search mask consists of selection boxes or selection lists for all levels except 
the morphosyntactic one, so that a simple search is possible: 
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Figure 1. Home screen of the online tool DIWNA  
Slika 1. Početni ekran internetskoga alata DIWNA 

 
The output can be provided as full text i.e., the entire sequence corresponding to 

a specific search query is output. This makes it possible to read complete narratives. A 
comparison can be made on all levels in a parallel window, compare Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Example analysis: Comparison of transitive constructions in 
complication vs. orientation in personal narratives  

Slika 2. Analiza primjera: usporedba tranzitivnih konstrukcija u komplikaciji i 
orijentaciji osobnoga pripovijedanja  
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3. TRANSCRIPTION AND ANNOTATION 

Transcription and annotation will be explained in brief. The annotation included 
morpho-syntactic features, narrative components and argument structure 
constructions. 

3.1. Transcription  

The selected recordings were "diplomatically" transcribed by a trained linguists and 
checked by two correctors each. A diplomatic transcription uses, as far as possible, the 
writing system available in the respective language (regardless of whether it is a 
phonological, morphological or etymological orthography), but adapts the forms to 
the actual pronunciation. Typical forms for Serbian colloquial language are, for 
example, the shortening of the vowel combination ao in participles (došo instead of 
došao ‘came’) or other words (ko instead of kao ‘like’). We used the system HIAT 
(Half-interpretative working transcription; Ehlich & Rehbein, 1976; Rehbein, 
Schmidt, Meyer, Watzke, & Herkenrath, 2004). It is only minimally intrusive and 
allows easy reading of the transcripts. HIAT provides several potential encodings. 
However, we have decided to proceed diplomatically here as well: we have included 
all the information that is potentially relevant for analysis but limited the information 
to the necessary. Specifically, the highlighted features are listed in Table 2: 

 
Table 2. Elements of HIAT used in the transcription 
Tablica 2. Elementi HIAT-a primijenjeni u transkripciji 
 
Element / 
Element 

Transcription / 
Transkripcija 

Tag / Oznaka Example / Primjer 

Pauses • or (Xs) PAUSE O:vaj • • uglavnom • • 
gde ((1.5s)) je bilo tako 

Abortions / - A imate i izbe/ i recentn/•  najnovije izbeglice? 
Interruptions … - zavisi koja doba godišnje i …
Elongations : - I:zmotavali se šalili se na svoj račun i na račun 

Nemaca.
Non-
comprehensible 
parts  

(inc) 
 

- Ali to su (inc) se desi 

Guesses () - nije (Bosa/) ((laughs))
Non-linguistic 
actions 

((laughs)) 
((coughs)) 

META ɔ ((coughs)) Kad su digli sa tim šleperima 
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Punctuation marks are used to represent an illocutionary mode. To increase 
readability, we have decided to capitalize the beginning of the sentence according to 
Serbian orthography, as well as proper names. Abortions were also marked, given that 
they can sometimes provide insight into the thinking process, signalling confusion, 
change of mind or sometimes even mark a complete change in the course of the 
narrative. On the level of prosody, filled and unfilled pauses are noted. Apart from the 
verbal production and prosodic elements, the transcripts contain information about 
other vocal cues audible in the recordings, such as cough or laughter, as some of them 
can be very important in the narrative analysis (Goodwin, 2015: 199), often 
representing the attitude of the speaker. Information about overlaps is accessible using 
the time-points in EXMARaLDA. 

We preferred diplomatic transcription over standard-oriented transcription. 
Since transcription is generally the bottleneck in the processing of spoken data, the 
work invested should be used as effectively as possible. Above all, most information 
from the audio file should be preserved. Since the characteristics of the spoken 
language, which can be reproduced from transcripts using diplomatic transcription, 
are recognised by the transcriber during the process and represent valuable 
information for the analysis, it would be a waste of resources not to record it if a 
standard-oriented transcription is used. Furthermore, the used HIAT system is 
relatively intuitive and easy to use even by less trained transcribers. There are further 
arguments for a diplomatic transcription: on one hand, there may be dialectal or 
colloquial morphological forms which have no trivial equivalent in the standard 
language. On the other hand, it is relatively easy to automatically annotate the 
standard forms for trivial correspondences by means of a lexicon and a tagger. 

3.2. Token‐level annotation 

MULTEXT-East Tagset (Version 5.0, Erjavec, 2012) with its specifications for 
Serbian and Croatian was used for the annotation of parts of speech and 
morphological categories. MULTEXT-East is a tagset that focuses on syntactically 
relevant morphological categories and is well equipped to represent the morphological 
wealth of the Slavic languages. The Serbian/Croatian specifications have potentially 
more than a thousand combinations: the Serbian translation of George Orwell’s 
‘1984’, which has been used as the basis for the development of MULTEXT-East 
specifications and lexicons (Erjavec et al., 2003), already contains 906 different 
morpho-syntactic descriptions (MSDs; Krstev, Vitas, & Erjavec, 2004). The resources 
provided by the ReLDI project, especially the Serbian lexicon srLex (version 1.0, 
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Ljubešić, Klubička, Agić, & Jazbec, 2016), were used for the annotation. Since the 
taggers available at the time of annotation did not produce usable results for our 
diplomatic transcription, we created our own CREOLE plugin for GATE based on 
Mark Hepple’s Brill-style POS tagger, connected it to the extended SrLex and 
annotated the transcripts multiple times via the GATE pipeline. Ambiguous 
annotations were resolved manually in the next step. 

The MULTEXT-East Tagset operates exclusively on the level of the 
orthographic token. Thus, an utterance like (1) has on the level of the morpho-
syntactic description the annotation as seen in Table 3:  

(1) E sad. • • ((coughs)) • • •  Odmah    posle  oslobođenja • kad  je • • • 
 well now             immediately  after   liberation     when AUX 

kad   je   nastupi-o •  ovaj   takozvan-a   agrarn-a    reform-a 
 when   AUX  started-MASC  um    so-called-FEM   agrarian-FEM   reform-FEM 

 ‘Well now. ... (coughs) ... Immediately after the liberation ... when ... when started ... um the 
so-called agrarian reform (...)’ 

 
Table 3. Morpho-syntactic annotation 
Tablica 3. Morfosintaktička anotacija 
 
No. / 
Br. 

Token / 
Pojavnica

MSD-tag / 
MSD oznaka

 No. / 
Br.

Token / 
Pojavnica

MSD-tag / 
MSD oznaka 

1 E I 16 oslobođenja Ncnsg 

2 sad Rgp 17 • PAUSE 

3 . Z 18 kad Cs

4 • PAUSE 19 je Var3s 

5 • PAUSE 20 • PAUSE 

6 (( Z 21 • PAUSE 

7   Z 22 • PAUSE 

8 coughs META 23 kad Cs

9 )) Z 24 je Var3s 

10   Z 25 nastupio Vmp-sm 

11 • PAUSE 26 • PAUSE 

12 • PAUSE 27 ovaj Pd-msn 

13 • PAUSE 28 takozvana Agpfsny 

14 Odmah Rgp 29 agrarna Agpfsny 

15 posle Sg 30 reforma Ncfsn 
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We have added some dialectal and colloquial forms to the dictionary srLex to 
increase the accuracy of the morphological annotation. This addendum can be 
downloaded on www.spokencorpus.eu/cms/cronus. Furthermore, the codifications 
specific to the HIAT transcription standard were added to the lexicon, as these 
elements are naturally not available within the MULTEXT-East specifications. In the 
example, this concerns the markings of the pauses (marked in HIAT with a dot •) and 
the non-linguistic or meta-linguistic events (such as cough). 

3.3. Narratives 

Starting point for the annotation of narratives and narrative components in particular 
was Labov’s concept of the personal experience narrative (PEN) and the structural 
framework of PEN which consists of six components (Labov, 1976: 363–374; Labov 
& Waletzky, 2003[1967]: 93–102): 

1. Abstract  
Answers the question ‘What is the story about?’; placed at the beginning of the 
narrative.  

2. Orientation  
Answers the question ‘Who, where, when, what?’, provides background 
information relevant to the narrative. 

3. Complicating action  
Answers the question ‘Then what happened?’; provides the plotline which 
refers to events following a chronological order. 

4. Evaluation  
Answers the question ‘Why is this story worth telling?’; conveys the narrator’s 
point of view. 

5. Resolution  
Answers the question ‘How did it all end?’; usually follows or coincides with 
the evaluation. 

6. Coda 
Answers the question ‘That’s it?’; signals that the narrative is finished and 
switches from narrated time to time of narration. 

According to this framework, the complicating action is technically the only 
obligatory nucleus of a personal narrative. It consists of so-called narrative clauses, 
which represent the chronological order of the narrated event and thus cannot change 



 P. Wasserscheidt et al.: Corpus-based analysis of spoken narratives 149-178 

 

162

order (Labov & Waletzky, 2003[1967]: 84–88). Free clauses, on the other hand, can 
occur more or less freely throughout the narrative, and can exchange places with other 
clauses without changing the narrative’s original semantic interpretation (Labov & 
Waletzky, 2003[1967]: 89). 

Although Labov pointed out that his oral narratives were obtained as a response 
to questions during an interview, he did not include interaction in the description of 
oral narration. Post-Labovian research later moved from the study of narrative as a 
closed text to the study of narrative-in-context (Georgakopoulou, 2006: 123). It has 
become clear that many narratives do not fit completely into Labov’s model, e.g., 
autobiographies, reports, chronicles, habitual narratives, small stories or hypothetical 
narratives (Bamberg & Andrews, 2004; Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008; 
Georgakopoulou, 2006, 2007; Johnstone, 1993). Nevertheless, Labov’s model has 
been applied widely in the analysis of different cultural communities and narrative 
genres (Bell, 1991; de Fina, 2003; Holmes, 1998; Linde, 1993; Polanyi, 1979, 1985). 

In the case of interview discourse, which is also the main type of data in 
CRONUS so far, we come across dialogical narratives elicited for the purpose of 
research. Most often, there is a main narrator, while others are contributing to the 
storytelling: researchers ask questions or encourage the narrator, other participants 
supplement the story, emphasise parts of it, approve, object or repeat the words of the 
main narrator. 

The narrative components were annotated in teams of two so that possible 
uncertainties and discrepancies could be discussed immediately. The annotation of 
narrative components is not an easy matter. The Inter-Annotator Agreement is 
reported to be relatively low and there are many cases where a decision is difficult to 
make (Swanson et al., 2014). The annotation employed for narratives and narrative 
structures, thus, does not aim at producing an essentialism based on a theory that has 
been criticised for its limitations and has already been further developed. Rather, it is 
believed that the theory of Labov and Waletzky is a good heuristic starting point for 
a more comprehensive description of the Serbian narratives. The annotation is not 
fixed but will change in accordance with the feedback from the analysis itself. The 
current annotation thus uses more or less intuitively accessible prototypes for both 
narrative types and narrative components. 

From a structural point of view, principal narratives (frame stories) and 
embedded narratives, which are part of a bigger frame narrative and serve as one of its 
structural components, were differentiated. By using two criteria – the structure of 
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the narrative and its social role – different narrative genres were distinguished, namely 
personal experience narratives, anecdotes, collective narratives, communal narratives, 
habitual narratives, and hypothetical narratives (see Table 4 for the distribution of 
narratives in the corpus according to genres). 

 
Table 4. Types of narratives in the corpus and their numbers  
Tablica 4. Vrste pripovijedanja i njihova zastupljenost u korpusu 
 

Narrative genre /  
Vrsta pripovijedanja 

Number / 
Broj 

 Narrative genre /  
Vrsta pripovijedanja 

Number / 
Broj  

Personal experience 
narratives 

29  Collective narratives 11 

Anecdotes 6  Communal narratives 8 

Hypothetical narratives 2  Habitual narratives 23 

 
Personal experience narratives (PEN) were defined by Labov and Waletzky 

(1967: 81) as a verbal technique for recapitulating an individual experience of the 
narrator or other people. 

Anecdotes represent a short humorous narrative form which refers to an individual 
person and/or an incident. This genre is usually described as transitory between a 
biographical account and a fable (Blache, 1999; Hranjec, 1990; Ilić [Mandić], 2007). 
As such, it is usually first told as PEN, then it takes over some established folklore 
motifs and merges them with PEN, and eventually becomes part of the community 
narrative repertoire. Although anecdotes differ from PEN in their social role, they use 
the same narrative structure. 

In this spoken corpus, several narrative genres refer to collective experience. 
Collective, communal and habitual narratives are distinguished. Collective narratives 
are based upon collective cultural memory and belong to the community’s narrative 
repertoire (Ilić [Mandić], 2014a). When referring to collective agency, they play an 
important social role in the negotiation of the group’s identity. Communal narratives 
also employ collective agency and refer to events which are believed to have some 
importance for the given community. However, their social role is limited: it is not 
sure whether they are widespread, if they are going to survive the generational 
memory, and become part of cultural memory. Canefe (2004) argues that ‘communal 
past occupies an otherwise overlooked grey area between individual recollection and 
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communal or national reconstruction of history’. Habitual narratives refer to iterative 
cultural and social practices like customs (Ilić [Mandić], 2014b: 257–259). They often 
employ shifting agency in one narrative, depending on the distance which the narrator 
takes to recalled events, i.e., whether he/she participated in, observed or just heard 
about a cultural script. 

Hypothetical narratives were also identified in the material. They are narratives of 
projected events, placed in the realm of possibility, and are structurally close to some 
types of small stories as described by Georgakopoulou (2006, 2007). 

3.4. Constructions 

The integration of an annotation level for constructions origins in the purpose of the 
project in which the corpus has been developed. The project focuses on the possibility 
to describe narratives as complex constructions. Although from the perspective of 
Construction Grammar, constructions exist on various levels of linguistic description 
(and narrative components and narratives itself are also constructions), this level of 
annotation focuses on clause-level constructions. The rationale behind this is to test 
whether a construction-based analysis can replace the traditional Labovian approach 
which focuses on narrative clauses. The advantage of constructions lays in the fact that 
they are more flexible than the conception of clauses. In contrast to a clause-based 
analysis, they allow for basic narrative elements that do not contain verbs and hence 
would not bear the status of a clause. Whether this approach is useful still has to be 
tested. 

On the clause level, argument structure constructions and constructions with 
nominal predicates were annotated. On the level of the discourse, the list construction 
[X i Y; ‘X and (then) Y’] has been tagged, which is important for narrative analysis 
since it often frames the complicating action. During the ongoing research, there may 
be other discourse-level constructions that will be added. Constructions were 
annotated by hand by one researcher and checked by a second. However, we 
annotated only the most frequent constructions as described in (Wasserscheidt, 
2016: 191). These are the following, here shortly explicated with the semantic roles 
involved: 

Transitive [Agent Action Patient], Intransitive [Agent Action], Identification 
[Theme COPULA Identity], Characterization [Theme COPULA Property], 
Existential [BE Theme], Localization [Place COPULA Theme], Intransitive 
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Motion [Agent Action Path], Ditransitive [Agent Action Benefactive Patient], 
and Caused Motion [Agent Action Patient Path]. 

Problematic issues for the annotation of sentential constructions are well known 
and involve mainly the independence of constructions in relation to similar ones. The 
question is thus whether a shortened or stretched construct still counts as an exemplar 
of the construction or whether it should already be regarded as an independent 
construction. For the annotation, we resorted to a verb centred solution: if the missing 
argument is a frequent and thus expectable argument of the verb, the full construction 
was chosen (as in (2) below). If not, another construction was selected. 

(2) Ovaj   prodaje ovo •   Ovaj  kupuje •     ne  zna-m. 
 This   sells     this    This  buys       NEG  know-1SG. 
 [TRANSITIVE This one sells this.]  [TRANSITIVE That one buys … [I don't know].] 

While the first utterance in (2) is clearly a transitive construction, the second 
lacks a patient. However, since the speaker obviously planned to add an example of 
goods that have been bought, but cannot come up with one, and since the verb 
kupovati ‘buy’ is predominantly transitive, we categorized the construct as transitive. 

Passive constructions that might be seen as transformed transitive or ditransitive 
constructions have been annotated as Other. There are also a lot of ‘spoken’ 
constructions and uses of single NPs in order to answer question (3) or re-emphasize 
elements (4). All of them have been categorized as Other, as well. 

(3) Tri lanca zemlje. 
 [OTHER Three hides land.] 

(4) Pet  godina • • •  dečačić u kapi •  a  pored lika   petokraka  ovolika. 
 Five  years      boychild in cap    and beneath picture  fivestar    such 
 [OTHER(He lived) Five years.] [OTHER A boy with a cap.] [OTHER And next to the picture a five-

pointed star, such a big one.] 

In particular, the constructions typical of spoken language deserve closer 
examination in the future.  

4. CASE STUDIES 

Three short case studies will show how the corpus can be used, how a corpus-based 
analysis can generate new discoveries about narratives and, finally, how the use of the 
Labovian categorization can provide interesting insights.  
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4.1. The use of person over narrative types and components 

The different components of narratives in general are expected to have different 
communicative functions. For example, the orientation is expected to set up a 
common ground between the narrator and the listener, while the purpose of the 
evaluation is to underline the significance of the narrative and to justify the discourse 
time used by the speaker to produce the narrative (Fludernik, 2014: 97). These 
functions likely correlate with component-specific morphological features. These 
features are partly necessary in order to code the function of the component and to 
allow the listener a proper interpretation. For example, both orientation and 
evaluation build a communicative relation between speaker and listener in that the 
speaker anticipates the listener’s background knowledge and evaluates whether the 
establishment of the intended common ground was successful. This is evident from 
the use of the second person singular or plural (e.g., Znate? ‘Do you know?’) which 
for the listener servers as cue to interpret the information provided next to this element 
as background information and to add it to the mental space of the narrated event. 
On the other hand, the components’ features also depend on their reference to the 
situations and events narrated. In this vein, it is expected that, for example, personal 
experience narratives contain more singular (first or third person) verb forms than 
collective narratives. Person, therefore, is a point of interest for research on the 
narrative corpus. Person is encoded within the MULTEXT-East tags for verbs. 
Serbian has three persons (first, second, third) in two numbers (singular, plural). 

One way to look at the different narrative components as well as the different 
types of narratives from the perspective of the category person, is to consider the role 
of the narrator. Their role can be both the agent of the narration, as well as the narrator 
or commentator. If the narrator is also the protagonist, the narratives are expected to 
occur in the first person. If the narrator is only the storyteller, as in collective 
narratives, reference to their own attitude towards the story will most likely happen in 
the evaluation, if anything. In order to test this, the three most frequent narrative 
genres were selected, all verbs were counted – or, in the case of analytic forms, 
auxiliaries – occurring in first person singular and compared this figure to the overall 
number of verbs.  
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Table 5. Use of 1. person in narrative elements in personal, collective and habitual 
narratives (ratio between 1SG and all verbs, figures above 0.200 marked 
bold)  

Tablica 5. Uporaba prvoga lica u pripovjednim elementima u osobnim, 
kolektivnim i habitualnim pripovijedanjima (omjer broja prvoga lica i 
ukupnoga broja glagola, vrijednosti iznad 0,2 su podebljane) 

 
Narrative type /  
Vrsta pripovijedanja

Orientation / 
Orijentacija 

Complication / 
Komplikacija

Evaluation / 
Evaluacija 

Personal 
0.164 
(27/165)

0.251 
(67/167)

0.261 
(43/165) 

Collective 
0.096 
(12/125)

0.030 
(2/67)

0.224 
(11/49) 

Habitual 
0.100 
(9/90)

0.212 
(32/151)

0.132 
(9/68) 

 
The result indicates that there is a significant difference between the overall use 

of the first person singular in the three narrative types – personal, collective and 
habitual (χ² = 18.9956, p = 0.000075). There is also a significant difference between 
the overall use of the first person singular in the three components – orientation, 
complicating action and evaluation (χ² = 13.1857, p = 0.00137). First person singular 
is thus unusual in the complicating action of collective narratives and in the 
orientation of all types of narratives. As expected, first person is not used in the 
complication of collective narratives, but figures in the evaluation of collective stories. 
An interesting difference between collective and habitual narratives is noted; while the 
former presents events that usually not happened to the narrator, first person is used 
in evaluation exactly as frequent as expected in general (the overall expected ratio of 
1Sg vs. all main verbs in evaluation is 0.223). On the other hand, habitual narratives 
use first person singular in their complicating action, but not in the evaluation. 

4.2. Constructions in different narrative components 

The different functions of the components are also likely to influence the kind of 
argument structure used in them. Naturally, the complicating action is expected to 
show mainly argument structures that express actions or motion. The orientation, on 
the other hand, has the function to give background information, which often 
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provides some kind of categorization. It was, therefore, expected that the orientation 
has more nominal predicates. In order to see what types of constructions (see section 
3.4) were used in the narrative elements, their distribution within each individual 
narrative element in relation to the other constructions was analysed and then 
compared the amount of usage of the individual constructions across the narrative 
elements. 
 
Table 6. Distribution of constructions within the individual narrative elements 

(in percent, figures above 14.00 marked bold) 
Tablica 6. Raspodjela konstrukcija u pojedinačnim pripovjednim elementima (u 

postotcima, vrijednosti iznad 14 % su podebljane) 
 
Construction / 
Konstrukcija 

Abstract / 
Abstrakt

Orient / 
Orijentacija

Complic / 
Komplikacija

Eval / 
Evaluacija

Resol / 
Rasplet

Coda / 
Koda 

Transitive 27.09 21.97 30.56 27.35 26.59 23.48 

Ditransitive 2.96 1.32 2.73 2.60 2.31 2.61 

Intransitive 18.72 11.28 16.05 12.59 20.81 17.39 

Intransitive motion 3.45 3.48 7.61 2.17 6.94 1.74 

Caused motion 0.49 1.08 2.14 0.87 0.58 1.74 

Localization 3.45 4.32 1.55 1.59 2.31 1.74 

Identification 3.94 9.12 3.09 6.22 7.51 7.83 

Characterization 4.43 8.88 2.97 9.84 3.47 4.35 

List 4.93 11.16 14.03 11.29 5.78 5.22 

Existential 15.27 6.84 2.02 5.21 6.94 15.65 

Other 15.27 20.53 17.24 20.26 16.76 18.26 

Sum: 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 

 
Table 6 shows the percentage distribution of the specific construction types in 

the individual narrative elements within this corpus. For example, the abstract 
contains 27.09% transitive, 2.96% ditransitive, 18.72% intransitive constructions, 
etc. The highest percentage of annotated constructions for all narrative elements are 
transitive constructions, followed by either intransitive constructions, or those that 
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have been marked as Other. However, there is some variation in the distribution of 
constructions across narrative components. As expected, there is a larger percentage of 
"stative" characterization, identification and localization constructions in the narrative 
element orientation (in sum 22.32%) as compared to the other narrative components, 
which points to the description of the contextual setting in terms of person, location 
etc. The difference is even more notable, if we look at the distribution of the individual 
constructions within the narrative elements in Table 7. The table indicates that, for 
example, 7.27% of all transitive constructions occur in the abstract, 24.17 in the 
orientation, 33.95 in the complication and so on.  

 
Table 7. Distribution of individual constructions across narrative elements (in 

percent, figures above 30.00 marked bold) 
Tablica 7. Raspodjela konstrukcija prema pripovjednim elementima (u postotcima, 

vrijednosti iznad 30 % su podebljane) 
 
Construction / 
Konstrukcija 

Abstract / 
Abstrakt

Orient / 
Orijentacija

Complic / 
Komplikacija

Eval / 
Evaluacija

Resol / 
Rasplet

Coda / 
Koda 

Sum / 
Zbroj 

Transitive 7.27 24.17 33.95 24.97 6.08 3.57 100 

Ditransitive 9.23 16.92 35.38 27.69 6.15 4.62 100 

Intransitive 9.27 22.93 32.93 21.22 8.78 4.88 100 

Intransitive motion 5.43 22.48 49.61 11.63 9.30 1.55 100 

Caused motion 2.70 24.32 48.65 16.22 2.70 5.41 100 

Localization 9.59 49.32 17.81 15.07 5.48 2.74 100 

Identification 4.57 43.43 14.86 24.57 7.43 5.14 100 

Characterization 4.81 39.57 13.37 36.36 3.21 2.67 100 

List 3.17 29.52 37.46 24.76 3.17 1.90 100 

Existential 18.13 33.33 9.94 21.05 7.02 10.53 100 

Other 5.77 31.84 27.00 26.07 5.40 3.91 100 

 
It is shown that no less than 43.43% of all identification and 49.32% of all 

localization constructions used in the narratives can be found in the orientation. 
Constructions predominantly denoting some kind of action, on the other hand, can 
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be found mostly in the complication. This component consists by 59.09% of the first 
five "non-static" constructions in Table 6. These numbers are largely due to transitive 
and intransitive constructions. However, for the intransitive motion and the caused 
motion construction, this means that almost half of all occurrences are used in the 
complication. The orientation, on the other hand, consists by only 39.13% of these 
construction types.  

Another example of meaningful variation between the narrative components are 
list constructions. Here, the highest percentage was also found in the complication. 
List constructions function on the discourse level, where the listing of successive events 
is connected by the conjunction i ‘and’ and serves to mark the temporal sequencing 
of the events. Interesting is furthermore the comparatively high number of existential 
constructions in both the abstract and the coda (see Table 6) – which, in a sense, 
indicate the situation in the initial and final situations and frame the narrative action. 

4.3. Tense in different narrative genres  

Since the identified types or genres of narratives are used to communicate events that 
have different relations to the time of narration, it is expected that they also differ in 
the tenses they use. Collective and communal, but also personal narratives refer 
exclusively to past events and are likely to display a higher use of past tense. It is, 
however, a common feature to all European languages that past events can also be told 
in present tense – which is called narrative or historic present. This is most 
characteristic for anecdotes but may also be used in other narrative genres. 

Serbian has a rich system of verb tenses: one tense for present, two for future (I 
and II), and four for past – perfect, pluperfect, aorist and imperfect. The last three are 
not used often in daily speech, especially the imperfect (there are, however, other 
Serbian dialects that use aorist regularly, see Veljović, 2015). The Serbian perfect tense 
covers the functions of all the English past tenses and is the most commonly employed 
past tense in general. The aorist refers to terminated and/or completed actions which 
usually happened immediately prior to the moment in which they are described.  

We analysed the use of the tenses in the components complication and resolution 
in different non-embedded narrative genres. The most commonly used tenses over all 
genres happen to be present (50.73%) and perfect (47.61%). 
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Table 8. Use of verb tenses in different narrative genres (in percent, figures above 
50.00 are marked bold)  

Tablica 8. Uporaba glagolskih vremena u različitim pripovjednim vrstama (u 
postotcima, vrijednosti iznad 50 % su podebljane) 

 
Tense /  
Vrijeme 

Collective / 
Kolektivni

Communal / 
Komunalni

Habitual / 
Habitualni

Anecdote / 
Anegdota

Personal / 
Osobni 

n 54 37 148 36 206 

Perfect 77.78 83.78 7.43 33.33 64.56 

Present 22.22 16.22 91.89 66.67 32.04 

Aorist 0 0 0 0 3.40 

Future 0 0 0.68 0 0 

 
The past tense dominates in collective, communal and personal experience 

narratives. The relatively high number of present and aorist verbal forms in the 
personal experience narratives compared to collective and communal narratives can 
be explained by the use of the narrative (historical) present and by the use of direct or 
indirect speech, where verbs denoting the act of speaking (I say, he says etc.) are either 
in the narrative present or aorist. In contrast to these genres, habitual narratives almost 
exclusively employ present tense forms. Anecdotes are an interesting case: although 
based on stories which happened in the past, they preferably use narrative present. 

5. CONCLUSION 

This paper describes the first attempt to develop a corpus of spoken narratives that 
uses the Labovian structural model and enables analysis with a deep annotation. The 
work is not yet finished, and improvements have to be made at all levels (transcription, 
annotation and representation). Nevertheless, we were able to show that this resource 
can be used to achieve valuable results and generate new insights.  

Specifically, the combined analysis of morpho-syntax, syntactic constructions 
and narrative components can be used to reveal various characteristics of narratives 
that a) show the function of the individual narrative components and b) enable us to 
describe individual narrative genres in more detail. The corpus could thus potentially 
help to close the gap between the structure of narratives that Labov postulated and 
that has been applied in many analyses and the empirical difficulty of identifying 
them.  
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It is planned to enlarge the database from the hitherto modest size. Above all, 
more narrators are to be involved in order to be able to carry out meaningful, supra-
individual analyses. The corpus will also contain additional annotation levels, such as 
syntactic functions and information structure. One of these additional layers might 
include prosodic features such as intonation, stress, tempo etc. Between narrative 
clauses, we often find embedded orientation and other comments to the story that are 
clearly set off because they belong to separate intonational levels (Fludernik, 2002: 
45). Intonation is also used to differentiate between the story telling and its enclosing 
activities (Selting, 1992). A frame-semantic annotation also renders useful, since 
narratives essentially build on (individual, collective or general) knowledge. 
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Korpusna analiza govornoga pripovijedanja. 

Prikaz korpusa i alata za pretragu 

Sažetak 

Rad se bavi razvojem sinkronoga korpusa, koji sadrži govorno pripovijedanje na srpskome 
jeziku, te uporabom toga korpusa za pripovijednu analizu. Korpus (CRONUS – Korpus za 
istraživanje pripovijedanja i njegove uporabe u govoru) je optimiziran za proučavanje strukture 
i uporabe žanra usmenoga pripovijedanja. U radu su predstavljeni izvori podataka te stvaranje 
korpusa i pristup korpusu. Usmeno pripovijedanje iz istraživačkih intervjua je transkribirano, 
a korpus duboko anotiran, s osobitim naglaskom na anotaciju pripovjednih dijelova prema 
Labovu te prema konstrukcijama argumentnih struktura Konstrukcijske gramatike. Tri studije 
slučaja pokazuju kako se morfološke i konstrukcijske anotacije mogu učiniti plodnima za 
istraživanje govornoga pripovijedanja. 

Ključne riječi: govorno pripovijedanje, korpus, govoreni jezik, srpski jezik, dubinska anotacija 


