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VoLIP: A Searchable Corpus  
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Abstract: VoLIP is a linguistic resource, freely available on the portal www.parlarit-
aliano.it, which gives parallel access to the acoustic and textual information contained 
in a corpus of spontaneous spoken Italian texts. The corpus is searchable for a) tex-
tual and register variables, as annotated in a metadata IMDI format (Broeder et al. 
2001; www.mpi.nl/imdi/) and b) lexical and morpho-syntactic criteria. The two kinds 
of queries can be cross-checked. All the queries produce orthographic transcriptions 
aligned with audio files. The corpus consists of about 500,000 word tokens for 60 hours 
of recordings, collected in four different Italian cities (Milan, Florence, Rome, and 
Naples) and in five different diaphasic situations (face-to-face conversations; telephone 
conversations; interviews, debates, and classroom interactions; lectures, sermons, and 
speeches; radio and television programmes). While the number of samples is variable, 
the corpus presents a balanced total number of words per city, as well as per diaphasic 
situation.

Keywords: Italian; spoken corpora; text-to-speech alignment; lexicon; sociolinguistics

1. Introduction
The study of spoken language in Italy has been closely intertwined with the study of 
the sociolinguistic dynamics among different diatopic and diaphasic varieties. Since the 
16th century, a condition of diglossia has prevailed in Italy as a result of the presence of 
“High” and “Low” varieties, corresponding respectively to literary Italian, used almost 
exclusively in writing, and local dialects, used in speech. It is worth recalling that what 
are called dialects do not derive from Italian, nor are they varieties or adaptations of 
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the national language. On the contrary, Italian, along with all the other Italo-Romance 
dialects, such as Turinese, Milanese, Neapolitan, etc., are all “sister” languages derived 
from spoken Latin, and they not only differ significantly from each other but are also 
reciprocally unintelligible in some cases, such as Italian and French. 

Dialects were the common means of spoken communication, with a local regional 
variety often being preferred to literary Italian when writing daily or administrative cor-
respondence. This situation persisted for centuries, although after the Unification of the 
country (1861), Italian began to improve its position (De Mauro 1972). 

However, it is worth noting, probably against initial expectations, how dialects 
have not completely disappeared and nowadays there is an increase in the number of, 
on the one hand, native speakers of Italian and, on the other, of bilingual speakers of 
Italian and Italo-Romance dialects. In fact, there is a large portion of Italians who are 
bilingual (around 32%: Voghera 2005; ISTAT 2007), whereas before Italy was effec-
tively a monolingual country, consisting mainly of dialect speakers. 

The spread of the use of Italian in both speaking and writing and the persistence 
of dialects have naturally given rise to regional varieties of Italian with dialectal influ-
ences on different levels of linguistic structures. This produces, mainly in spoken com-
munication, a new level of variation that overlaps with, but is partially independent 
from, that of the original dialects (Berruto 2012). 

Thus, the study of spoken Italian and its registers entails the need to consider the 
role of the relationship between the diatopic and diaphasic dimensions as a central 
issue. Consequently, a representative description of spoken Italian must start from 
the consideration of a balanced collection of texts, according to registers and regional 
variables. 

2. The Website Parlaritaliano.it
The VoLIP corpus (Voce del LIP), presented here, is a single piece in the puzzle of 
a long-term program to build a general observatory of spoken Italian. It started in 2004 
with a joint project, promoted by several different Italian research groups coordinated 
by the University of Salerno. All the material and results obtained during the initial 
project and the subsequent developments, mainly produced by the researchers from the 
University of Salerno and the University of Naples “Federico II,” can be consulted at 
the portal www.parlaritaliano.it.

The observatory has two closely related objectives (Voghera 2010). The first is to 
extend the cognitive basis of the performance and grammatical mechanisms of spoken 
communication through research based on corpora. Spoken language is still relatively 
underrepresented within corpus linguistics and, particularly, in Romance linguistics 
(Cresti and Moneglia 2005; O’Keeffe and McCarthy 2010; McEnery and Hardie 2012). 
Regarding Italian, although great efforts have been made in recent decades (Cresti and 
Moneglia 2005; Savy and Cutugno 2009; Baroni 2010; Cresti and Panunzi 2013), 
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there is still a limited number of spontaneous spoken language corpora, with a lim-
ited range of diaphasic or diatopic variation. Moreover, most of them either offer only 
orthographic transcriptions or give limited access to the audio files (Lüdeling and Kytö 
2008). This significantly restricts not only any phonetic and phonological investiga-
tions but also the possibility of capturing the multidimensional nature of the meaning 
construction in spoken discourse. In fact, most of the syntactic phrasing, syntactic rela-
tions (coordination, subordination, juxtaposition), information structure, and sentence 
mood or modality can be triggered by specific prosodic forms. Therefore both prosody 
and the interfaces between prosody and other levels of text are an integral part of gram-
mar, while also necessary for the linguistic analysis of spoken language.

The second objective of the observatory involves evaluating how and how much 
the extending of linguistic data might contribute to a better understanding of the lin-
guistic system in its entirety. In fact, it is evident that speech, at an initial level, is char-
acterized by a sub-group of typical language structures that are not (or only partially) 
observable in other contexts; at a second level, speech makes it possible to discover the 
relationships between different portions of grammar which are otherwise hidden, but 
nonetheless central to the general architecture of the system.

Computational goals aimed at studying the structure of metadata, linguistic data-
bases, analysis, and implementation are added to the strictly linguistic objectives of 
the observatory. The portal includes research on the theoretical and practical imple-
mentation of techniques for the automatic segmentation of audio and video signals, 
with specific attention to their use in the management of multimedia and multimodal 
linguistic corpora.

There are various research fields in the project, covering numerous aspects that 
relate to speech and spoken communication: from the history of studies on speech, to 
research regarding diachronic, regional, and diaphasic registers, as well as the differ-
ences between native and non-native speech, from the contributions of computational 
linguistics to experiments in the technological field on the analysis and management of 
speech data. Even though quite extensive, the list should not be considered exhaustive 
or complete, but rather open to further developments and improvement.

3. VoLIP
VoLIP was developed within the frame of the observatory on spoken Italian, with it 
being a linguistic resource which gives parallel access to the acoustic and textual infor-
mation contained in a corpus of texts in spontaneous spoken Italian. It allows for two 
kinds of queries in terms of: a) textual and register variables and b) lexical and morpho-
syntactic criteria. The two queries can be simultaneous. 

VoLIP matches the audio signal files with the orthographic transcriptions of the 
samples of the LIP Corpus (De Mauro et al. 1993), collected in the early 1990s to com-
pile a frequency lexicon of spoken Italian. Its size was tailored to produce a reliable 
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frequency lexicon for the first 3,000 lemmas and therefore, consists of about 500,000 
word tokens for 60 hours of recording. The corpus represents diaphasic, diatopic, and 
diamesic variations. The texts are divided into five groups with a decreasing degree of 
dialogue and an increasing level of formality, as reported in Table 1: A) face-to-face 
conversations; B) telephone conversations; C) bidirectional communicative exchanges 
with constrained turn-taking alternation, such as interviews, debates, classroom inter-
actions, oral exams, etc.; D) monologues, such as lectures, sermons, speeches, etc.; E) 
radio and television programs. The texts in groups A and B belong to both formal and 
informal registers, while those in C, D, and E were mainly recorded in public contexts, 
which select formal registers. Regarding the diatopic variations, the texts were col-
lected in Milan, Rome, Naples, and Florence. The first three cities were chosen because 
of both their geographical position and the number of inhabitants, since Rome, Naples, 
and Milan are the most populated Italian cities. Florence was chosen because of its role 
in Italian linguistic history. Italy’s national language originates as a written language 
based on the literate Florentine of the 14th century, codified at the beginning of the 16th 
century. Notwithstanding the number of samples being variable, the corpus presents 
a balanced total number of words per city and per diaphasic situation, as reported in 
Table 1.

Milan Florence Rome Naples Total

Face-to-face conversations ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~100,000

Telephone conversations ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~100,000

Interviews, debates ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~100,000

Monologues ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~100,000

Radio/TV ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~25,000 ~100,000

Total ~125,000 ~125,000 ~125,000 ~125,000 ~500,000

Table 1. Design of the VoLIP corpus.

VoLIP was created within an ecological perspective of linguistic resources, with the 
aim being to fully use and build up, where possible, resources that are readily available, 
but underutilized for various reasons. Although the original transcriptions of the texts 
of the LIP have already been published along with the frequency lexicon (De Mauro 
et al. 1993) and were queryable thanks to a team from the University of Graz (badip.
uni-graz.at), the audio files were neither available nor queryable. VoLIP has therefore 
improved the use of the resources by providing the scientific community with new use 
features that did not previously exist, while also offering free and direct access to the 
entire corpus on the website: www.parlaritaliano.it.
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3.1  Text-to-Speech Alignment 
VoLIP provides the audio files of all the samples of the LIP corpus in wav files 
(Windows PCM, 22050 Hz. 16 bit). The process of accessing the original record-
ings and matching the audio files with the transcriptions was very delicate. The 
original analog LIP recordings were transferred onto DAT tape and then digitalized 
in 1993. To create VoLIP, the DAT tapes were converted into wav and mp3 files, 
with the audio then being double-checked through a comparison with the original 
transcriptions and any oversights and errors made in the original transcriptions 
being corrected. Since most of the former linguistic computations and statistics 
were based on the original transcriptions, both versions were made available. When 
there is a reformulated transcription, the text appears in bold red font: if the mouse 
is positioned on that part of the text, a pop-up window containing the revised tran-
scription appears.

Figure 1. Output of orthographic revision.

Since not all the original recordings were made under optimal conditions, two tech-
niques were applied to the corpus in order to automatically align the speech and 
the text. For the material whose audio quality was above a minimum threshold of 
acceptability, traditional techniques were used for the forced alignment typically used 
in Automatic Speech Recognition procedures, with some useful specific corrections 
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for the work conditions. It was not possible to use the forced alignment technique in 
about 35 per cent of the digitized recordings because of the speech quality. In this 
case, some scripts were written in such a way as to ease the manual subdivision into 
blocks of a few seconds: an operator listened to the audio files while visually fol-
lowing the transcription on the monitor. Every time the listener decided (within an 
approximate span of about two seconds) to add a time marker to the text by pressing 
the space bar, the system consequently produced an approximately two-second-long 
block of speech. 

The segmentation is then twofold; in some cases it works at word-level granular-
ity and, in other cases, in two-second blocks. This choice is compatible with the aims 
since the results of both strategies allow the web service to address (or to download) 
the audio chunks within which the required portion of text (usually one or two words) 
is systematically included.

3.2  Search for Metadata
VoLIP can be searched according to two sets of metadata: the original one, used for 
the LIP corpus, and a new one, according to the IMDI standards (Broeder et al. 2001; 
www.mpi.nl/imdi/). 

The box Town allows the geographical origin of the speakers to be selected (from 
the four cities Florence, Milan, Naples, and Rome), while the Lip section refers to dis-
course genres of the cataloguing adopted in LIP (Table 2).

LIP 
groups Text Types Speech Flow Constrained 

turn-taking
Face-to-

face

A
Face-to face 

conversations bidirectional − +

B
Telephone 

conversations bidirectional − −

C
Interviews, debates, 

classroom interactions bi-/multidirectional + +

D
Lectures, sermons, 

speeches unidirectional + +

E
Radio and TV 

programs uni-/multidirectional ± ±

Table 2. Original set of diaphasic variables.
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The other items in Figure 2 correspond to IMDI metadata fields.

Figure 2. Set of VoLIP metadata.

The box Actors’ sex allows male or female voices to be filtered. Genre corresponds to 
the first macro-cataloguing of broadcasting speech (Radio/TV feature) and all other 
types (Discourse). For each of the two, it is then possible, using the field SubGenre, 
to select a specific subtype: in Radio/TV feature, it is possible, for example, to select 
radio interviews and television news; in Discourse, it is possible to search for school 
or university lessons. The other fields are related to the degree of interactivity (Inter-
activity) and planning of the text (Planning type), the context in which the com-
municative exchange occurs (Social Context), the structure of the event relative to 
the number of participants (Event Structure), and the type of transmission channel 
(Channel).

The possibility of crossing several selections allows multiple detailed aspects to 
be searched for simultaneously.

3.3  Search for Lemma or Form
The lexical and morpho-syntactic search results in all the texts present the requested 
item (word form or lemma), which is provided with the frequency of occurrence per 
city and per register.

In the search for lemmas, it is possible to select a specific part of speech, including 
those on which the lemmatization of the LIP is based (Adjective, Adverb, Article, Com-
pany Name, Conjunction, Geographic Name, Interjection, Name, Noun, Onomatopoeia, 
Preposition, Pronoun, Surname, Verb), as well as to select them all (see Figure 3). Both 
the query for lemmas and that for forms provide the opportunity to refine the search 
by selecting either one of the five distinct discourse genres in the LIP or the entire set 
(Table 2).
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Figure 3. Search for a part of speech.

Upon typing the word searched for in the “Lemma” box, it is possible to choose 
between two options, “Count” and “List,” which allows the research to be directed in 
two directions. “Count” gives both the total number of occurrences of the lemma and 
their distribution in the five genres of the LIP (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. List of the forms of the lemma correre (“to run”) with their frequency.1

The choice of the “List” option gives a list of the forms of a given lemma, together with 
their distribution divided into the five LIP discourse genres.

An example of a search that aims to identify the audio signal of the contexts in 
which the form corre (“she/he runs”) is given below (Figure 5).

1  The symbol @ represents the local or dialectal forms.
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The search for the form corre (“(she/he) runs”), in the example presented in Fig-
ure 5, results in the total number of occurrences of the form and their distribution in the 
five genres, as well as a list of files (audio and transcripts) in which the item appears.

Figure 5. Frequency of the form corre.

It is possible to download the entire file, either as a text or audio file, as well as quickly 
to identify the various occurrences of the form.

The orthographic form is displayed in yellow and by clicking on the form, it is possi-
ble to listen to the context in which it appears, thanks to the alignment between the transcript 
and audio. In addition to listening to the context, it is possible to download the audio file 
fragment or the entire file or proceed with a search for the form within the file (see Figure 6).

Figure 6. Requested form and audio.
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It is also possible to refine the search through the crossing of the parameters of the cri-
teria briefly described, for example, obtaining information on a given form, distinguishing 
between the occurrences in relation to the parts of speech to which it can be traced. A typical 
example is the resolution of the homographs of the first-person singular present indicative of 
the verb amare (“to love”) and the singular noun amo (“hook”) (see Figure 7).

PoS Lemma Form A B C D E Total
Verb AMARE amo 0 3 0 0 0 3
Noun AMO amo 0 0 0 0 1 1

Figure 7. Disambiguation of homographs.

Upon identifying the form belonging to the desired part of speech, it is possible to 
watch and listen to the contexts of its occurrence.

It is also possible to search for word form sequences, for example, ho dormito “(I) 
slept,” i cani “the dogs,” or è una città che “is a town that,” with the output being both 
the transcription and the audio file. The search for sequences makes it possible to identify 
contexts that could be useful not only for segmental and suprasegmental phonetic and pho-
nological analyses but also for the study of the relationship between the phonic form and the 
semantic and syntactic levels, with it being a crucial aspect of any investigation of speech.

4. Using VoLIP for Sociophonetic Comparison
Despite the significant development of corpus linguistics over the last few decades, the 
number of speech corpora is still very limited. It is worth considering that in the British 
National Corpus, as well as the Corpus de Referencia del Español Actual, two of the 
most important projects in the construction of national reference corpora, the relation-
ship between spoken and written texts is one to ten. This shows how speech is under-
represented even when it comes to languages   that have an intercontinental diffusion.

The situation is no different, of course, for Italian. While a number of initiatives for the 
collection of written corpora have been developed in recent years, the number of speech cor-
pora currently available is still relatively low (Cresti and Moneglia 2005; Savy and Cutugno 
2009; Baroni 2010). There are even fewer that give free access to online audio materials 
(Savy and Cutugno 2009). This is also why VoLIP is an important resource that integrates 
various search opportunities, both in metadata as well as within the corpus.

The search for forms, lemmas, and comparable contexts is enhanced by the simultane-
ous access to the audio files. Even if VoLIP was not conceived on a technical-methodological 
level for phonetic research, its layered structure allows the corpus to be used as a control or 
“verification” for socio-phonetic analyses carried out on other materials (laboratory speech, 
special corpora, semi-spontaneous elicited or read speech), with respect to which VoLIP 
undoubtedly has the advantage of decidedly spontaneous speech from all points of view.
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The use of the audio files may be limited, of course, to merely listening to an 
auditory verification of variation hypotheses. However, the possibility of downloading 
short parts of the audio file gives further signal processing opportunities, through spe-
cific instrumental phonetic analysis programs (“external” to the website), to support the 
sociolinguistic or socio-phonetic hypothesis. 

For example, we can compare the analysis of the four diatopic varieties under con-
sideration by querying the forms of the word cosa (see Figure 8). The lexical example 
highlights two diatopic phonetic variations:

1.  The realization of the occlusive unvoiced /k/ phoneme which may be subject to 
forms of lenition (until canceled) in the southern varieties, while it is the subject of 
a well-known aspiration phenomenon (or spirantization, the so-called “gorgia”) 
in the Tuscan variety (Florence).

2.  The different distribution of the phonemes /s/–/z/ in intervocalic position (tend 
to [z] in the northern varieties, [s] in the south, swinging, lexically or morpho-
phonologically conditioned, in the Tuscan varieties).

a) Milan b) Florence

c) Rome d) Naples

Figure 8. Spectral analysis of the acoustic-phonetic realizations of the word cosa 
(oscillating between a “traditional”–etymologic form /ʹkɔ:sa/ and a “neutral”–modern 
form /ʹkɔ:za/, cf. Canepari 1999, 120–21).

Cancelled segment /k/

Plosive segment /k/

Voiced segment /z/

Voiced segment /z/

Aspirated segment /k/

Aspirated segment /k/

Unvoiced segment /s/

Unvoiced segment /s/
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The possibility of carrying out sociolinguistic comparisons of spontaneous mate-
rial is also a valuable resource for the teaching of Italian both as a first and second 
language. The endogenous linguistic variability discussed in the introduction has an 
added variability caused by the languages of new immigrants (Valentini 2005). This 
gives rise to the urgent need for realistic pedagogical grammar models that are capable 
of communicating in a multilingual context in order to meet the real communication 
needs of new generations and new Italians. Thus, speech can no longer be on the edge 
of language pedagogy but at the center.

5. Conclusions
Thanks to the descriptive efforts of the last decades (De Mauro et al. 1993; De Mauro 
1994; Cresti and Moneglia 2005; Albano Leoni and Giordano 2005; Savy and Cutugno 
2009), we have a better knowledge of the most typical and frequent features of spo-
ken Italian. Following this important investigation period, which had principally docu-
mentary objectives, a new stage is possible, aiming at the construction of a systematic 
framework within which both speech phenomena (such as disfluencies, repairs, etc.) 
and spoken structures can be explained.

In order to reach this objective, it is necessary not only to look at the type and fre-
quency of various spoken constructions, but to find their reason and specificity. In fact, 
the presence of determined language structures within a given text depends not only on 
what is allowed by grammar and/or the individual speaker’s choices, but also on what 
the communicative conditions render more functional and preferable. 

VoLIP can contribute to this program because it is a linguistic resource which 
presents texts from many different social and communicative domains, registers, and 
geographical varieties of Italian. Moreover, it gives parallel access to the audio and 
orthographic transcriptions of the spoken material to allow a better understanding of 
the communicative interaction and its role in the verbal exchange. This is necessary to 
evaluate the weight of different sociolinguistic variables in shaping spoken Italian to 
focus on the proper speech features.
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