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Introduction

It has been said of the brothers Wilhelm and Alexander von Humboldt that between
them they were the last people to have known all that there was to know, to have had
a mastery of the best that contemporary science knew and to have made significant
contributions, to be that rare thing Renaissance men. In a world of ever-greater
specialisation, especially in academia, the ability to cross intellectual boundaries,
bring together ideas beyond the confines of one’s narrow discipline and yet make
significant intellectual contributions has become ever rarer. In bringing together
this celebration of Professor Yorick Wilks, it has been the ambition of the editors
to provide the reader with a taste, an inkling of that which cannot be conveyed on
the written page but only in the person of Yorick. He is a renaissance man in an
age where such concepts have been forgotten. He is a bridge between a bewildering
variety of contemporary research, and simultaneously a link between some of the
most advanced thought in the broadly interpreted field of Artificial Intelligence (AI)
and the long tradition of philosophy, literature, and general intellectual creativity
that have fundamentally informed his academic research. This comes across in part
when one considers his career, more so when one reads his writings but is most
apparent in person.
Modern scientists have become specialised, experts in only one specific domain.
In contrast, Yorick Wilks has remained a universalist, actively contributing to a wide
range of topics, from the details of machine translation or information extraction
to the philosophical implications of certain AI positions or the current political
situation in the world. A long history of widely cited publications in a great variety
of academic organs bear testament to a highly productive and influential career
which is honoured in this Festschrift and manifested in the accompanying volume
of selected papers by Yorick Wilks.
Artificial Intelligence and Natural Language Processing (NLP) have been the
primary areas of concern for Yorick over the years of his career and yet this has not
detracted from Yorick’s capacity to have competence and make contributions across
a large range of topics. His academic passions have included AI, its philosophical
foundations, architectures for NLP, computational syntax and semantics, lexica
and lexical resources, word sense disambiguation, machine translation, knowledge
representation and acquisition, belief systems and agents, human-computer dialogue
and information extraction. Some, but not all of his passions, are conveyed and
celebrated in the contributions contained in this volume.
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Introduction

During his career Yorick has led a succession of successful research groups
(detailed in Mark Maybury’s biographical paper). In this capacity he has a particular
talent for obtaining research grants and has successfully funded large research
groups in the UK and USA. At the University of Sheffield he built one of the most
successful research groups in the world in the field of NLP. However, there is much
more to leading such a group than writing good grant proposals. Yorick has always
had a vision for his groups, a broad concept of what it was trying to achieve while
concurrently allowing individual researchers freedom to pursue their own interests,
to be creative. He always has confidence that if you put good people together, give
them an appropriate degree of freedom, academic creativity and innovation will
thrive.
What cannot be conveyed by the written word, and which we can only convey
superficially in this introduction are the human qualities that have accompanied
the research and learning. Yorick has a breadth both in his humanity and in his
culture, a tolerance and understanding of fellow human beings, a good humour and
generosity of spirit. This is apparent in the freedom he has given his students and
his ability to create a fertile productive environment in order to allow research to
flower. Furthermore, he embodies a sense of vision and a depth of knowledge,
a deep insight into human qualities and a tolerance for human frailties, all of
which are combinations both unusual and refreshing. Yorick has always conveyed
passion in both his work and leisure. He has a natural ability to make people feel
at ease and is a famed raconteur. Part of this comes out of Yorick’s immense
breadth of interests. He has always led a double life, having over the years a very
successful amateur acting career (which nearly became professional according to
some anecdotes). Furthermore, he is someone who in a previous generation would
have been approvingly described as “well-read” and this broad culture informs
both his scientific output and interests and the daily interaction he has with his
colleagues. Life in AI and NLP would have been the poorer without the person of
Yorick to bring his joie de vivre.
It has always been a privilege to be a research student supervised by Professor
Wilks. Yorick is both visionary and practical, encouraging the student to read a
text, whether from last year’s conference or a hundred years ago, and place it in
the context of their current concerns. It is the content of the ideas that interest him
in a student’s work without any concern for formality or procedure. And this is
another area where Yorick’s capacity for seeing the potential of people is most
apparent, a potential which they will usually not be aware of themselves. Above
all Yorick has been able to create an environment in which one is encouraged
to publish, attend conferences and carve out an independent research career. As
much as he can Yorick has always sought to support students through their studies,
financially and intellectually. It was in this spirit of developing students that Yorick
was instrumental in founding the CLUK (Computational Linguistics UK) series of
conferences focussed on the needs of graduate students in the UK.
One of Yorick’s strength is his ability to collaborate with academics and endusers with different interests, in synthesising complex ideas across different disciplines, and finally in articulating such ideas. There are many instances of such
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collaborations across the world, many reflected in the contributions in this
Festschrift. Collaborating with Yorick has always been an extremely stimulating
experience right from the start of the conception of the project, through the writing
of proposal texts (in which Yorick excels), to the realisation of the project and
its outcomes in collaboratively written papers or software. His capacity to bring
together collaborators from different countries, different cultures, let alone entirely
different academic communities is one much celebrated and recognised.
The collection begins with a biographical essay on Yorick written by Mark
Maybury. Maybury has collected details and anecdotes from a wide circle of
Yorick’s friends and acquaintances to present an amusing and insightful account of
a life full of meaning in all senses. In his paper entitled “Metaphor, Semantic Preferences and Context-Sensitivity,” John Barnden discussed Yorick’s work on metaphor
which he interprets as being “utterance-based” while arguing for a context-based
approach. Nicoletta Calzolari, in her paper “Towards a new generation of Language
Resources in the Semantic Web vision”, notes Yorick’s early and prophetic understanding of the importance of natural language corpora, and while reviewing a
number of language resources related projects in which Yorick has been involved,
makes the case for a continuing need for infrastructure focussed HLT research.
Robert Gaizauskas, a long time colleague of Yorick’s at the University of
Sheffield, has contributed a paper co-authored with Emma Barker and Horacio
Saggion on “Information Access and Natural Language Processing: A Stimulating
Dialogue.” This considers the role of NLP in relation to IR and information access
in general with specific reference to a project “Cub Reporter” undertaken at the
Sheffield NLP group. Gregory Grefenstette’s paper on “Three steps in Wilks work:
From theory to resources to practice” is a celebration of what the author sees
as three important components in Yorick’s work viz. his “flight’s of brilliance,”
“his reasoned response to difficulties” and his unrelenting engineering effort and
serious science. Grefenstette considers in detail three papers of Yorick’s from what
could be called the early, middle and late work, placing the work in the context of
contemporary research.
In a paper entitled “Preference Syntagmatics” Patrick Hanks discusses an ongoing
project of his to create a “Pattern Dictionary” which is fundamentally influenced by
Yorick’s early work on Preference Semantics. A central claim is that the problem
of word sense disambiguation needs to be reformulated before it can successfully
be resolved. On a somewhat different tack “Historical Ontologies”, a paper by
Nancy Ide in collaboration with David Woolner, discusses the challenge of creating
knowledge representations that can handle diachronic events.
A major interest of Yorick has been machine translation and Makoto Nagao in his
paper “An Amorphous Object Must Be Cut By A Blunt Tool” gives an account of
the creation of example based machine translation, an approach he claims is typically
Japanese. Addressing another ongoing concern of Yorick’s is Sergei Nirenburg’s
paper “Homer, the Author of The Iliad and the Computational-Linguistic Turn.”
He sets out in detail the disagreement, first, between Yorick’s views on knowledge
representation and the tradition of Fodor, and then Yorick’s views on knowledge
representation resources such as ontologies and the views of the Guarino.
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Reflecting the wider impact Yorick has had as a philosopher concerned with
AI and computer science, Nigel Shadbolt’s paper “Philosophical Engineering”
discusses the fundamental philosophical issues which arise in undertaking modern
computer engineering. He notes that while formal models have immense power in
a continuously changing world our capacity to construct models is under constant
challenge. Returning to machine translation, Harold Somers gives a brief account
of Yorick’s long term involvement and impact on the field, and goes on to consider
current machine translation freely available on the web, and its success and impact.
Yorick’s near contemporary at Cambridge, Karen Spärck Jones has contributed
a paper on “Semantic primitives: The tip of the iceberg” which discusses how
semantic primitives, a long time concern of Yorick’s, are considered today. The
collection concludes with a paper by John Tait in collaboration with Michael
Oakes “Molecules, Meaning and Post-Modernist Semantics” which again return to
preference semantics but from the perspective of the need for machine learning of
lexical resources.
The editors have put together this Festschrift, and the accompanying volume of
Selected Papers, in order to celebrate him as an individual and bring into focus his
work and its impact across a range of research topics. We would like to thank all
the contributors to this volume for taking time out of their schedules to write these
papers and thus make the Festschrift possible. We have known Yorick in various
capacities, as students, colleagues, collaborators and friends, and we sincerely hope
that these volumes will bring pleasure to him, his colleagues and friends.
Khurshid Ahmad
Christopher Brewster
Mark Stevenson
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