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High-tech
shatters
trilingual
barrier

By Byron Spice
Science Editor, Post-Gazette

It was the most perfunctory of
conversations. One man asked how to
get somewhere from Station Square.
The other said to take a taxi.

What was remarkable was that one
man spoke English and the other
spoke German. And both understood
the other perfectly. Later, a Japanese
speaker joined in and nobody missed
a beat. ‘

This conversation yesterday '
through a video link between Carne-
gie Mellon University; Munich, Ger-
many, and Kyoto, Japan, was the first |
public demonstration of a speech
translation system. It is being Jointly
developed by Carnegie Mellon and its
Japanese and German partners.

The vocabulary was limited to 500
words or so and the researchers all
took pains to speak clearly and with
proper grammar. The conversation -
nevertheless was a milestone in the
system’s development, said Alex Wai-
bel, a researcher with appointments
at both Carnegie Mellon and the
University of Karlsruhe in Karlsruhe,
Germany.

“As the world is growing more and
more into a global village, we have a
growing need to communicate with
each other,” he said. The hope is that -
someday English-speaking people -
will be able to pick up a phone and,

. without a bit of foreign language .
knowledge, talk with someone who
doesn’t know a bit of English.

That idea is still a bit outrageous,
given the limitations of today's tech-
nology, Waibel said. But within five
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SEE LANGUAGES, PAGE .
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