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INTRODUCTION 

This paper looks at the difficulties experienced by professional 
translators in the search for word processing system which allow full 
exchange of documents between different systems without the need for 
special file translation programs or utilities. It is the author’s view that 
document preparation systems can be well represented by the pyramid 
shown in Figure 1 in which, with the exception of the typewriter, a 
document may begin its life at any point in the pyramid, although it would 
normally start near the bottom. The document will then pass through a 
series of edits, following which it may begin to percolate up the pyramid, 
stopping at the level most appropriate for the quality of output required. 
Thus many internal documents need never go beyond basic word 
processing, whereas documents for limited or internal promotion may go 
through to desktop publishing (DTP) while documents for high volume 
or external consumption would be sent to a professional typesetter. This 
ideal situation will only occur if computer-readable files can be 
transferred from one level to the next without loss of information. It 
should also be possible to transfer files in a horizontal direction between 
word processing systems made by different manufacturers. Regrettably 
this is not the case and this paper looks at the historical reasons for this 
and also suggests a way forward to achieve these aims. 
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Figure 1. Document preparation pyramid 
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SIMPLE AND EXTENDED CHARACTER SETS 

In the beginning there was WordStar, as the first word processing 
program for microcomputers (dedicated word processing systems will 
not be covered here because they are expensive and fast becoming 
obsolete). The WordStar character set was simple (Figure 2) and caused 
little confusion, using the American Standard Code for Information 
Interchange (ASCII). As a consequence of this almost any word 
processor could read WordStar files and compatibility problems were 
slight. For the translator, however, the WordStar character set was less 
than perfect since it did not provide for accented characters. 

Figure 2. 7-bit simple ASCII character set
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In the early 1980s a number of suppliers realised that if 8-bit codes were 
used for character set representation, these could provide approximately 
twice as many characters as were available in WordStar or ASCII. 
Vuman was one of the first companies in the UK to design a word 
processor offering an extended character set and to produce utility 
programs for generating character shapes for screen display and printing 
(Figure 3). 

 
Figure 3. Screen and printer character editors 

Unfortunately, as far as translators are concerned, Vuman chose to aim 
its first product, Vuwriter, at the scientist and so populated the additional 
character positions with scientific symbols (Figure 4). 

In 1982 IBM launched its personal computer (PC) which in many ways 
transformed the market for small business computers. It also provided an 
extended character set (IBM code page 437) which is something of a 
compromise in that it contains a mixture of multilingual and scientific 
characters (see Figure 5). IBM code page 437 has been used as the basic 
character set for a large number of word processing systems and provides 
the user with sufficient characters to handle the main European 
languages.  However, it does not adequately support floating accents on 



Figure 4. 8-bit extended character sets 

upper case versions of many common characters such as ‘é’. Nor is it a 
particularly good tool for scientists, having far too few of the special 
characters and symbols required for most scientific disciplines. 

However, there was some progress and following the announcement of 
the new IBM PS series of personal computers in 1987, IBM also 
announced the existence of code page 850 (Figure 6). This represents a 
big improvement for the translator, since the scientific characters have 
been replaced by a more extensive language set, plus floating accents. 
With this character set it would be possible to handle most European 
languages and further, documents prepared on any word processor 
supporting code page 850 should, with minimal difficulty, be transferable 
to any other system, providing that also supports code 850. 
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Figure 5. IBM code page 437 

THE NEED FOR STANDARDISATION 

This is a development which is very promising for translators working in 
European languages, but what about other languages? To take Russian as 
an example, there are a number of word processing systems offering 
Russian as an option (including Vuwriter). The problem at present is that 
each system uses its own character set coding and this precludes simple 

 

Figure 6. IBM code page 850 (multilingual)
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file transfer. However, the International Standards Organisation (ISO) 
has classified the majority of character sets available from all over the 
world and unambiguous codes have been assigned to individual 
characters (see Figure 7). The reason this coding mechanism has not been 
in widespread use is, in the opinion of the author, a direct result of the 
confusion and incompatibility of the base character set codings used in 
word processing systems. As a consequence software designers have 
squeezed additional language characters in wherever they could find 
space or felt they could afford to sacrifice existing characters. The result is 
a complete mess. 
Nevertheless a real basis for standardisation does seem to be emerging. 

If IBM code page 850 becomes accepted as the base character for 
international document interchange – and it probably will in view of the 
influence IBM has on the rest of the market – then there are good reasons 
for implementing additional character sets in the ISO format. The 
principal reason is that IBM code page 850 is a full and useful character 
set for international communication with no ‘wasted’ characters which 
might be substituted for, say Hebrew or Russian. If software suppliers 
cannot provide alternative languages by substituting characters, then 
they will have to design software for switching to alternative sets. Having 
gone to these lengths, it is then a simple matter to implement the 
additional character sets in ISO form – in fact there is no reason not to. 
   Hence the author’s solution for multilingual word processing file 
interchange is to adopt IBM page code 850 as the base character set with 
other character sets implemented in ISO format (Figure 8). 

DTP FOR THE MULTILINGUAL ENVIRONMENT 

To move onto desktop publishing (and typesetting) and to see how this 
relates to the previous discussion, we should first look at what DTP is. At 
its simplest it provides accurate control of page layout, it enables items to 
be ‘placed’ on a page either in a frame or with text flowing around, it offers 
a wide selection of typeface styles and sizes, and it allows text to be 
merged with a wide range of graphics. All this, is of course, prepared on 
the computer screen and corrections or adjustments are made before the 
document is printed (Figure 9). 

It is at present a fundamental assumption of the two market leaders in 
DTP that authors will prepare the text for the document using their 
favourite word processing system. The text is checked for accuracy and 
edited using the word processor, but no attempt is made to organise the 
layout of the text, nor are headings treated in any particular way – this is 
the job of the DTP system. For a seamless transfer between word 
processor and DTP it is of course necessary for the character sets to be 
compatible.   Ideally  the  character  sets  would be identical, although a 
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Figure 7. ISO Russian character set 
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Figure 8. IBM code page 850 as the international base 
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Figure 9. Example of a complex document created on a DTP 
system 
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certain amount of re-mapping is possible. A look at the base character set 
for Xerox Ventura shows that it corresponds to neither code page 437 nor 
code page 850, so there are clearly potential problems here. Nevertheless, 
it is the author’s belief that DTP will be led by word processing and that if 
the majority of word processing suppliers support a common character 
set based on code page 850, then the DTP systems will follow. Exactly the 
same argument applies to typesetters and many typesetters are able to 
read files from word processors. At present the ability to transfer complex 
text is limited. However, with a greater user base supporting code page 
850 one can look forward to a substantial degree of compatibility in the 
years to come. 
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