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Ray Kurzweil—Futurist
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“No matter what quandaries we face—business problems, health

issues, relationship difficulties—there is an idea that can enable us to
prevail. We can find that idea. And when we find it, we need to imple-
ment it.”

~ Ray Kurzweil in Curious Minds, Penguin, 2004

THE READING MACHINE

Raymond C. Kurzweil is a scientist and a futurist with many inven-
tions and a growing list of best selling books. He invented the
Kurzweil Reading Machine (KRM) for the Blind in the late seventies.
It combined a revolutionary sort of optical character recognition soft-
ware with the use of charged-couple devices to scan printed images
inexpensively. With added text-to-speech conversion, blind readers
could scan a line of text and have the externally simple but internally
complex machine convert it to spoken words. For the first time, even
those with reading disabilities could read a telephone directory or
train schedule completely unassisted. It was a natural. In January of
1976 Kurzweil went on television to demonstrate the device. Music
luminary Stevie Wonder was tuned into the Today show and had to
have one. He became an early adopter of the new device, Kurzweils’
first customer. Wonder and Kurzweil subsequently became col-
leagues and friends.

Kurzweil digital music synthesizers were the result. They have dom-
inated the electronic keyboard industry for professional musicians since.

CHILDHOOD IN QUEENS

Ray Kurzweil was familiar with the arts before meeting Stevie
Wonder. He was born in the New York borough of Queens in 1948, the
son of a concert pianist and a visual artist. While he grew up with an
affinity for music, all of his earliest interests were in technical things.
In his childhood he was surrounded by creativity and ideas. His parents
were artists, but each parent had distinguished inventors or scientists in
the family, and the family culture was one in which ideas were passed
freely at every family gathering. As a small child Ray found those free-
wheeling discussions difficult to break into. But he soon perceived that
if he had something he had created to show and discuss, he would
receive the attention that most children crave.

So he built a rocket ship. It gained him the desired family result and
so he continued. At age eight he built a robotic miniature theater and a
mechanical baseball game. Ray learned electricity. By the age of twelve
Ray was building his own electrical switches.

Then he discovered relays. These devices served the computing
industry as repositories of one bit of data each. Kurzweil saw great
potential for digital storage, and it was a giant step toward his techni-
cal coming-of-age. In high school he often designed relay networks on
paper during his classes, a textbook propped up on his desk in front of
him to make it appear to the teacher as if he was reading.

ADDING MACHINES

In his teens Ray got a job at a hospital in Spanish Harlem. He per-
formed statistical analysis on data for the at-the-time-fledgling Head
Start program. All analyses were created with electromechanical
calculating machines. When Kurzweil learned there was an IBM
1620 on the premises he gained permission to use it after hours.
Using it, he promptly caused the obsolescence the of rest of his
adding machine calculating team. Shortly afterward he appeared
with Garry Moore on the television show “I’ve Got a Secret.” His
secret was that he had used the IBM 1620 (not a binary computer but
a true decimal machine) to compose music. While not the first per-
son to ever compose music with a computer, Kurzweil was certainly
one of the youngest to do it first.

When Ray Kurzweil started at MIT in 1965, he was already corre-
sponding with Marvin Minsky, one of the founders of the MIT
Artificial Intelligence lab. Professor Minsky had also created the first-
ever simulation of a neural network in 1951, and was known in the
fields of psychology, math, robotics and others. Minsky went on to par-
ticipate in the MIT Media Lab in its heyday and to mentor Kurzweil
throughout his education.

WORKAHOLIC

Kurzweil has always worked more than full time. Says Kurzweil,
“An idea takes shape (for me) and just as quickly takes over my life.
The compelling and insistent reality in my life is the imperative of turn-
ing an idea that is already very real for me into a reality for others.” His
results have been impressive, and have established Kurzweil as a futur-
ist with credibility.

Kurzweil’s celebrated reading machine included software capable of
performing optical character recognition on text printed in many different
typefaces. Previously OCR software had required that the text be printed
in a font specifically designed for the purpose, a restriction that severely
restricted the usefulness. This new application was one that business could
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sink their teeth into, and soon Kurzweil’s OCR software and flatbed scan-
ner hardware were licensed to large corporations and governments.

MUSIC SYSTEMS

Then came Kurzweil Music Systems. Stevie Wonder challenged
Kurzweil to recreate analog musical sounds under programmed digital
control. Kurzweil responded with the first keyboard synthesizer capable of
digitally reproducing the sound of a grand piano. Other voices were soon
added, and the model K250 introduced in 1983 included strings, choirs and
drums in the list of digitized voices. The capability to sample and digitize
a dog bark for playback through the synthesizer soon followed.

KURZWEIL IN PRINT

In the early nineties, Kurzweil put pen to paper so to speak to offer
his vision for the future of artificial intelligence. In The Age of
Intelligent Machines (1992, MITPress), he offers the idea that AI is
nearly upon us in quantities sufficient to change the shape of society
forever. Just as Alvin Toffler suggested in his seventies hit Future
Shock, Kurzweil posits that technological change is continuing to
snowball. But Kurzweil kicks it up a notch. He asserts that the change
overwhelming us now is just the beginning and the already logarithmic
rate of change is itself accelerating at a quantum rate nearly incompre-
hensible to society at large.

Kurzweil’s following book, “The Age of Spiritual Machines: When
Computers Exceed Human Intelligence” (1999, Penguin) went several
steps further. In that bestseller Kurzweil suggested that within an
alarmingly short period of time, perhaps a generation or two, comput-
ers and computer technology will achieve a level of sophistication that
exceeds the capabilities of humans in nearly every way. He asserts that
before our children have passed, computers will be capable of per-
forming any intellectual function or operation not only faster than
humans can do it, but also better. Kurzweil further suggests that a time
may come shortly afterward when computing machines approach the
courts with grievances, and to advance the proposition that all sentient
beings are endowed with certain inalienable rights!

MIND-BOGGLING NOTIONS

In support of these nearly inconceivable notions, Kurzweil offers
advances in cybernetics and neural implants, nanotechnology,
robotics, microminiaturization, networks, wireless communica-
tions, optical computing, and the forty-year durability (so far) of
Moore’s Law, with the attendant doublings and redoublings of
processor speed, storage and memory capacity. It bears recalling
that the world champion player of chess is an IBM computer, hav-
ing beaten Garry Kasparov, the last flesh-and-blood contender, in
tournament play, fair and square. Twice.

Kurzweil is not a pessimistic technophobe. He also foresees the near-
term elimination of aging in humans. He advocates the plausibility of
immortality in his collaboration with Terry Grossman, Fantastic
Voyage: Live Long Enough to Live Forever (Rodale, 2004)

AWARDS

Ray Kurzweil is no crazed Sterno bum. He was awarded the National
Medal of Technology in 1999 by President Clinton. Kurzweil also

received awards from Presidents Reagan and Johnson, and the presti-
gious Dickson Prize from Carnegie Mellon University. Design News
Magazine chose him as Engineer of the Year, and MIT, Inventor of the
Year. He has received a dozen honorary doctorates, seven film awards,
and the Grace Hopper Award from the venerated Association for
Computing Machinery.

When he was eight, Kurzweil picked up his first volume of the
Adventures of Tom Swift. It said that the power of the right idea would
always overcome any seemingly overwhelming challenge. Swift and
Kurzweil don’t have to be right about every detail. For such thinkers,
just being correct now and then is more than enough.  

NaSPA member Jim Rue writes about computers and conducts training and
field service in Orange County, CA.
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