
Wanted materials: Solid state  
researchers are testing new alloys 
designed to replace rare earths.48

18	 Without a Sound
	� During language acquisition, gestures seem vital to learning how to 

speak. But were gestures an evolutionary precursor of human language? 
To investigate this question, Simone Pika at the Max Planck Institute for 
Ornithology in Seewiesen studies the communication strategies of great 
apes in natural environments, but also corvids and human infants. 

26	 Talk First, Think Later
	� During everyday conversations, we often begin to speak before we have 

decided exactly what we want to say. Antje Meyer and her team at the 
Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen are investigating 
how we plan sentences and what obstacles may stand in the way.  

34	 Digital Storytellers
	� Movies with audio descriptions help blind people understand the 

storyline. Could computers take over the task of transforming moving 
images into natural language? Anna Rohrbach, a scientist at the Max 
Planck Institute for Informatics in Saarbrücken, and her husband, Marcus 
Rohrbach, are working on just that. They aim to develop a computer that 
can automatically generate and read out film descriptions.
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ON THE COVER  Even if we sometimes talk past one another, natural language is our 
central means of communication. But how did this instrument develop over the 
course of evolution? And what goes on in our minds when we hold a conversation? 
Language is proving to be an extraordinarily complex topic – and one that holds 
great interest not only for classical linguists and computer scientists, but also for 
psychologists and behavioral researchers.
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special cameras reveal the secrets 	
of Ceres, a dwarf planet.56 Shrinking polar cap: 	

Measurements in the Arctic explain 
the rapid melting of the sea ice.62 Popular analyses: Ayelet Shachar 	

researches the legal aspects of the 	
refugee crisis.70
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