
Ancient Computers Part Rediscovery Edition -
Unveiling the Secrets of Technology's Past
Have you ever wondered how the roots of modern technology were laid? How the
first computers came into existence and what they were capable of achieving? In
this article, we will take you on a fascinating journey back in time to explore the
world of ancient computers and the remarkable achievements they accomplished.

The Dawn of Computing

In the late 1930s, during a time when the world was on the brink of a major
change with the advent of World War II, some of the greatest minds were working
on a completely different kind of revolution. These visionaries were pushing the
boundaries of science, aiming to create their versions of mechanical computing
devices.

One notable figure who stood out in this era was Konrad Zuse, a German
engineer, who in 1941 built the Z3, widely considered the world's first functional
programmable computer. The Z3 was a significant milestone in the journey of
computers, as it featured several groundbreaking concepts such as the ability to
store programs in memory and perform complex calculations using binary
arithmetic.
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The Ancient Greeks and Their Mechanical Marvel

As we delve deeper into ancient computing history, we discover that the roots of
mechanical computing can be traced back to ancient Greece around 300 BC.
Among the countless contributions made by the Greeks to the world of science
and engineering, one invention stands out – the Antikythera mechanism.

Discovered in 1900, the Antikythera mechanism was an extraordinary device
used to track astronomical positions and predict celestial events. This highly
intricate mechanism, consisting of a series of gears and dials, was light-years
ahead of its time. The Antikythera mechanism's complexity suggests an
advanced understanding of mathematics and engineering that was unrivaled at
the time.

Unearthing Ancient Treasures

Fast forward to the present day, where advancements in technology and
archaeology have allowed us to rediscover and unravel the secrets of ancient
computers. In recent decades, archaeologists have made remarkable findings
that offer a glimpse into the extraordinary capabilities of these ancient
technological marvels.
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One such discovery is the recovered remnants of the Antikythera mechanism,
which have shed light on the accuracy and complexity of calculations it was
capable of performing. Through careful examination and analysis, scientists have
been able to recreate the inner workings of this mechanical wonder, revealing its
true potential.

Furthermore, the deciphering of ancient Babylonian and Egyptian tablets has
uncovered mathematical algorithms, showing that these ancient civilizations
possessed a deep understanding of numerical analysis and complex calculations.
These findings attest to the fact that the roots of computing as we know it today
run far deeper than previously imagined.

The Legacy and Influence of Ancient Computing

Although ancient computers may seem primitive compared to the sleek devices
we use today, it is essential to recognize their monumental significance in
shaping the path of technology. Without these pioneers of computing, the rapid
advancements we have witnessed in recent decades may not have been
possible.

Ancient computers paved the way for what the future held, inspiring generations
of innovators to build upon their discoveries and push the boundaries of what was
once thought impossible. Their contribution to the evolution of technology cannot
be understated, and we owe a debt of gratitude to these early pioneers.

The Future of Ancient Computers

As the field of archaeology continues to evolve, along with advancements in
computer science and technology, the future holds exciting possibilities for further
rediscovery and understanding of ancient computing. The continued efforts to
decipher ancient texts and develop new techniques for analyzing and recreating



these ancient devices will undoubtedly provide even more insights into their
capabilities.

Moreover, with the rise of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and machine learning,
researchers are now exploring ways to utilize these modern technologies to gain
valuable insights into ancient computers. By combining AI algorithms with
detailed models of ancient devices, scientists hope to uncover new perspectives
and understandings about the intricacies of these remarkable inventions.

Ancient Computers: Timeless Wonders of Human Ingenuity

As we conclude this journey through the ages, it is clear that ancient computers
were far more than mere mechanical curiosities. They were the building blocks
upon which the foundation of modern computing was laid. They represent the
ingenious creativity of the human mind and the relentless pursuit of knowledge
that shaped our world.

So, as we revel in the wonders of our present technological marvels, let us take a
moment to acknowledge and appreciate the extraordinary achievements of those
who came before us. Read more about the exciting field of ancient computers
part rediscovery edition, and unlock the secrets of technology's past!
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Ancient Computers is an excellent to the calculating methods of diverse cultures
across time. A mixture of history and practical techniques for understanding and
using these ancient devices brings the tools of these long-forgotten civilizations to
a wide audience. Stephenson writes in an easy-to-understand and accessible
manner and the use of diagrams is extensive. Want know how to use an abacus
or where it came from? This is the book for you!

The book is appropriate for high school audiences and above.

Dag Spicer
Senior Curator
Computer History Museum
Mountain View, CA

=====

The author ... makes two points that deserve wider dissemination.

The first is that he sees the central dividing line of the Salamis Tablet as allowing
an additive side and a subtractive side ... and notes that this approach, ‘reduces
the number of pebbles needed tremendously’. It also makes many calculations
easier. One cannot argue with his claims of increased efficiency and this point
deserves further investigation.

The author’s second substantive point is that in attempting to understand ancient
mathematics, historians need to pay more attention to the available tools,
technology, notation, and terminology to see how particular algorithms may have
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been performed. The author has a video of himself computing the square root of
2 using a set of Salamis Tablets following Heron's method. It takes him 25
minutes [to achieve the four sexagesimal digit precision of Yale tablet YBC 7289].
His argument is that [making and] using only [mathematical reference] tables and
writing intermediate [cuneiform] results on clay would take a lot longer.

From review by Prof. Duncan Melville, http://www.stlawu.edu/user/348,
in Aestimatio, http://www.ircps.org/aestimatio/9/294-297.

=====

People, especially historians, have long struggled to appreciate and understand
how Ancient Romans, Greeks, Egyptians, and Babylonians, et al, were able to do
their arithmetic calculations. Many say the Ancients "probably" used line
abacuses or abaci, a.k.a. counting boards. But most then trivialize the possible
impact that use would have on the Ancient cultures because they really don't
think those abaci would be very powerful and that they would be extremely hard
to use.

The (re-)discovery this book documents and explores materialized from the
author's experiences in engineering, with a knowledge that design compromises
often have to be made; computer programming, especially the different number
bases used; the hobby use of a Japanese abacus called the Soroban; and study
of the Ancients' numbers and culture.

is that the Ancients had a powerful and lightning fast computer; powerful and fast
compared to any other calculation method available to them in their time.

Features included:
- multi-base number modes: e.g., sexagesimal, decimal, duodecimal, or nonary;



- operating on those numbers in two parts: a signed fraction of the base and a
signed exponent of the base, equivalent to scientific notation;
- easy and low-cost expandability; and
- built-in error checking!

On the "standard" Ancient line abacus doing base-10 calculations, the fraction
could have 10 significant digits and the exponent 4. Certainly enough for most
modern engineering or scientific problems. If you need more, though, just scribe a
few more lines on the abacus and add a few more pebbles to your pouch! By the
way, 170 small pebbles will suffice for any problem on the "standard" line abacus.
They fit in a pouch that can be easily and comfortably carried in a man's trouser
pocket.

I hope you find Ancient Computers interesting and useful,

-Steve Stephenson, July 15, 2010

=====

Edition 2 corrects some formatting issues and adds two appendices:
N: Nonary Abacus as Candidate for Modern Electronic Implementation; and
V: Visualizing the Basis of Abacus Arithmetic using Colored Chip Models.

-Steve Stephenson, July 15, 2013
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