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F r o m
T h e  E d i t o r s

some years ago, after listening to a lecture in which the 

speaker claimed to have a remarkable new approach to compu

tation, a wise friend remarked that whenever he heard rumors of  

a discovery that solves everything, he resolves to wait six months 

before bothering to learn about it. i think this is an in
telligent viewpoint on the significance of announce
ments of brand new, radical, revolutionary, and disruptive 
technology.

this is not to say that there are no revolutionary advances 
in technology. but often their effect accumulates in a slow 
and subtle way. and, as it unfolds, reality often contradicts 
prognostication. this is one point i’m hoping to make in 
this essay. other points include the fact that “new tech
nology” is often much older than most think; identifying 
technology trends before there’s enough data to justify the 
claim is problematic; and, finally, solved problems often 
don’t remain solved.

one example of how reality confounds expectations 
comes from sweden. by the end of world war ii, auto 
traffic in almost all countries in western europe was on 
the right side of the road. sweden was the only country 
in the northwest of the continent that drove on the left. 
but, unlike england, sweden had a long land border with 
a righthand driving country—norway. this made life in
teresting for those traveling from sweden to norway or 
viceversa. sweden finally changed to righthand driving in 
1967; initially, the switch was widely unpopular. according 
to wikipedia, the change had repeatedly been voted down 
over the previous 40 years. chaos, with a huge increase 
in traffic deaths, was predicted. in fact, traffic deaths went 
down and, before too long, swedish pedestrians learned to 
look left when crossing the street.

the second point is about “innovations.” often, a tech
nology that is touted as wonderful and new is, in fact, 
something quite old whose time has finally arrived because 
of other changes in technology. the most dramatic exam
ple i know of is the fax. commercial telefax was available 
in 1865, 11 years before the invention of the telephone. the 
first color fax was sent in 1924, the same year as the first 
wireless fax transmission. however, only in recent decades 

has the overall technology infrastructure reached a point 
that allows fax to become almost universal. (alert readers 
will have noticed that i avoid taking up the vexed history of 
stored program computing’s invention.)

what i sincerely believe to be the best example of a 
(mis)perceived trend is the claim of print media’s impend
ing end. in fact, the number of books printed is increas
ing, with well over 200,000 books printed each year in  
the us alone. the nature and use of print media is  
certainly changing, just as the advent of television 
changed the uses and nature of movie theaters. however, 
no matter haw many ads for kindle readers amazon puts 
on its web page, books and other print media are not 
about to vanish.

for CiSE readers, one of the more visible solvedbut
reallynotsolved technological problems is that of lan
guages for making better use of advanced computer  
architectures. at the 2010 international conference for 
highperformance computing, networking, storage and 
analysis (sc10), we saw many new language projects. one 
claimed to support a multithreaded parallel programming 
model at a high level by supporting abstractions for data, 
task, and nested parallelism. it also claimed to enable op
timizations for the locality of data and computation in the 
program via abstractions for data distribution and data
driven placement of subcomputations.

whew! that’s some list of capabilities. this project is 
both interesting and attractive. but those with reasonably 
long memories really don’t expect it to optimize over all of 
those capabilities.

P atience, courage, and fortitude are useful when evalu
ating new technologies. ultimately, time, close scrutiny, 

and a commitment to actual capabilities as they emerge in 
realworld use are the true tests of innovation. 

Watchful	Waiting
By�Isabel�Beichl,�Editor�in�Chief�

CISE-13-2-EIC.indd   3 07/02/11   12:06 PM



F r o m  T h e  E d i t o r s

4� coMputing in Science & engineering

CiSE Welcomes NeW editorial 
Board memBers

Jeanie Osburn is manager of the 
Affiliated Resource Center in the 

US Naval Research Laboratory’s High 
Performance Computing Modern-
ization Program, and manages the 
center’s participation in the HPCMP. 
She served as a long-time member 
and former chair of the HPCMP’s 
User Advocacy Group and continues 

to promote user-friendly policies and practices. Her back-
ground is in theoretical chemistry; her current research 
interests include investigating leading-edge computing 
technologies, including the use of multithreading, field 
programmable gate arrays, and general purpose GPUs. 
Osburn has a PhD in chemistry from Tulane University. 
Contact her at osburn@nrl.navy.mil.

Daniel Weiskopf is a professor of 
computer science at both the 

University of Stuttgart’s Visualization 
Research Center and its Visualization 
and Interactive Systems Institute. His 
research interests include visualiza-
tion, visual analytics, GPU methods, 
real-time computer graphics, parallel  

graphics and visualization, ubiquitous visualization, 
perception-oriented computer graphics, and special and 
general relativity. He has a PhD in physics from Eberhard 
Karls University, Tübingen, and a Habilitation degree in 
computer science from the University of Stuttgart. He is 
member of the IEEE Computer Society, ACM Siggraph, 
and the German Informatics Society. Contact him at 
weiskopf@visus.uni-stuttgart.de.

John West is special assistant to the 
director of the US Army Engineer 

Research and Development Center’s 
Information Technology Laboratory 
for supercomputing research and 
computation strategy. He previously 
served at ERCC as director of the Sci-
entific Computing Research Center 
and director of the US Department 

of Defense supercomputing center. West began his career 
in computer graphics and virtual reality before moving 
on to work in parallel application development. He is a 
member of IEEE and a distinguished fellow of the Bagley 
College of Engineering. Contact him at john.e.west@
gmail.com.

CISE-13-2-EIC.indd   4 07/02/11   12:06 PM


