Mathematical Machines at CSAV

Helena Durnova
Brno University of Technology, Faculty of Electrical Engineering and Communications,
Department of Mathematics
e-mail: durnova@feec.vutbr.cz

Abstract

Mathematical machines, also called information processinchimas, or nowadays simply
computers, had their place in the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciencestsifoundation in
1952. Antonin Svoboda, the Czechoslovak computer pioneer, started developinddthe fie
already in the late 1940s. Albeit SAPO, the first Czechoslovakputen could have been
described as a success on several levels, its chief deaigthdris team were expelled from
CSAYV soon after SAPO had been put into operation.

1. Introduction

In 1938, Antonin Svoboda (19880) and Vladimir Vand left Czechoslovakia on the eve of
World War IlI, with the plans for an aircraft detecting devicetheir luggage and in their
heads. In the USA, Svoboda worked on the design of computers. Zden¢k Trnka and Antonin
Svoboda went for a scientific trip to England and the USA in 1947. Upanrétern, Trnka
started working towards setting up a new course at technical sityveé8voboda taught a
course (on mathematical machines) in this programme. In 1950, Eduard Cech (1893-1960)
agreed to take AntomiSvoboda under the roof of CAVU. This structure was repeated in
CSAV, founded in 1952.

2. Department and laboratory for mathematical machines

From the very beginning, the department for mathematical macturmesd a selcontained

unit. In December 1952, the first conference of the deparmentdibrermatical machines was
held in Liblice and was the first in the line of the ann8gmposia on the information
processing machine§he design of SAPO was presented to the participants and veas als
published in the first volume of the proceedings. The Laboratory fdremttical machines
became an independent body of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences on April 3rd, 1953.

SAPO is repeatedly mentioned in various reports on the researclewasdpment performed
in the 1st section of CSAV. Mathematical or information processing machines are even
mentioned, when the mportance of mathematics education and expsrtab/dcated.
Probably at the same time, an anonymous author comments on the tupufein applied
mathematics and also emphasises the importance of numerical methods.

3. Institute for mathematical machines

On February 11, 1955, the Laboratory was transformed into an Ingttuteathematical
machines, and the travelling continued, although the journeys had tnbelted with the
presidium of the Academy of Sciences, which sometimes resaoltdting down the number



of people going abroad. However, no matter how ardently and frequietlyopic of
mathematical machines was mentioned, the design dating from 19yl tihak shape in an
operating machine, the famous SAPO six years later, in September 1957.

As the archival sources show, problems with the construction of SAF®© most probably
taken as an excuse to get rid of Antonin Svoboda. It was probabkl¢kesion programme
on SAPO in March 1957, featuring Antonin Svoboda as its chief desigaeprovided the
presidium with a clear evidence with which to scold Svoboda. In phddlelopment with
this, the presidium of the Academy of Sciences was also trgingeture more Soviet
influence on the computing in Czechoslovakia.

4. Conclusion

The role of mathematical machines in Czechoslovakia of 1950s can apgset to the role
of computers elsewhere in Europe. It seems that nowhere the compatersntroduced

without some special rhetorics. Often, the issue of being badkinatcomparison to some
other country was brought up as an incentive for investing more into casdatéhe case of
Czechoslovakia, like in the case of other Comecon countries, competerslso taken as an
important technology to demonstrate success and advancement.
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