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Description: 
Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) wrote in Gulliver's Travels [2] an episode imagining 
human ensemble parallel computing. Swift was a Dubliner, and a graduate of Trinity 
College Dublin, (B.A. 1686, Doctor of Divinity 1702), eventually in 1713 becoming 
Dean of St Patrick's Cathedral in Dublin. He published Gulliver's Travels in 1726. 
 
In spirit his vision followed, amongst others, from Ramon Llull’s (1232-1315) Lullian 
Circles ‘combination machine’, Athanasius Kircher’s (1602-1680) new and universal 
version of the same, John Napier’s (1550-1617) Bones and Chessboard Calculator, 
Wilhelm Schickard’s (1592-1635) Calculating Clock add/subtract/multiply calculator, 
Pascal’s (1623-1662) Pascalene adder/subtractor, Gottfried Leibniz’s (1646-1716) 
Stepped Reckoner add/subtract/multiply calculator, etc. All of these were mechanical, 
but Swift both satirised, humanised and parallelised ‘computation’ with 40 human 
‘computers’ that performed independent but essentially identical sub-tasks in parallel 
on mechanised subassemblies, the essence of ensemble computing. 
 
According to Wikipedia [4] the earliest known written use of the term ‘computer’ for 
a person performing mathematical calculations occurred in 1613. A team of people 
would be used to divide-and-conquer a mathematical problem. In retrospect this has 
become known as ‘human computing’. 
 
Swift envisaged a wooden frame 20-ft square in a large room, around which stood 40 
human computers. The frame consisted of many pieces of wood linked together by 
wire and connected to 40 handles; each piece was covered with paper on which were 
randomly written all the words of the language, see Fig.4. The rectangular frame with 
handles around sides might be said to be very faintly reminiscent, although on a larger 
scale, to those of prior machines (e.g. Schickard’s, Fig.13), but those were for a single 
human computer, whereas Swift’s frame was for 40 human computers acting in 
parallel. On command, each of Swift’s 40 human computers would simultaneously 
rotate their handles, and then 36 of them would read out the newly displayed words, 
and if a few words made sense the other 4 computers would record them. This was 
repeated for about 6 hours per day. The relevant pages reproduced below are from 
Prof.J.G.Byrne’s copy of Dean Swift’s Works in this collection, see Figs.1-7. 
 
Trivia: Weiss [6] pointed out Fig.4 shows only 31 handles, and row 5 has no handle … 
 
The origin of Swift’s vision was explored in an interesting surviving 1986 letter from 
Prof.H.J.Real of Universität Münster to Prof.J.G.Byrne of Trinity College Dublin, see 
Figs.11-12. As indicated in this letter, Swift was open to a wide range of sources, 
lived beside Marsh’s Library (Fig.10), and had an extensive personal library, as can 
be seen from its sale after he died in 1745; the auction catalogue lists 657 lots [4, 5]. 
 



The earliest realisation of his vision occurred 25 years later in 1750 when the 3-person 
French team of Alexis Claude Clairaut (1713–1765) [3] and his two colleagues, 
Joseph Lalande and Nicole-Reine Lepaute, successfully divided the computation to 
determine timing of the 1759 return of Halley's Comet. But the heyday of this human 
technique was in the 19th and early 20th century, particularly for navigational and 
astronomical calculations, especially for tables, but also for data reduction and 
prediction (for an especially good example see Richardson's Fantastic Forecast 
Factory elsewhere in the Hardware category of this catalog). After electronic 
computing began, its ensemble variations quite quickly followed (e.g. to implement 
Richardson’s vision of weather forecasting). 
 
250 years after publication Swift’s Gulliver's Travels had a remarkable influence on 
terminology in computer architecture that permeates computing, in particular the 
instruction sets, addressable busses (e.g. address and data busses), networking (e.g. 
Ethernet), and documentation of computing standards. In 1980 Danny Cohen 
published a seminal article in the IEEE Computer: "On Holy Wars and a Plea for 
Peace" [7]. In this he applied the term endian to computing, a term borrowed from 
Gulliver's Travels, where by royal edict the King of Lilliput mandates cracking open 
boiled eggs at the little end, causing civil war that results in those who crack the big 
end taking refuge on the nearby island kingdom of Blefuscu. From Cohen (Fig.14): 
 
This is an attempt to stop a war. I hope it is not too late for peace to prevail again. 
Many believe that the central question of this war is, What is the proper byte order in 
messages? More specifically, the question is, Which bit should travel first - the bit 
from the little end of the word or the bit from the big end of the word? 
 

Followers of the former approach are called the Little-Endians, or Lilliputians; 
followers of the latter are called the Big-Endians, or Blefuscuians. 
 
The context was that by 1980 manufacturers (and users) were in entrenched positions. 
For example, Ethernet mandated a big-endian network byte-order, the IBM 360 and 
Motorola 68000 used a big-endian bit order for addresses and data in its instruction 
set and hardware, while RS-232C, PDP-11 and Intel x86 used little-endian orders. 
 
Cohen bought clarity, his terminology stuck, and ordering became a subject for close 
attention and specification, and with that precise translation between orderings. 
 



The homepage for this catalog is at: https://www.scss.tcd.ie/SCSSTreasuresCatalog/ 
Click 'Accession Index' (1st column listed) for related folder, or 'About' for further guidance. 
The items listed below are more properly part of the Literature category of this 
catalog, but are listed here for convenience. 
 

Accession Index Object with Identification 
TCD-SCSS-V.20121208.568 The Choice Works of Dean Swift in prose and verse ..., Swift, 

D., Chatto & Windus: London, 1904. 
TCD-SCSS-V.20121208.383 Letter dated 4 July 1986 to Prof.J.G.Byrne, TCD, from 

Universität Münster in relation to an enquiry about Swift's 
description of a computer in his Gulliver's Travels, Universität 
Münster, 1986. 

  
 
 
References: 
 
1. Wikipedia, Jonathan Swift, see: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonathan_Swift  
Last viewed 5-Jan-2017. 

 
2. Swift, D., Travels into Several Remote Nations of the World, in Four Parts, by 

Lemuel Gulliver, first a surgeon, and then a captain of several ships, aka 
Gulliver’s Travels, in The Choice Works of Dean Swift in prose and verse ..., 
Chatto & Windus: London, 1904. 

 
3. Wikipedia, Alexis Clairaut, see: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alexis_Clairaut  
Last viewed 5-Jan-2017. 

 
4. Uni-Muenster, Swift Studies, see: 

https://www.uni-muenster.de/imperia/md/content/englischesseminar/swift/swift_studies_contents.pdf  
Last viewed 5-Jan-2017. 

 
5. Dirk F.Passman, Heinz J.Vienken, The Library and Reading of Jonathan Swift, 

Peter Lang GmbH, 2003, see: 
http://www.bokus.com/bok/9783631419267/the-library-and-reading-of-jonathan-swift/  
Last viewed 18-Jan-2017. 

 
6. Eric A.Weiss, Jonathan Swift's Computing Invention, IEEE Annals of the 

History of Computing, Vol.7, pp.164-165, IEEE Computer Society, Los 
Alamitos, CA, USA, 1985, see: 
https://www.computer.org/csdl/mags/an/1985/02/man1985020164.html  
Last viewed 19-Jan-2017. 

 
7. Danny Cohen, On Holy Wars and a Plea for Peace, IEEE Computer, pp.48-54, 

Vol.14, No.10, October 1981, see: 
http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/1667115/  
Last viewed 20-Feb-2017. 

 

https://www.scss.tcd.ie/SCSSTreasuresCatalog/
https://www.scss.tcd.ie/SCSSTreasuresCatalog/literature/TCD-SCSS-V.20121208.568/TCD-SCSS-V.20121208.568.pdf
https://www.scss.tcd.ie/SCSSTreasuresCatalog/literature/TCD-SCSS-V.20121208.383/TCD-SCSS-V.20121208.383.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonathan_Swift
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alexis_Clairaut
https://www.uni-muenster.de/imperia/md/content/englischesseminar/swift/swift_studies_contents.pdf
http://www.bokus.com/bok/9783631419267/the-library-and-reading-of-jonathan-swift/
https://www.computer.org/csdl/mags/an/1985/02/man1985020164.html
http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/1667115/


 
Figure 1: Dean Swift’s Works, page 104 

 



 
Figure 2: Dean Swift’s Works, page 105 

 



 
Figure 3: Dean Swift’s Works, page 106 

 



 
Figure 4: Dean Swift’s Works, page 106-facing 

 



 
Figure 5: Dean Swift’s Works, page 107 

 



 
Figure 6: Dean Swift’s Works, page 108 

 



 
Figure 7: Dean Swift’s Works, page 109 

 



 
Figure 8: Hoey's Court, birthplace of Jonathan Swift (now demolished) 

Painted in 1971 by Flora H.Mitchell 
 

  
Figure 9: St.Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin 

Left: interior of St.Patrick’s 
Right: south aisle and Swift’s tablet 

Painted by Flora H.Mitchell 



 

 
Figure 10: Marsh’s Library, built in 1702 behind St.Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin 

just before Jonathan Swift became Dean of St.Patrick’s Cathedral 
(Narcissus Marsh was Archbishop of Dublin, previously Provost of Trinity College Dublin) 

Painted in 1958 by Flora H.Mitchell 
 



 
Figure 11: Letter from Prof.H.J.Real to Prof.J.G.Byrne, 4-Jul-1986, page 1 

 



 
Figure 12: Letter from Prof.H.J.Real to Prof.J.G.Byrne, 4-Jul-1986, page 2 

 



 
Figure 13: Reconstruction of Schickard’s Calculating Clock c.1623 

 



 
Figure 14: Danny Cohen’s paper: ‘On Holy Wars and a Plea for Peace’, IEEE Computer, Oct-1981 

 


