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the Argonne Leadership
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statement, “expanding the
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molecular basis of Parkinson’s
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efficient jet engines, and manipulating light at the nanoscale.”

But the quest for a petaflop machine, capable of doing 1,000 trillion calculations per

second, is expected to become a reality in the not too distant future.

The computer Argonne will have running by next year will be “the world’s fastest,
period,” the IBM spokesman says. But by late next year or so, “somebody will hit a

petaflop. We think it's going to be us.”

IBM will also be collaborating with Argonne to develop Blue Gene software that takes

advantages of the new system’s capability, leading to even faster machines.

“This access and involvement will speed the evolution of software for Blue Gene and
provide the community with a platform for testing ideas applicable to future petaflops
and exaflops systems,” Rick Stevens, associate laboratory director of Computing and
Life Sciences at Argonne, says in a statement. An exaflop is one quintillion calculations

per second, or 10 followed by 18 zeroes.
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In addition, Argonne has almost finished installing a smaller, Blue Gene/P that will

peak at 111 teraflops.

The two computers are housed in the same room and the wiring has been arranged so
eventually they can be combined, after the larger computer is running reliably, to
create a machine that peaks at 556 teraflops, roughly equivalent to more than

100,000 high-end PCs.

"My hope is that we can do it in 2009," says Mr. Bair in an interview.

The Blue Gene/P is based on refrigerator-sized processing units, with each cabinet

having 4,096 quad-core processors and 14 teraflops of computing capacity.

"It's really pretty simple to make these computers bigger,” says Mr. Bair. "Just add on

cabinets and wiring."

The Blue Gene/P is designed for a maximum of 256 cabinets to be wired together,

which would theoretically create more than 3.5 petaflops of computing capacity.

But it's too early to say whether federal funding will support an expansion to that level,
or whether Argonne will pursue a next-generation model of supercomputer instead,

says Mr. Bair.

"The Department of Energy's computing facilities tend to be long-term projects,"” says

Mr. Bair. "We expect to have a series of world class facilities here, one after the other.
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