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FORTRAN

Some facts and many myths
by
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What?
• Fortran
• fortran
• FORTRAN
• USASI FORTRAN
• FORTRAN II
• FORTRAN IV
• FORTRAN 66
• FORTRAN 77
• Fortran 8X
• ….
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The old days
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Hardware dependency 
introduced and never 

completely lost!
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Coding

What is this all about?
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All 
statements 

in early 
FORTRAN
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Information Processing?

• Why has success so many 
fathers and hardly mothers?

• Upward compatibility:
every error of the past will be 
carried forward for ever.

• Still we want more features.
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The simple solution

Consequence?
Still less features?
However, most is 

cosmetic.
In the past we needed 
a DO-loop to copy an 

array.
Just the = will do.
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Standardization?

• Yes, let’s standardize!
• But do it my way
• Originally a prerogative of 

the United States of 
America
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How did I got involved in 
standardization?

• The Netherlands Postal & 
Telecommunication services installed a 
new and very powerful Univac 1110.

• Programmers cursed the system, because 
FORTRAN programs they got from 
elsewhere did not run. Why?

• Univac had tried to inplement the standard 
as good as possible, IBM not.
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NOVI

• NOVI was in the 70s the leading institute 
in the Netherlands for computer education.

• Also FORTRAN  as module T4.
• Requirement: Standard FORTRAN.
• However, exam committee had never 

seen the standard as they believed their 
IBM compilers to be THE standard.
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Part of Univac manual
The old trick, use a draft.
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Many people did not like 
FORTRAN

• At Netherlands universities it was never 
part of the curriculum, although everybody 
programmed in it.

• Hence, all those horrible programs.
• Just kicking against FORTRAN too easy.
• So I became a member of the Netherland 

FORTRAN Specialists Group.
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Finally a 
genuine 
standard
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Early International meetings?
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ISO/TC97/SC5

• The Programming Languages 
Committee had no meeting since 
1972.

• Nobody wanted to host a meeting.
• Finally the Netherlands 

Standardization organization, NNI at 
that time, was convinced to host a 
meeting.
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1977: Worldwide opposition?

• The ANSI X3J3 committee had prepared a 
new draft standard.

• Although more or less informal 
international comment might be taken into 
account.

• However, often too late due to surface 
mail.
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Still some minor influence?

• SIGN function 
clarification via 
formal 
proposal

• LGE, LGT, 
LLE & LLT via 
informal 
contacts Character handling 

has always been 
weak in FORTRAN.
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Formal and informal

• Draft resolutions had been prepared for 
synchronization of the US domestic project 
for FORTRAN and the international ISO 
one.

• Informal: find the US FORTRAN people:
there is a lot negative to say about your 
proposal. However, it is much better than 
what we have.
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The deal

• As Netherlands we are even prepared 
to come forward with a motion to 
accept the US draft standard, 
provided:

• This is really the last time that you do 
it on your own without genuine 
international cooperation.
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Experts

• The USA wanted an open organization.
• Therefore the text mentioned

a group of experts.
• Due to this for several programming 

languages the Experts Groups were born.
[The USA had suggested to take the 
FORTRAN road for all languages]
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ANSI X3.9 
FORTRAN 

1978
known as 

FORTRAN 
77
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The spirit of 77
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The CDC challenge 

• CDC had rather early a FORTRAN 77 compiler.
• I suggested that I would find an error in the 

compiler within 15 minutes.
• Just READ, WRITE, and loop.
• CDC had 60 bits words, thus N characters.
• A few times N+1 characters and BINGO.
• That N+1 character was interpreted as a control 

character. It took more than 3 months to fix it.
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Industrial FORTRAN?
Attempts by ISA
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Just rejection too simple?

• Cooperation between
• International Purdue Workshop [IPW]
• And
• European Workshop on Industrial 

Computer Systems TC1 [EWICS]
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Ping-Pong

• Proposals went back and forward between 
Europe en the USA.

• People became friendly, accepting each 
other proposals.

• However, due to the snail mail letters were 
crossing each other.

• Finally…
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WG 1

• IRTF was as new work item in ISO 
assigned to Working Group 1 
Programming Languages for the Control of 
Industrial Processes.

• Germany had suggested this WG, taken 
the secretariat but had to withdraw due to 
financial cuts.

• Who else?
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The European Commission
• At that time [early 80’s] the European 

Commission had not the faintest idea about ISO 
standardization.

• EWICS TC1 jumped in.
• Funds needed to attend meetings.
• General EC rule: as a start only co-financing
• Due to huge success of Fortran Symposium in 

Amsterdam [thanks to X3J3 representatives] the 
Netherlands FORTRAN Specialists Group had 
some funds.
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Organizers or Specialists?

• The ISO directives contained many 
shortcuts, e.g. have a resolution accepted 
at a SC meeting, thus avoiding a six 
month letter ballot.

• Classify comments as editorial or 
technical. Only in the latter case a new 
voting round required.

• Many X3J3 members still don’t understand 
this.
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Organizers

• Get more votes
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ISO 7846

• Industrial real-
time FORTRAN 
– Application 
for the control 
of industrial 
processes
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Even a 
French 
version

• Really 
published by 
ISO Central 
Secretariat.

• So no canvas 
tricks.
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State Model & Transition Diagram
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New masters?

• ISO/TC97/SC5 had been 
converted into 
ISO/IEC/JTC1/SC22

• The Experts Groups should be 
converted into Working Groups

• X3J3 was still a roller coaster
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History?

• Today there are no members trying to 
sabotage progress

• There are no members quarrelling for 
hours about nitty-gritty details

• The idea of standardization by 
implementation [if possible differently by various 
vendors] has been left behind for years

• Hardware issues are no longer debated.
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Or?

Thank you for your attention!


