


for their application needs, or in some cases to even run the programs.  Then the advent 
of personal computers allowed people to run applications on their own computers, over 
which they had complete control.  Eventually, networking products emerged that allowed 
PCs to communicate with each other, transferring data back and forth, and giving us 
email, as well as running some shared applications.  Additionally, the big mainframes of 
yesteryear evolved into servers within companies (and libraries); these were powerful, 
low-cost computers.  Finally, with cloud computing, the full circle:  many personal 
computers accessing big servers in a kind of timesharing. 
 
There is another wrinkle to cloud computing: often what runs in the cloud is not a 
monolithic application,  but rather a number of “web services”, mini-applications that 
respond with data after receiving a simple request from a person or locally-run 
application.  Web services can be cobbled together into a full-fledged application 
originating at the desktop or a locally-based server.  Web services are one aspect of what 
is called “Web 2.0”. 
 
 
 
There are a number of companies that offer cloud computing server farms.  Amazon (yes, 
the book people) offers something called Amazon Elastic Compute Cloud (EC2).  There 
are many startups and established Internet services companies that rent space and time on 
these servers.  Processing can cost as little as 10 cents an hour and disk space goes for 15 
cents per gigabyte per month [1].  Startups (and others) love the low prices because they 
enable them to set up a web presence without buying or renting any of their own servers.  
They only pay for the computing power they need, so if their business tanks they haven’t 
spent a lot of money.  Conversely, if their service succeeds in a big way the cloud can be 
scaled up appropriately without much effort.  So far, some 400,000 developers use EC2, 
with 10,000 more signing up monthly. 
 
Google recently weighed in with its own cloud computing offering, Google App Engine.  
A big attraction of the App Engine is that it’s free, within some quite broad limits: “every 
Google App Engine application can use up to 500MB of persistent storage and enough 
bandwidth and CPU for 5 million monthly page views” [2].  It is not as flexible as EC2 
because it currently will run only applications written in a language called python, but 
support for other languages is promised. 
 
One of the things that these two endeavors share is that they were originally developed 
for internal consumption.  Amazon’s servers were creaking along until they were more 
efficiently designed to make Amazon’s own website run faster.  Google’s huge grid of 
computing power has been written about extensively.  Essentially, they have thousands of 
identical small computers around the world, and any of their wide range of applications 
can run on any of them.  So freely offering the App Engine was not a big stretch for 
them.  They will eventually offer higher-capacity attachment to the App Engine for a fee, 
probably based on processing needs and disk space as EC2 is. 
 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/browse.html?node=201590011
http://code.google.com/appengine/


http://worldcat.org/devnet/index.php/Main_Page
http://code.google.com/appengine/
http://www.wils.wisc.edu/tzillner/public.html
http://www.wils.wisc.edu/tzillner/public.html
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