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News Release

University of Minnesota Supercomputing Institute Celebrates its 25th Anniversary 

With a strong tradition of helping researchers through high performance computing, the University of Minne-
sota Supercomputing Institute (MSI) continues to stay at the forefront of innovation. 

Contact: Amy Danielson, Office of the Vice President for Research, (612) 625-1453, dani0139@umn.edu 

MINNEAPOLIS / ST. PAUL (11/16/2009) — The University of Minnesota Supercomputing Institute for Advanced 
Computational Research (MSI) is celebrating its 25th anniversary this fall. MSI has established itself as a vital 
resource to the University of Minnesota by facilitating ground breaking research, attracting top faculty and 
students, and enhancing researchers’ competitive advantage in the search for external funding. 

The Early Years of Supercomputing
In 1981, the University of Minnesota became the first university in the United States to purchase a class VI 
supercomputer, a 100 megaflop Cray 1. The University soon began recruiting faculty in supercomputer-based 
research and created the Minnesota Supercomputer Institute in 1984. MSI then obtained a Cray 2 supercom-
puter using the Unix operating system and established networking connections, including the new TCP/IP 
protocol. While common today, these technologies were innovative for the time. By September 1986, MSI also 
housed a Cyber 205 supercomputer from Control Data Corporation, making it one of the premier supercomput-
ing centers in the world. 

The first MSI director was Peter Patton, former director of the University’s Academic Computing Center. Tom 
Walsh, a physics professor, was the original MSI scientific director. Both served until late 1986. In 1987, the two 
director positions were merged and Donald G. Truhlar of the Department of Chemistry was appointed as direc-
tor. He served until 2006. 

In 2006, Andrew Odlyzko, the Digital Technology Center (DTC) Director, became Interim Director of MSI while 
committees of senior faculty and experts in scientific computing reviewed the Institute’s mission and activities 
and provided recommendations. As a result, in 2008, MSI separated from the DTC and moved under the over-
sight of the Office of the Vice President for Research. The Institute’s name was changed to the University of 
Minnesota Supercomputing Institute for Advanced Computational Research. MSI also absorbed the Center for 
Biomedical Research Informatics, which had been housed in the Academic Health Center. Tom Jones of the 
Department of Astronomy, a long-time MSI researcher and Institute Fellow, became Interim Director while a 
national search was launched for a new director. 

Supporting University Researchers
MSI’s core mission, to provide supercomputing resources to academic researchers and to encourage frontier 
computational research, has grown and developed over the years. MSI’s resources have always been in high 
demand by researchers in the physical sciences and engineering. Through the late ’90s, these research areas 
formed the core of MSI’s user community. With the rapid expansion of high-end computing in the biological 
sciences, however, MSI has become a highly sought-after resource for biologists, medical researchers, and 
others in fields that have not traditionally used supercomputing. MSI offers an extensive collection of high-end 



software packages for genomics, proteomics, and related fields to these researchers, who without MSI might not 
be able to access them. As a result, the Academic Health Center now has the highest number of MSI principal 
investigators of all University colleges. 

The Institute has continued to purchase new and faster computers with more memory and state-of-the-art 
processing power. These machines have included computers from Cray, Control Data Corporation, ETA Sys-
tems, IBM, SGI, and Unisys. Machines in use as of September 2009 include an IBM BladeCenter Linux cluster, 
an SGI Altix XE1300 cluster, an SGI Altix shared-memory system, and a Sun Fire x4600 Linux cluster. A newly 
purchased Hewlett-Packard Intel-CPU-based cluster is currently installed and being tested. This machine, 
dubbed “Itasca,” is the biggest system at a U.S. university that’s not part of an NSF-funded center. 

MSI computer laboratories also offer workstations, software, and technical support to researchers who need 
high-end computing support but not large, high-performance machines. In addition, MSI hosts an increasing 
assortment of sophisticated databases and research websites. 

MSI’s resources enable its researchers to bring in a considerable amount of external funding to the University. 
The first year MSI tracked external funding, the 1989–90 academic year, the amount of external funding 
received by MSI researchers was over $11.5 million. This amount has increased to $103.9 million for the 2008-
09 academic year. 

Opportunities for Students 
MSI has always been a valuable resource for students. Besides the large number of graduate students who 
work in MSI research groups, the Institute has supported the Graduate Program in Scientific Computation since 
its inception. This interdisciplinary graduate program augments field-specific work relating to mathematical and 
numerical modeling with state-of-the-art techniques for scientific computation in an integrated manner. 

Undergraduates have found valuable educational experiences through MSI. One of its most successful 
programs, the Undergraduate Internship Program, established in 1991, brings undergraduates together with 
research groups on projects using MSI resources. The program introduces undergraduates to the kind of 
research they would do as graduate students at the University of Minnesota. 

The Future of Supercomputing at the University of Minnesota
Going forward, MSI is expected to play an even more central role at the University, since high end computation 
and data intensive analysis and visualization are increasingly critical to a broad and growing range of disciplines. 
As its scope broadens and as computational tools continue to improve, MSI will continue to evolve while its core 
mission will remain to support and stimulate research and education through cutting edge computational tools. 

For more information about MSI, visit www.msi.umn.edu.


