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In 1833, Ada Lovelace (1815-1852) met the inventor and polymath Charles Babbage (1791-1871). 
The two formed an immediate rapport that led to their collaboration on the design of Babbage’s 
Analytical Engine, the precursor to today’s general-purpose computer. Ten years later, Lovelace 
augmented a paper about the Engine’s functions with a series of “Notes,” the last of which included a 
code considered to be the world’s first algorithm. 


Visible through the transparent mirror images of Lovelace’s portrait––painted in 1838 by Alfred 
Edward Chalon (1780-1860)––are duplicate drawings of Babbage’s Analytical Engine. By the power 
of imaginative reasoning, Lovelace speculated that the Engine’s potential might be applied to entities 
other than just numbers, a concept that Babbage admitted had never occurred to him.


The sketch pictured here illustrates a few component parts of the Analytical Engine that only ever 
existed as a model because Babbage was unable to secure funding for its full-scale construction. If the 
Engine had been built, it would have stood about 15 feet high with a length of around 25 feet, the 
size of a small locomotive.


In a letter dated September 9, 1843, Babbage wrote to Michael Faraday–-the father of electrical 
engineering–-about the brilliance of Lovelace’s mind, referring to her as “an enchantress who has 
thrown her magical spell over the most abstract of sciences.” We have playfully dubbed her the 
“Countress of Numbers,” combining her mathematical talent and aristocratic status.


This is an excerpt from one of the many letters regularly exchanged between Lovelace and Babbage 
in sharing their thoughts about the Analytical Engine’s design and function.


Now regarded as the first example of an algorithm, here is a portion of Lovelace’s “Note G,” which 
contains the list of functions that the Analytical Engine would perform to tabulate Bernoulli 
numbers–-an infinite sequence of rational numbers used in number theory.






