
The Evolution of Spreadsheets: A Timeline 
 
Spreadsheets have been around–in one form or another–for more than 40 years. But the 
spreadsheet apps we use today did not come into existence fully formed. Rather they are 
the product of four decades of development and advancement; of evolution helped along by 
rapidly transforming computer technology. 
 

The Pioneers (1979-1983) 
 
A pioneer isn’t necessarily the first person to do something. It can also refer to someone 
being one of the first to do something important that is later developed further by other 
people. Paper or ledger-based spreadsheets–and even the word spreadsheet–have been 
around for many decades. And by the 60s, IBM, Xerox, AT&T, General Motors, and other 
large companies were using Business Computer Language (BCL) and LANguage for 
Programming Arrays at Random (LANPAR) to create computerized spreadsheets. 
 
But it was the pioneers who took a new approach to digitizing spreadsheets, making them 
simpler to use, and contributing to making computers more accessible to the general public. 
 

1979 VisiCalc 
 
Dan Bricklin, the co-creator of VisiCalc, remembers his father using ledger spreadsheets. 
But it wasn’t until he watched a professor update a grid of numbers on a chalkboard that he 
began to think about a spreadsheet computer program for personal computers. 
 
Bricklin worked with Bob Frankston to create a prototype for VisiCalc in a single weekend, 
before spending the summer of 1978 working together on version 1.35 of VisiCalc. The first 
public release was launched and shipped a year later and required an Apple II with 32K or 
RAM. Other platforms it would eventually work on included Apple III, TRS-80 (Model II, III, 4, 
and 16), IBM PC, Commodore PET CBM-80, HP 125, Atari 800, and Sony SMC-70. 
 
<iframe width="560" height="315" src="https://www.youtube-
nocookie.com/embed/LAizT9W1CiM" frameborder="0" allow="accelerometer; autoplay; 
clipboard-write; encrypted-media; gyroscope; picture-in-picture" allowfullscreen></iframe> 
 
VisiCalc used A1 notation that is still used in modern spreadsheet programs, and although 
our formulas these days are much more complex, the underlying structure can already be 
seen in VisiCalc. Despite early success, updates to the software were slow to market, 
allowing other spreadsheet applications to become more dominant. Lotus Development 
acquired VisiCalc in 1985 and immediately ended sales of the software. 
 

1980 SuperCalc 
 
SuperCalc was first published by Sorcim a year after VisiCalc's first release. Although it used 
a similar command structure, it also aimed to improve on some of VisiCalc's shortcomings. 
Most notably was VisiCalc's lack of support for the CP/M operating system, which saw it only 
work on HP-125, Sharp MZ80, and Sony SMC-70 computers. Later, SuperCalc would also 
run on Apple II, PCs using MS-DOS, and even Windows 1.0. 
 

https://thenewstack.io/how-visicalcs-spreadsheets-changed-the-world/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/VisiCalc
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/SuperCalc
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SuperCalc was one of the first spreadsheet applications to iteratively solve circular 
references, and SuperCalc 2 introduced a split screen feature: formulas on one side, and 

https://books.google.co.za/books?id=RVEEAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA112&lpg=PA112#v=onepage&q&f=false


graphs on the other. SuperCalc 4, released in 1986, introduced automatic construction of 
macros, but SuperCalc 5–which followed in 1989–was the last major release. 
 

1982 Multiplan 
 
Multiplan–not Excel–was Microsoft’s first spreadsheet program. It predates Excel by five 
years, and like SuperCalc, was released as a competitor to VisiCalc. The first version of 
Multiplan was designed for use on computers using the CP/M operating system. However, it 
was developed with Microsoft's proprietary p-code C compiler, allowing ports to a number of 
other systems, including MS-DOS, Xenix, Commodore 64 and 128, Apple II, and Macintosh. 
 
A key difference from VisiCalc and SuperCalc was the use of R1C1 notation instead of A1 
notation. By referencing rows (R) and columns (C) relative to the current cell, R1C1 
addressing can make it easier to understand the relationship between cells. In some 
scenarios, R1C1 can improve performance, which was crucial on early computers with 
limited RAM. 
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The Macintosh version was Microsoft's first GUI spreadsheet, and a hint at how spreadsheet 
programs would soon undergo a dramatic change. 
 

1983 Lotus 1-2-3 
 
What VisiCalc did for the Apple II, Lotus 1-2-3 did for the IBM PC. Although VisiCalc had 
already released a version for the IBM PC in 1981, it was essentially a port and did not take 
full advantage of all that the early IBM PCs offered. The 1-2-3 in the name referred to the 
program’s ability to handle spreadsheet calculations, basic database functionality, and 
graphical charts. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multiplan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multiplan
https://forum.winworldpc.com/discussion/8192/software-spotlight-microsoft-multiplan
https://forum.winworldpc.com/discussion/8192/software-spotlight-microsoft-multiplan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lotus_1-2-3


 
Lotus 1-2-3 was faster than its competitors at the time, and the use of keyboard-driven pop-
up menus, one-key commands, and the F1 key to access context-sensitive help, made it 
faster and easier to operate too. Other useful features included data sorting capabilities, and 
text justification in a range. 
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Early versions were developed for DOS only, but by the late 80s and early 1990s, versions 
for Windows, OS/2, classic Mac OS, OpenVMS, Unix, and other operating systems followed. 
Lotus was slow to embrace the move to GUI-based spreadsheets, paving the way for 
Microsoft Excel to become the dominant spreadsheet application from the early 90s. 
However, 1-2-3 did not disappear entirely, and it wasn’t officially retired until 2014. 
 

The Next Generation (1987-1989) 
 
New operating systems and computers with more memory allowed spreadsheet developers 
to add more features, making spreadsheets the must-have business program regardless of 
industry. And with the GUI, it was also a time for some programs to leap ahead of others. 
 

1987 Excel 2.0 
 
This was the first version of Excel for computers running Microsoft's Windows OS. Version 
1.0–released two years earlier–was a Mac only application. The odd version numbering for 
the first Windows release was to align it with the Macintosh version, which was about to 
update to Version 1.5. It came bundled with Windows 2.0. 
 

https://www.outsidethebeltway.com/farewell-to-lotus-1-2-3/
https://www-01.ibm.com/common/ssi/cgi-bin/ssialias?subtype=ca&infotype=an&appname=iSource&supplier=897&letternum=ENUS913-091
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel#Early_history
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The UI for the first Windows version of Excel looks strikingly similar to its Mac counterpart, 
but only because Excel 2.0 was a Windows port of Excel 1.5. The use of a GUI immediately 
set it apart from Lotus–the dominant spreadsheet software at the time–and once users were 
familiar with this new concept, they would find it made creating and editing spreadsheets 
faster. Excel 2.0 allowed basic formatting of cells and the ability to create multiple graphs 
from a single spreadsheet. With Excel, Microsoft also switched to offering both R1C1 and A1 
notation, purely because A1 referencing was so familiar to users of other spreadsheet 
programs. 
 

1988 Excel 1.5 
 
With both Excel 2.0 for Windows and 1.5 for Mac, Microsoft executes a truly evolutionary 
shift in spreadsheets apps. Not only because of the GUI, but also the number of new 
features.  
 

https://www.versionmuseum.com/history-of/microsoft-excel
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For Mac users, this included localized scrolling–making it possible to only scroll a defined 
area of a spreadsheet–and a dialog editor allowing users to create custom dialog boxes for 
macros. Page preview was improved from the first release, and new financial statement 
formats allowed the app to handle very large currency amounts better within your 
spreadsheets. For users switching from Lotus, Excel 1.5 could read and write WKS and 
WK1 file formats, but not with full compatibility. 
 

1989 Corel Quattro Pro 
 
Quattro Pro started out as a spreadsheet program for DOS, but the popularity of Windows 
prompted the developers to work on a version for the new OS. The DOS version was 
released in 1989, and garnered praise for its superior graphics on DOS. Very little of the 
code from the DOS version could be used for the Windows versions, so Quattro Pro for 
Windows (QPW) was written almost entirely from scratch, and only made it to market in 
1992. 
 

https://www.versionmuseum.com/history-of/microsoft-excel
https://books.google.co.za/books?id=ZzoEAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA51&lpg=PA51#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quattro_Pro


 
 
Borland, the original developers of Quattro Pro, had hoped their software would replace 
Lotus 1-2-3 as the top selling spreadsheet program. But by the time QPW was released, 
Excel had already made it to version four, and was on its way to being the dominant 
spreadsheet app. Still, QPW did introduce some unique features that are now common in 
other spreadsheet apps. These include tabbed sheets–based on a concept from the now 
defunct Boeing Calc program–with support for linking cells across multiple sheets. QPW also 
introduced a property pane, or attribute menu, that could be accessed by right clicking, and 
supported spreadsheets with far more rows and columns than Microsoft did prior to Excel 
2007. 
 
Although Quattro Pro has never managed to outsell Excel, it has not disappeared like so 
many other competitors, and is still available as part of Corel’s WordPerfect Office. 
 

1989 Wingz 
 
Wingz was originally developed by Innovative Software for the Macintosh platform but was 
acquired by Informix who then released versions for Microsoft Windows, OS/2, and 
NeXTSTEP. It had the potential to be bigger than Excel, with support for more than 32,000 
rows and columns when Excel only allowed 256 columns. Other standout features included 
in-cell editing, a powerful graphing system that made creating and editing graphs simpler 
and allowed graphs to be displayed in the spreadsheet. Excel still only allowed graphs in a 
separate view. 
 

https://www.wordperfect.com/en/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Informix_Wingz


 
 
However, the first release was also buggy and did not support direct importing or exporting 
of Excel files. Version 1.1–released a year later–fixed many of these bugs, but this was 
enough time for Microsoft to work on–and release–an extensive update for Excel. Excel 
continued to dominate the market. The software arm of Apple licensed Wingz and released it 
as Resolve but discontinued this in 1994. Though no longer a consumer-facing product, 
Wingz still forms the basis of internal applications for PDF Solutions. 
 

The Excel Years (1990-2000) 
 
It is not an understatement to say that Excel dominated the spreadsheet market for the next 
decade. Encouraged by competing products that had been released before and after Excel’s 
first version, Microsoft released six major versions of Excel between 1990 and 2000. Each 
version not only introduced new features, but they also extended capabilities and improved 
performance. 
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Excel 3 added toolbars, drawing capabilities, support for add-in, and 3D charts, amongst a 
host of other new features. Excel 4–released two years after Excel 3–added more usability 
features and introduced AutoFill, making it faster to add repetitive entries. Excel 5 followed 
only a year later and is seen as a significant update. Not only did it add support for 
workbooks with multiple worksheets, but it also included Visual Basic for Applications (VBA), 
which made Macros easier and faster to create. Unfortunately, this also made Excel more 
vulnerable to macro viruses. 
 

https://www.versionmuseum.com/history-of/microsoft-excel


 
 
Excel 95 was the first major 32-bit version of Excel and its release coincided with that of 
Windows 95. However, it did not add any significant new features, but was noticeably faster 
and more stable. Excel 97 followed with UserForms, data validation, new chart types, more 
formatting options, and improvements to VBA that included making Excel spreadsheets less 
vulnerable to macro viruses. The number of characters allowed in a cell jumped from 255 to 
32,000, and worksheets now supported up to 65,536 rows. Columns remained limited to 
256. 
 
Excel 97 was perhaps most notable for Clippy, a feature that was well-intentioned but poorly 
received. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel#Excel_95_(v7.0)


 
 
Excel 2000–released in 1999–now allowed users to customize the toolbar with commonly 
used features, and new workbooks opened with three worksheets already in place. Usability 
improvements included the ability to format cells using the Formatting toolbar, the dialog 
box, or the shortcut menu. And numbers could now be formatted as currency, percentages, 
fractions, dates, and much more. Pivot charts, modeless user forms, and improvements to 
the clipboard were other notable changes. 
 

The New Radicals (2001-2020) 
 
Excel’s dominance through the 90s had a lot to do with the adoption of the GUI and the 
transition from 16-bit to 32-bit applications. This resulted in many of the popular spreadsheet 
programs from the 80s being discontinued either due to poor performance, or an inability to 
adapt. Microsoft’s only spreadsheet competitors for most of the 90s were Lotus 1-2-3 and 
Quattro Pro. But the dawn of the new millennium brought about change; not necessarily 
fragmenting the market, but at least offering more choice and not allowing Microsoft to 
become too complacent or lazy with development on Excel. 
 

2001 Gnumeric 
 
Gnumeric was developed by Miquel de Icaza, with contributions from other developers, and 
was first released in 2001. Originally released for Unix-like operating systems, a port for 
Windows was offered until 2014. Although development is slow, Gnumeric is notable for 
being free and supporting a number of file formats.  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel#Excel_2000_(v9.0)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gnumeric
http://gnumeric.org/
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Aside from .csv and .xls, Gnumeric supports Microsoft Works, HTML, 1-2-3, Quattro Pro, 
LaTeX, and OpenDocument formats, but does not yet support .xlsx. Pivot tables and VBA 
macros are not supported, but Gnumeric was once known for superior accuracy to earlier 
versions of Excel, making it popular for statistical and scientific analysis. 
 

2006 Google Sheets 
 
Google acquired 2Web Technologies in 2006 and almost immediately launched their web-
based spreadsheet–XL2Web–as Google Spreadsheets. It would become the first true 
competitor to Excel in almost a decade. It is available for free; it is web-based, so no need to 
install any software; and it emphasized collaboration from the beginning. Real-time 
collaboration only came to Excel in 2017 and requires all collaborators to use Microsoft 365. 
The same features are always available, regardless of whether you are using a Windows, 
Mac, or Chrome OS. 
 

https://help.gnome.org/users/gnumeric/stable/sect-quick-starting-gnumeric.html.en
https://web.archive.org/web/20090423202057/http:/www.csdassn.org/software_reports/gnumeric.pdf
http://googlepress.blogspot.com/2006/10/google-announces-google-docs_11.html
http://googlepress.blogspot.com/2006/10/google-announces-google-docs_11.html
https://www.theverge.com/2017/3/28/15094930/microsoft-office-excel-windows-coauthor-editing-real-time-collaboration
https://www.theverge.com/2017/3/28/15094930/microsoft-office-excel-windows-coauthor-editing-real-time-collaboration
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Google Sheets–as it was rebranded in 2012–supports all Microsoft Excel formats, and 
includes most of the common spreadsheet features you find in Excel. Pivot tables, macros, 
and offline viewing and editing are now supported, but Excel is still a superior tool for 
complex statistical analysis and visualization. 
 

2007 Excel 2007 
 
Excel 2007 saw significant changes to the popular spreadsheet program. There was a 
dramatic change to the user interface, including a new Ribbon menu. Graphs and charts 
were improved with more flexible formatting options, such as (x, y) coordinate labeling and 
arbitrary weights for lines. Excel 2007 also saw a major increase in the number of rows and 
columns your spreadsheet could have, with more than 256 columns finally allowed. 
 

 

http://blogoscoped.com/archive/2006-06-06-n86.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Google_Sheets
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel#Excel_2007_(v12.0)


 
File formats for Excel spreadsheets changed from the original .xls to .xlsx and .xlsm. While 
this did introduce compatibility issues when sharing spreadsheets with anyone using an 
older version of Excel, it did offer better protection against macro threats. The new file 
formats also made it easier to share information with other Microsoft Office programs, such 
as Word and PowerPoint. 
 

2007 Numbers 1.0 
 
Numbers was added to Apple's iWork productivity suite in 2007, aiming to offer a more 
usable interface and greater control over the appearance and presentation of data. This 
involved taking a free form "canvas" approach, though canvasses are still referred to as 
sheets. Excel uses the table as the primary container, with other media able to be placed 
within the table. With Numbers the table is one of many different media types that can be 
placed on a page. Formulas can be dragged from a sidebar and positioned anywhere, 
allowing the calculation to be displayed in that location. However, Numbers does not include 
the same number of functions as found in Excel, notably statistical functions. An impressive 
feature is the ability to access all editing features while in Print Preview mode, right down to 
moving tables about. 
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Microsoft Excel documents can be opened in Numbers, with support for also exporting to 
Excel, though certain Excel features are still not supported. Unlike Microsoft's Excel, 
Numbers only runs on macOS devices, with iOS versions introduced later. Since 2013 it has 
been free for macOS and iOS users. 
 

2011 LibreOffice Calc 
 
After LibreOffice forked from the now discontinued OpenOffice.org in 2010, they set about 
extensively reworking the spreadsheet component, with Version 3.3.3 and 3.4.0 released in 
June 2011. These versions improved the spreadsheet program's Excel interoperability, 
including the preservation of OLE links to other Excel documents when importing an Excel 
spreadsheet. DataPilot was renamed Pivot Tables to similarly align with what Excel users 
were already familiar with and included significant improvements. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Numbers_(spreadsheet)
https://www.macworld.co.uk/how-to/how-to-use-apple-numbers-speadsheet-3609483/
https://www.apple.com/numbers/
https://www.libreoffice.org/about-us/libreoffice-timeline/
https://wiki.documentfoundation.org/ReleaseNotes/3.4#Pivot_Table_.28formerly_DataPilot.29
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Development of Calc continues, focusing on both casual and business users. While still 
open-source software, and available for Microsoft Windows, macOS, Linux, and FreeBSD, 
an enterprise version with better support is also available. 
 

2016 Excel 2016 
 
Up until 2016, the Mac and Windows versions of Excel had not shared the same name, but 
this changed with the release of Excel 2016. The actual versions are still not the same, 
however, and some features found in the Windows versions of Excel are absent from the 
Mac versions. 
 

 
 
Power Pivot–previously available as a downloadable add-in–is now included with Excel. 
Excel 2016 includes a number of new tools and feature enhancements that align more 
closely with business intelligence (BI) needs. From various chart types to better visualize 
financial and hierarchical data, through to new forecasting functions. 

https://www.libreoffice.org/discover/calc/
https://www.collaboraoffice.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Excel#Excel_2016_(v16.0)


 

2019 Excel 2019 
 
Excel 2019 saw Microsoft continue to add features and improvements to meet BI needs. 
These included six new functions, the addition of map and funnel charts, automatic 
relationship detection and time grouping in PivotTable, and new connectors and improved 
transformations with Power Query. This release also saw a more concerted effort to entice 
users of desktop or on-premises versions of Office and Excel to switch to Microsoft 365 
subscriptions. While all users still have access to monthly updates to the software, some 
new features are first rolled out to Microsoft 365 subscribers. 
 

The Mavericks 
 
With widespread access to the internet paving the way for easier collaboration, a number of 
developers have also been working on somewhat radical updates or reinterpretations of 
what spreadsheets can or should do. And while some of these have been around since 
2010, they warrant their own section because they don’t necessarily want to supersede 
Excel. Instead, they want to make spreadsheets more suitable or accessible to specific 
uses, co-existing with more traditional spreadsheet software.  
 

2006 Smartsheet 
 
Smartsheet was first launched in 2006 but underwent a complete transformation four years 
later. It is a collaborative work management platform that combines elements of 
spreadsheets with task and project management features. Each smartsheet is similar to an 
Excel spreadsheet, with rows and columns that can be populated with different data. Where 
it differs is that the data can be visualized in multiple ways, and easily toggled between 
different views. These include grids, cards, project views, and calendar views. 
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Each row in a smartsheet can have files attached or emails stored within it, or even be linked 
to discussion boards. Along with integrating with Salesforce and other platforms, data can be 
imported directly from Excel and other Microsoft Office or Google apps. It is a web app, so is 

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/what-s-new-in-excel-2019-for-windows-5a201203-1155-4055-82a5-82bf0994631f
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smartsheet
https://www.smartsheet.com/platform
https://www.smartsheet.com/platform
https://www.merchantmaverick.com/reviews/smartsheet-review/


not limited to a particular operating system, though it does also have apps for Android and 
iOS devices. 
 

2015 Airtable 
 
Airtable launched their own collaborative spreadsheet-database hybrid in 2015. Like 
Smartsheet, the use of cells, rows, and columns is familiar to spreadsheet users, but again 
supports multiple types of data and views.  
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But with its own SDK, it is possible to extend the functionality through custom integrations 
with your own internal apps and external services and platforms. Although it is primarily a 
cloud-based platform, it does also offer desktop and mobile apps. 
 

2019 Spreadsheet.com 
 
Though still in the early access phase of their rollout plan, the developers of 
Spreadsheet.com have also identified the potential of spreadsheets to be an easy-to-use 
database and project management system with a focus on collaboration. Like Smartsheet 
and Airtable, Spreadsheet.com supports multiple data types for cell contents, attachments in 
cells, viewing rows as Kanban cards, along with powerful data filtering and custom view 
options. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Airtable
https://airtable.com/
https://airtable.com/developers/apps
https://www.spreadsheet.com/
https://www.spreadsheet.com/


 
 
However, the use of Handsontable means most of this happens using a very familiar 
spreadsheet-like grid and UI. Instead of having to learn your way around a new program's UI 
and features, you can focus just on the features and new capabilities. And migrating existing 
spreadsheets will be a breeze with full import support for Excel, Google Sheets, and CSV 
files. Most notably, Spreadsheet.com offers support for 400 formulas, all with similar syntax 
to that of Excel and Google Sheets. 

 
Conclusion 
 
In the beginning spreadsheet programs mostly evolved to take advantage of advancements 
in computing power and memory, with the first real shift in the look and feel following the 
introduction of the GUI. Since then, the look and feel has mostly evolved to create a better 
user experience, but without deviating from the established grid layout. Features have been 
added to meet user expectations and needs, with some improving as technology allowed, 
while others quietly disappeared as needs themselves changed. And even though many 
new platforms have launched catering to more demanding business needs, the humble 
spreadsheet remains popular for both business and personal use. And this isn’t purely 
because spreadsheets are at once familiar, but also because they continue to serve a 
purpose that fits between what can be done on a scrap of paper and what more powerful 
platforms offer. 

https://handsontable.com/
https://www.fastcompany.com/90432824/move-over-microsoft-and-google-meet-the-spreadsheet-of-the-future

