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The Apple Macintosh celebrated its 20th anniversary last week. It has been one of the most important machines of the computer revolution. It ranks with the IBM 360, the DEC PDP-8, the Apple II and the IBM PC as the most influential computers in history. That influence has been in two areas: its user interface, and its design. These have evolved significantly, but have always been pacesetters. Usually, anyway – the less said about the first Mac portable the better.

The original Macintosh, released to great fanfare in January 1984, popularised the use of the graphical user interface. It also employed an integral design, with the monitor built into the computer. It was far from being the first to introduce either, as some people seem to think. Of the two, the graphical user interface (GUI) is by far the most important.
The GUI was invented at Xerox’s famous PARC (Palo Alto Research Center) in the 1970s. At the time, it was characterised by what was referred to as WIMP – Windows, Icons, Mouse, Pull-down menus. The first commercial computers to use a GUI WIMP were the Xerox Star and Apple’s Lisa computer, at a time when most machines used the dreaded command line.

There is little doubt that the GUI has been one of the key developments in computing history. It made computers much easier to use, and for ten years now has been the standard operating environment across the IT industry. The Macintosh had a major role in the widespread adoption of the GUI, by showing mainstream computer users there was a real alternative.

Microsoft Windows is essentially a copy of the Macintosh GUI. Apple even took Microsoft to court in the late 1980s, but the case collapsed when it was shown that Apple had itself copied the design from Xerox PARC. But it took Microsoft more than a decade to catch up, and even today the Mac interface is much more elegant that Microsoft’s cumbersome Windows.

The first Macintosh was tiny. Even in its day it was vastly underfunctioned. It had no hard disk, and no means of connecting one. You could add an extra floppy drive. It had just 128 Kbytes of RAM, and just two applications programs – MacWrite and MacPaint. It had a small monochrome screen, and the keyboard had no numeric keypad.

The Mac attracted a lot of attention, not the least because of its famous TV ad, aired just once during the 1984 Superbowl. The ad pictured a woman running at a screen with sledgehammer, mounting the stage, and shattering the image of a Big Brother type figure indoctrinating the faceless masses. It was, after all, 1984, and many people were comparing the state of the world with that predicted in Orwell’s prescient book written in 1948.
The ad was a sensation, and so was the Mac. Its initial shortcomings were soon addressed and for a while it looked like the Mac would live up to its early slogan – “the computer for the rest of us.” Apple released a low-cost laser printer – also invented at Xerox PARC – and the first piece of publishing software, and overnight the desktop revolution was born.

Within eighteen months or so the publishing industry worldwide was stood on its head. Typesetters and printers went out of business by their thousands. Now anybody could publish professional quality newsletters, posters, and magazines for a fraction of the cost of a few years earlier. Those of us involved in the publishing industry in the mid 1980s remember this revolution very well, and it cemented for the Mac a position in graphics and design it holds to this day.
But Apple blew it. Unlike the IBM PC, the Macintosh had a closed architecture, which Apple protected closely. It refused to license its technology, which limited the market, and Apple’s prices remained high. That did not matter at first, because the technology was so superior, but gradually the PC caught up. When Microsoft released a usable version of Windows in 1993, the Mac’s technical superiority began to disappear. Today it has virtually gone, its few technical advantages vastly outweighed by a limited range of applications software and a lack of critical mass in the corporate world. Apple’s market share is a couple of percent.
Apple did eventually license its technology, and Apple clones began appearing in the late 1980s. But, in one of the greatest acts of corporate lunacy ever witnessed, Apple reversed its decision, sealing its fate as a niche player with little advantage over its competitors except a nice logo. It came within an ace of merging with IBM in 1994, but when that deal fell through, again because of Apple’s short-sighted greed, the company was left with few friends beyond its declining band of loyal users.

The story of the Apple Macintosh is a story of what might have been. It has kept the bastards honest, by providing a much-needed alternative to the so-called Wintel architecture, and without it the computing world would be a less exciting place. Now Apple is innovating again, with the iPod. Let us hope it does not repeat its mistakes of the past.
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