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It is amazing to consider that the standard PC has been around for nearly a quarter of a century now – it is 23 years ago this year since the IBM PC was released.

Since that time PCs have become incredibly faster and more powerful, but they have changed very little in appearance. The PC that sits on your desk today doesn’t look much different than that which sat on your (or your father’s) desk back in 1982.

Then, and now, the computer was usually a grey box, and it had a keyboard and a screen. They computer is still usually a grey (or beige) box, and it still has a keyboard and a screen. Keyboards have hardly changed at all, though there are some smart devices now that are optimised for Internet or word processing use, and some of them are wireless. We have also introduced the mouse, which has also been common for 15 years or so.

Screens have started to change a fair bit. Colour became normal about 15 years ago, but the biggest change has been the recnt move away from CRT (cathode ray tube) monitors to flat LCD (liquid crystal display) screens. These look sharp and take up much less space. There are no more LCD monitors than CRT monitors sold in Australia, and the price differential will continue to change to the extent that CRT monitors will disappear within a few years.
The introduction of tower-type systems has enable people to move the system unit off the desk and onto the floor, but the size of the box has hardly changed in all these years. That has led a lot of people to use laptops as desktop machines, just to save space.
That is about to change. The next couple of years PCs will see a revolution in PC design. System units will became much smaller, even as the become more powerful and more robust.
The reason there has been very little change in the size of system units over the years is because certain components have always been of a standard size. The size of motherboards (the card that contains the microprocessor and most of the other important circuitry) has been governed by the necessity of being able to incorporate standard sized add-on cards, and disk drives and power supplies have also been quite large and designed to fit standard bays. All these components have generated a fair amount of heat, which has meant the incorporation of cooling fans, adding more size and weight.
Laptop technology has overcome most of these problems, but it is only now that the technology is getting inexpensive enough to incorporate into low-end desktop machines, where price has always been an important factor.

A key factor in the move to smaller system units is the move away from peripheral cards. Since the first machines back in 1981, an important factor in PC design has been the necessity to provide compatibility with the large range of peripheral devices that PC users employ.
Since the early days there has been a bewildering array of interface technologies. Printers for many years employed what used to be known as the Centronics interface, after the company that invented it. It was also known as the parallel interface. Most early computers also used a serial interface, which was widely used for modems and other peripherals.

Both these interfaces are still widely used, but in recent years they have increasingly been replaced by the USB (universal serial bus) interface, designed by Microsoft and Intel and leading PC vendors to provide a universal high-speed interface for a range of peripheral devices. USB 2.0 now provides higher data transfer speeds through the same small physical interface.
The USB interface is now widespread, and is increasingly used to connect the keyboard and mouse, as well as the printer and other peripherals. The USB interface has now largely replaced the inelegantly named PCMCIA (Personal Computer Memory Card International Association) developed in the early 90s.

These developments have been matched inside the computer. Existing interface cards that use the PCI (personal computer interface) or AGP (advanced graphics port) standards will increasingly be replaced with smaller and faster PCI Express and Serial ATA (advanced technology attachment) cards.
Don’t worry too much about the terminology. For the average computer user, it will not matter. Interface cards are becoming as redundant in desktop computers as they already are in laptop computers. Motherboards are finally getting smaller, and hard disk drives are now tiny. CD-ROM and DVD will be used for some time yet, but the drives are now scarcely much larger than the disks you insert in them.

All this means that the twenty plus year era of the one-size beige or grey system unit is coming to an end. We will start to see PCs in interesting shapes, sizes and colours. PC technology has already started to mesh with home entertainment systems, and we are starting to see devices specifically designed and optimised to work with sound and video systems.

Even bog standard entry level PCs will change. They will keep getting cheaper, they will keep getting more powerful, and – finally – they will get physically smaller. One day we will even get rid of keyboards – maybe.
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