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Quad-Core or Bust!
A processor is comprised of three things. The first is the core. The core is actually responsible for executing processing tasks. The core is fitted inside the die, which is the silver tab you may have seen on the top of a processor. All of this is fitted inside the package, which is the green material capped by the heatspreader on top, and laced with pins on the bottom. It is important to know that the number of cores can scale independently of the dies. 

As an example, Athlon XPs had one die and one core. The first dual core chips had two dies with one core in each (see the diagram below). Today's dual core chips have two processing cores fitted under one die. The quad core chips that will first replace them merge two dual core dies into a two-die, four-core package or one die with four cores. It is both an evolution and a continuation of a trend.

Right now, there are only a few applications that truly benefit from quad core computing. These applications are the sort that have always benefitted from more processor horsepower, no matter how that was obtained. Rendering 3D graphics for still scenes, compression of DVDs into portable movie files, the compression of CDs into MP3s, and anything else that is just a massive chunk of mathematics. In the aforementioned cases, the processors can work in tandem to crunch large sets of numbers because they're predictable, not terribly dynamic, and do what a processor does best: compute. On the other hand, games (right now) will receive little to no benefit from a quad core processor because they only recently began to really harness the power of dual core offerings. The benefit of quad core is not what it does now, but what it will do.

Quad core is the future, and it's a future that's coming faster than the dual core one did. While few developers reacted quickly to the introduction of dual core CPUs, (perhaps unready for such a drastic change), developers have begun acting on quad core even before there was a chip to test it on. Valve Software (of Half-Life 2 fame) and Remedy Entertainment (of Alan Wake fame) both began work on optimizing quad core code before the Kentsfield had even finished production on the very first processor. This time, developers have had fair warning, and the good sense to read the writing on the wall. 


If you are the owner of a socket AM2 motherboard or an LGA775 motherboard that's Core 2 Duo compatible, you're set for the introduction of quad core. With the QC6600 from Intel and the Barcelona chips from AMD, you'll be able to drop a brand new chip in your motherboard and double your processing capacity.


We need quad core to drive the future and to give the future a platform to come to. While it may mean you have some idle cores on your processor for the time being, you'll have more idle strength in your processor than anyone with an average desktop computer has ever enjoyed. Quad is the power of tomorrow.

