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Have you ever taken a look at today’s 
Mac Mini and wondered where Apple 
came up with the idea for an affordable, 
convenient, size-constrained Mac 
computer or server that doesn’t even come 
with a monitor? Apple actually released a 
product that was more revolutionary (at 
least at the time) and it was called the G4 
Cube. 

The Cube comes from a lineup of Macs 
called the PowerMac family, which came 
to be classified according to a G series over 
time. The first versions were not called 
G anything, but were known as Power 
Macintosh 6100, 
Power Macintosh 
7100 and 
PowerMacintosh 
8115. The 
PowerMac lineup 
of Apple Macs 
was based on 
PowerPC Apple 
microprocessors. 
This was the 
original 
Power 
Macintosh 
series, 
with each 
numerically-higher model being higher end 
in price and specs. 

The history of the PowerPC architecture 
is quite interesting because it was actually 
IBM that approached Apple with support of 
this architecture – although Motorola also 
helped IBM design it. The first commercially 
available PowerPC processor was the 
601, which was used in IBM RS/6000 
workstations from 1993. Apple shortly 
thereafter adopted the chip. In 1994, Apple’s 
Power Macintosh 6100/66 was the first Mac 
to run on the PowerPC CPUs. 

Apple released five versions of the 
G series in the PowerMac lineup. The 
models continued to evolve in appearance 
and function. There were also different 
models within each series. The Cube 
belonged to the G4 series, but there was 
another product in this series called the 
Power Macintosh G4 Minitower. By many 
accounts, it stole a lot of thunder from the 
Cube. The following G5 models were the 
last of this PowerMac G series and were 
eventually replaced by the Mac Pro. 

HIstory and specIfIcatIons 
of tHe G4 cuBe

The power Mac G4 cube was 
released on August of 2000 and 

was terminated 
in July of 2001. 
As you can see, 
the Cube had a 
very brief run 

and, although 
it showed 
a lot of 
potential, 
the 
technology 

was still not available at the time to match 
the vision. Apple learned a lot from the 
Cube’s effort, however, and this was 
transferred to the Mac Mini and other 
future Apple products like the Apple TV. 

There was another product on the 
market before the Cube produced by a 
company that Steve Jobs founded while 
he was away from Apple. This company 
was called NeXT. It developed an object-
oriented operating system called NeXSTEP 
that was the basis for much of Mac OS X 
(user interface operations for instance).   

8

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=powerpc%20motorola%20ibm&source=web&cd=7&ved=0CHIQFjAG&url=http://staff.ustc.edu.cn/~han/CS152CD/Content/COD3e/InMoreDepth/IMD2-The-IBM-Motorola-PowerPC.pdf&ei=cdmwT_OxPKqZiQKXrfTnAw&usg=AFQjCNGtcUkj8zJJC7_WbpwhvSCjEILGxg
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=powerpc%20motorola%20ibm&source=web&cd=7&ved=0CHIQFjAG&url=http://staff.ustc.edu.cn/~han/CS152CD/Content/COD3e/InMoreDepth/IMD2-The-IBM-Motorola-PowerPC.pdf&ei=cdmwT_OxPKqZiQKXrfTnAw&usg=AFQjCNGtcUkj8zJJC7_WbpwhvSCjEILGxg
http://apple-history.com/g4cube


It also manufactured computers designed 
for business and educational needs and 
boasted hefty horsepower for the time. 

The computer that NeXT released 
bearing similarities to Apple’s G4 Cube was 
called NeXTcube and was available from 
1990 to 1993. The NeXTcube’s CPU was the 
Motorola 68040. It is also worth nothing 
that the founder of the World Wide 
Web, Tim Berners-Lee, used a neXtcube 
workstation to lay the foundation for the 
first web server 
and browser. 
The workstation 
was also the 
same computer 
that John 
Carmack wrote 
Wolfenstein 3D 
and Doom on. 
Like the Cube 
that followed it, 
the NeXTcube 
also never 
took off with consumers 
or enterprise users on a 
massive scale. It was also a 
bit bulkier and larger than 
the G4 Cube.

apple acquired neXt on December 20, 
1996, with a $400 (some sources say $429) 
million deal. This move also brought Jobs 
back to the company he co-founded along 
with Steve Wozniak. With this acquisition, 
Jobs’ idea of a simple, elegant, and cube-
like design from the NeXTcube stuck. The 
Cube was aimed at business users who 
wanted an alternative to existing Macs 
with a choice of their own monitor to 
purchase separately. It traded form over 
function and was much more difficult to 
upgrade than standard-size Macs. The 

specs were also substantially lower than 
other computers (Macs or PCs) at similar 
price points.

Unlike iMacs and other Apple products 
at the time, there were no PCI slots for 
video cards, nor was there room for full-
sized GPU video cards to be inserted into 
the machine. It also came with three Ram 
slots, an airport slot and two usB and 
fireWire ports. It also lacked audio input/
output, coming instead with an external 

USB amplifier 
along with a 
set of Harman 
Kardon speakers. 
Specs included 
a 450 MHz CPU, 
20GB hard drive, 
56k modem, 
64MB RAM. The 
DVD ROM drive 
slot was located 
on top of the 
machine and 
was described 
by some to 
mimic that of a 

toaster. What 
was pretty 
stellar about 

the design, besides the aesthetics of its 
form, was that there was no fan needed to 
cool the machine internally, making it less 
noisy to use.

The G4 Cube can perhaps be explained 
as an interesting experiment that came 
straight from Jobs himself; one that he 
was only able to realize years later with 
the introduction of the Mac Mini.
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HoW does It coMpare to tHe 
Mac MInI

When going to any Apple Store or 
electronics outlet that has Apple products 
for sale today, the Mac Mini seems to 
stand out the most. Only the AppleTV 
bears the same similarity in terms of form 
factor and lack of external attachments – 
keyboards, mice and monitors. This is a 
very similar form factor to the G4 Cube – 
although the Mac Mini is flatter and more 
rectangular shaped. The Cube actually 
came in perfectly aligned dimensions of 8” 
x 8” x 8”. The Mac Mini comes in a form 
factor of 7.7” x 7.7” x 1.4”. 

The Mac Mini is a favorite among many 
home theater enthusiasts due to how 
portable, light and easy to connect to 
an HDTV it is, since it comes with HDMI 
support. Obviously, an Apple TV is a 
cheaper alternative, but it lacks computing 
functions and the full operating system 
that the Mac Mini packs. Like the Apple TV, 
current models don’t come with an optical 
drive.

The Mac Mini is not known to be rich 
in processing horsepower or overall 
specs, and this can be seen in its price tag 
– it starts at $599 – when compared to 
other Mac products like Macbook Airs or 
iMacs. It isn’t really designed to be a main 
computer, but more of a replacement to 
use in front of the TV. The G4 Cube was 
geared for a completely different user and 
launched for a whopping $1799.

The Cube on the other hand was 
meant to be a main desktop Mac to be 
used with an external monitor. It didn’t 
come with HDMI cables, nor were those 
standard at the time of its release. It was 

a wildcard and was seen as too awkward 
for the time. Customers also complained 
of hardware failures, like the power button 
malfunctioning, over extended use.  

According to Apple’s Mac Mini product 
page, the Mac Mini comes with Bluetooth 
4.0 wireless technology, an HDMI port, 
FireWire, four USB ports, and the latest 
operating system on the market for Macs 
right now, which is OS X Lion. Specs include 
a dual-core Intel Core i5 CPU, which can 
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be configured (based on price and user 
preference) to run at either 2.3GHz or 
2.5GHz per core. Another option of a quad-
core Intel Core i7 exists for users looking at 
a top-of-the-line Mac Mini. It also comes 
with either 2Gb or 3GB of RAM depending 
on the model. The video cards also vary by 
model, but start at an Intel HD Graphics 
3000 GPU. The top-of-the-line model will 
set you back a grand, however. 

One thing is for sure. Despite being 
aimed at a more casual audience than the 
G4 Cube, The Mac Mini is a lot closer to 
the vision Jobs had for the Cube than the 
current Apple TV lineup. It is much more 
of a workstation capable of productivity 
and other computing 
functions due to its 
having a full-blown OS. 
The AppleTV doesn’t 
even have iOS as a 
feature. However, 
the design and form 
factor of the Apple 
TV does bear some 
resemblance as well. 

conclusIon

The difference between the vision 
behind the G4 Cube and the Mac Mini 
is perhaps best described as Jobs and 
company realizing that workstations in 
general have to have function over form. 
Average consumers, tech enthusiasts, or 
casual users may prefer form over function; 
however, the same cannot be said for 
enterprise users or industry professionals 
needing a powerful workstation. 
Mechanical failures, lack of upgradability 
options and other inconsistencies were too 
much to handle for many users at a price 

tag of around $2000. This is why Apple 
never intended for the Mac Mini to be 
originally aimed at a high-end user looking 
for a workstation. The MacPro is aimed at 
this user today. Marketing is a huge factor 
in Apple’s success today, and it failed with 
the Cube. 

What the Cube did was represent 
Apple’s formality perfectly. The idea of 
a cube can be seen in many other Apple 
design implementations and products. If 
you look at the iPad or iPhone, there is 
the idea of alignment that is harmonious. 
There are no awkward angles apparent 
or slots coming out of the sides of most 
Apple products today, especially the 

Mac Mini and Apple TV. This sense of 
mathematical precision, equality and 
visual balance was never more perfect 
than with the Cube. However, as a heavy 
workstation, the design did not make as 
much sense as a consumer product would 
have. 

 
by Mike Lata
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