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Abstract:
Chipmaker Advanced Micro Devices Inc. has spent years playing follow-the-leader, bringing out microprocessors that are almost but not quite as powerful as those of industry leader Intel Corp. Today, AMD says it's through playing that game. The company is rolling out a new chip called Athlon, which AMD calls the most powerful PC processor ever built.

The Athlon will range in price from $249 for the 500-megahertz version up to $849 for the most powerful 650-megahertz version. The chip is designed to be fully compatible with Intel's "X86" series of microprocessors, which drive about 95 percent of the world's personal computers. But the Athlon features a number of radical design innovations not found on Intel chips.
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Chipmaker Advanced Micro Devices Inc. has spent years playing follow-the-leader, bringing out microprocessors that are almost but not quite as powerful as those of industry leader Intel Corp. Today, AMD says it's through playing that game. The company is rolling out a new chip called Athlon, which AMD calls the most powerful PC processor ever built.

Industry analysts who've tested early versions of the Athlon say AMD's boasting is justified.

"I'm sitting in front of one, and it's certainly the fastest thing I've ever used," said Nathan Brookwood, principal analyst at Insight 64, a research consultancy in Saratoga, Calif. Brookwood predicted Intel won't be able to match the performance of the Athlon before next year.

The Athlon will range in price from $249 for the 500-megahertz version up to $849 for the most powerful 650-megahertz version. The chip is designed to be fully compatible with Intel's "X86" series of microprocessors, which drive about 95 percent of the world's personal computers. But the Athlon features a number of radical design innovations not found on Intel chips.

"This was a brand new, clean-sheet-of-paper fresh design from AMD," said Gary Bixler, Athlon's product marketing manager.

For example, it uses a high-speed system bus that lets the chip talk to the computer's memory at twice the speed of an Intel Pentium II chip. The Athlon also sports a new method for running "floating point" calculations, a kind of mathematics that is essential for high-quality computer graphics tasks such as engineering software and computer games. AMD's chips have traditionally offered inferior floating point performance compared with Intel's products. But AMD claims the Athlon now beats Intel's most powerful Pentium III chips in this respect.

Michael Slater, principal analyst for Microdesign Resources, a research firm that tracks the chip business, says the Athlon is the product that could transform AMD from an also-ran to an industry leader.

"It is certainly a milestone event for AMD in that it has given them meaningful performance leadership," said Slater. "It seems like they will be able to maintain that performance leadership for at least a year."

More important is the Athlon's potential effect on AMD's bottom line. AMD has traditionally sold chips for mid-range and low-priced machines, while Intel has dominated the high end of the market, where the real profits are. The average selling price of an AMD processor was $67 during the second quarter of the year, compared to $217 for Intel processors.

If AMD can sell a lot of Athlons, the product could sharply increase the firm's average selling price. That's vital for AMD, which lost $162 million in the second quarter because of declining chip prices.
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