
A Quick Introduction to MSVisual C++ 
 

We begin with an overview of the MSVisualC++ environment, by writing the infamous “Hello 
World” program.  Until you become comfortable with the environment, keep this handout with 
you as a reference when working on your projects.    
 
Starting MSVisual C++ 
 
• To start MSVisual C++, double click the Microsoft Visual C++ icon on your desktop. If you 

don’t see the icon, select Start/All Programs, then locate and select Microsoft Visual C++.  
 
Creating a New Project Using MSVisual C++ 
 
When you want to write a new program in MSVisual C++, you start by setting up a Project.  The 
project stores information about the program such as the source file names and how it should 
be compile and linked. 
• Go to the menu at the top of the window and select “File/New/Project”.   
• In the window that pops up, click on “Win32 Console Application.”  
• In the “Name” textbox located at the bottom of the window, type in your project name. For 

this “hello world” program, you might call your project hello. 
• Hit the “Browse” button and navigate to the folder where you want your files, then click OK. 
• In the next window that pops up, click on the “Next” button. 
• In the “Application settings” window, select “Console application” and “Empty project”, then 

click on “Finish”. 
 
Adding a New Source File to a Project 
 
You now need to create a file in which you can write your hello world code.   
• Right click on “Source Files” under your project name (left bar) and select “Add / New Item”. 
• In the window that pops up, select “C++ Source File.” Click OK to finish. 
• Give a meaningful name to your empty file. For instance, you might call it hello.c. To do so, 

select File/Save As from the top menu.  
• Now go ahead and type in your “Hello World” program.  Once you have the program typed 

in, save it using the menu option File/Save. 
 
Compiling, Linking and Executing Your Program 
 
Now that you have your program written you will want to compile and run it.  It would be best if 
you had at least one syntax error in your code right now. So if you think your code is perfect, at 
this time add a syntax error (such as removing a semicolon) to add some excitement to your 
compiling experience today.    
• Go to the top menu and select “Build/Build Solution” to compile and link your program.     
• In the lower part of your window a list of syntax errors will appear.  (You may need to use 

the scroll bar to see them.)  You can double click on the error and the cursor goes right to 
the spot in the file where it was detected.  Go ahead and remove all syntax errors from your 
program and get it to build without errors. 

• Once the syntax errors are taken care of, you run your program by selecting the menu 
option “Debug/Start Without Debugging”. 

• A console window should pop up in which your program’s output appears.  When the 
program finishes, you can press any key and the console window disappears. 



Using MSVisual C++ with OpenGL 
 
 
Now let us create a project for an OpenGL graphics program and try to run it.   
 
Creating a New Project for an OpenGL Application 
  
• Start by creating a new project just as you did before.  Call your project “squares.” 
 
Inserting Existing Source Code Into Your Project 
 
In the future you will write your own OpenGL programs, but this time you’ll use copy the code 
from the course website. 
 
• Start by adding a new source file to your project just as you did before.  Call it squares.cpp. 
• Go to the course website and click on Labs, and then on Lab 1. Cut and paste the code from 

the web file squares.cpp into your squares.cpp. Save it using the top menu option File/Save.   
• Test it out! Compile and run your first graphics program to see what it does.  
 
Opening an Existing Project 
 
Once you have set up a project, it is simple to load it next time you want to work on it.  Let’s try it 
here once.  Start by exiting MSVisual C++ and then restarting it.  We’ll now see the proper way 
to reopen an existing project. 
 
• Go to the top menu and select “File/Open Project”.   
• In your squares folder, locate a file with a .vcproj extension.  This file contains all the 

information about your project.  Double click on it to select it. 
• Your project should now appear exactly as you left it, and you could continue working where 

you left off.  



Using the MSVisual C++ Debugger 
 
 
By spending just a few minutes today learning to use the MSVisual C++ debugger, you will save 
yourself hours of frustration and avoid adding all those print statements to your program in order 
to determine what it is doing.  This tutorial will step you through the basics of debugging using 
the squares program.  You will use the debugger to answer questions about this program by 
tracing through its execution and viewing the contents of variables.  If you have questions as 
you go through this, ask your instructor or consult with another student.   
     
If your squares project is not already open, then open it now using “File/Open Project” or double 
clicking on the file “squares.vcproj”. 
 
Step 0: Begin by running the squares program. When it stops drawing squares, move and/or 
resize your MSVisual C++ window so that both your code and the graphics window containing 
the squares are visible. We want to be able to see the graphics output as we trace through the 
code. 
 
Step 1: The code we are interested in tracing is in the function Display.  Find function Display 
and click the cursor on the vertical shaded bar in the position of the first line of code inside this 
function. (This line contains a call to the OpenGL function glClear, which clears the graphics 
window.) This sets a breakpoint, marked as a red circle on the side bar. To remove it later, 
simply click on the red circle again. Once the breakpoint is placed, invoke the menu option 
“Debug/Start Debugging” to start debugging.  The program then runs until it reaches the line 
containing the cursor.  You should see a yellow arrow pointing to this line, similar to that shown 
below. 
 

void Display( void ) 
{ 
    // Clear the window  
    glClear( GL_COLOR_BUFFER_BIT ); 
    glFlush(); 
 
    // Draw NUMSQUARES squares to the window 
    int s; 
    for ( s = 0; s < NUMSQUARES; s++ ) 
    { 
 // Draw square at random location in window 
        DrawRandomSquare(); 
 
 // Pause for 10 milliseconds to slow things down 
 Sleep( 10.0 ); 
    } 
} 

 
Something Important to know --- the yellow arrow always points to the line of code to be 
executed next. 
 
Step 2:  The program is now waiting to execute the function glClear.  There are two things we 
can do at this moment.  We can “step into” or “step over” this function.  If we “step into” the 
function, then we are telling the debugger that we want to trace its execution line by line.  If we 
“step over” this function, then we are telling the debugger to go ahead and execute the function 
but we don’t want to see its execution.   
 
Since we don’t want to trace any OpenGL functions, “step over” this line of code now using the 
menu option “Debug/Step Over” (or the function key F10).   Notice that after “stepping over” the 
arrow goes to the next line of code in function Display.   



 
Step 3: Use the “step over” command until the arrow points to the call to function 
DrawRandomSquare.  This is a function whose execution we want to trace, so “step into” this 
function using the menu option Debug/Step Into (or the function key F11).  Notice that the 
yellow arrow now points to the beginning of the function DrawRandomSquare and we are ready 
to trace its execution. 
 
Step 4:  Using the “step over” command, execute the first two lines of code in the 
DrawRandomSquare function.  (After doing this, the yellow arrow should be pointing to the call 
to the OpenGL function glColor3f.)  The first two lines of DrawRandomSquare calculate a 
random location (centerx, centery) for the square.  You can view the current value of local 
variables like centerx and centery by holding the cursor over them.  Try this now and write the 
results below: 
 

Value of variable centerx : ______________ 
 

Value of variable centery : ______________ 
 
Step 5: Now step over the remaining lines in the function DrawRandomSquare until the entire 
function has executed and the yellow arrow is pointing at the curly brace ‘}’ ending the function.  
The first random square has now been drawn.  Look at the graphics window and record the 
color of the first square below. 
 
 Color of first square drawn: _____________ 
 
Now invoke the step over command once more.  Notice that the yellow arrow returns to the 
function Display and is just below the call to function DrawRandomSquare.   
 
Step 6:  Another (sometimes easier) way to view the current values of variables is using the 
watch window located in the bottom left corner of your MSVisual C++ window.  Find it and type 
in the names s, centerx and centery.  The values of the variables in the execution scope will be 
displayed. 
 
Step 7:  Now try out your new debugging skills to determine the location and size of the fourth 
square drawn in the window.  Record the results below.  
 

Value of variable centerx for fourth square drawn: ______________ 
 

Value of variable centery for fourth square drawn: ______________ 
 
Value of variable size for fourth square drawn: _________________ 

 
 
Step 8:  In addition to the NUMSQUARES displayed by the program, draw one extra yellow 
square centered at the center of the graphics window, half the size of the graphics window. 
When you are finished with this step, show it to your instructor. 
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