LIBRE GRAPHICS

G

inux. For most people

the word conjures up

images of the desperately

high-tech world of the

internet. Visions of blade

servers, clusters, Apache
and streams of code immediately
spring to mind. And penguins. Back in
the late nineties it became almost
inevitable that free software was going
to dominate the technologies driving
the internet = not just Linux, but the
whole technology stack that was
driving the net forward relied on open
source and open standards.

But Linux is far from being a
platform fit for just a single purpose,
and this was clearly illustrated at the
inaugural Libre Graphics meeting,
hosted by the Ecole Supérieur Chimie
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Adobe, Corel, Quark et al had better look over their shoulder — free
software is catching up with them. Nick Veitch went to the first
Libre Graphics Meeting, a landmark event for open source.

h

Physique Electronique (CPE) in Lyon,
southern France.

The conference was organised by
Dave Neary in his guise as a Gimp
developer. What he initially thought
would just be a meetup for other
Gimp coders soon grew into an event
that embraced all sorts of other
graphic tools — developers from other
projects seized the opportunity to
commune with their peers, exchange
ideas and discuss common problems.

For three days the venue was
packed with programmers, users and
interested bystanders. Presentations in
the main theatre were well attended
and featured new technologies, project
updates and tutorial-like sessions on
how best to contribute.

The breakthrough
While all this was very useful, it was
the interaction of attendees in the
breaks between sessions that

probably moved things forward the

©most. In corridors, on smoking

+ breaks outside, in the lunch
* venues, and of course at dinner
. later, the talk was of deeper co-
. operation, of pooling knowledge
and resources to tackle common
problems, and friendly advice
being exchanged on everything
from which libraries to use to
best practices.
This wasn't just a nerdy
geekfest though — many of
the projects represented are
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on the cusp of being very serious
graphics tools indeed. And most of the
major graphics tools represented are
cross-platform — Inkscape, Gimp,
Scribus, Blender...

Over the next few pages we're
profiling some of the applications
driving the use of open source as a
choice for professional graphics and
design. The established market
belongs to the likes of Adobe, but
there is very definitely a new kid on
the block. And just maybe, someday in
the not too distant future, this meeting
will be seen as the turning point when
open source graphics came of age...

www.linuxformat.co.uk

@

As well as project U'Pda,t@y

b%t to- Wrdmte/ Er

|.£||

Lfb'é%apwcs

13/4/06 5:43:42 pm



y
y

*NOTE* If yowr
workflow

B nisgoment; g &
www. Littlecms:. conv.
WWOMW

13

WiotlesCMS POl

—

/ j LXF80 JUNE 2006 53

] |

‘ LXF80.graphics Sec1:53 @

13/4/06 5:44:36 pm ‘



LIBRE GRAPHICS

Scribus:

Open source desktop publishing turns pro.

n many ways, Scribus is
the runaway success story
of open source graphics. Yes,
Gimp is great, Inkscape has
potential — but Scribus set
itself the challenge of
coming from nowhere to being a
solid, professional DTP solution,
and by traditional standards of
software development, it's done
that in next to no time.

As the software
has matured,
though, Schmid’s
small project has
become vastly
more sophisticated
and complex. This
in itself has led to
a lot of changes -

much of the code

to being able to
specify glyph subsets. A lot
of people have been clamouring for a
command line version of Scribus that
can convert Scribus docs to PDF
without needing the GUI, and
amazingly, this isn’t far off.

The overall feel is that, at least in
this corner of the desktop, open
source tools are moving on from being

(T

g has had to be curiously useful to becoming

— In fact, the latest release of rewritten, or at professional quality tools. At Libre
——  Scribus (1.3.3) offers features not least moved. Graphics, the team were showing off
g available as standard in professional What made Le Tigre, a Scribus-produced weekly

DTP software, such as the ability to
generate barcodes completely within
the software. It would be unthinkable
for a commercial DTP product to
come from zero lines of code to a
reliable, professional tool in five years.

sense for a small
project dealing
with small documents doesn’t work so
well now that users are
expecting to tap out
200-page books.

French newspaper that prints over
12,000 copies. It isn't the first, and
won't be the last.

T

Scribus stared life as a project by
self-taught German programmer
Franz Schmid. His initial stroke of
genius was to build a page layout
program entirely around a PDF
workflow. Even in 2001 there were
good indications that PDF would
become the lingua franca of printing,
and that has proved to be the case.
Almost all large publishing companies
and printers now deal almost
exclusively in PDFs, which are
generated, planned and ouptut direct
to plate at the print shop.

T

Printing types

As with all of the projects covered
here, it seems that having an open
source development model has led to
some very serendipitous moments for
Scribus. A story heard so many times is
that the right person for a particular
task just happened along when it
needed doing.

Sophistication
With the latest 1.3 series,
Scribus users can now reap
the benefits of spot
colours, colour
management, proper
colour separations and
more. In the short term,
there is to be a new
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Lucky or otherwise, the Scribus
team have managed to surround
themselves with some very talented
and knowledgeable people in the
world of print media.

Schmid obviously knew and
learned a lot about the PDF specs,
because Scribus does a fantastic job of
generating them — it even handles a

lot of the interactive/
presentation features
that aren’t used for

text-rendering system
which will greatly
increase the speed of
redraws, as well as
adding extra support
for Unicode. This has
benefits that stretch

print and practically no
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ometimes it pays to
make the hard
decisions. The SVG
standard, hopefully
destined to become as
ubiquitous for vector
graphics as JPEGs are for photos,
was never designed as an internal
format. Basing the structure on
XML made it very flexible and fit for
all sorts of purposes. But dealing
internally with XML is a pain, and
can lead to inefficiency. So it isn't a
great surprise that many graphics
developers implement SVG support
only as a final output option. Some
may grudgingly import SVG too, but
this is usually little more than a
translation layer — try saving the same
file out, and it might be subtly different.
But a group of developers decided
that what the world needed was a
fusion of the traditional programmer
tool-style SVG editors (which deal
mainly in exposing the XML and
allowing programmers to change
properties of nodes and such) and the
world of drawing tools. The result -
Inkscape — has been one of the more
visible success stories in open source
graphics software, and a vindication of
the idea that open standards and free
thinking can change the world. Well,
the graphics world at least.
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Previous Effect

Inkscape

Setting the standards for future graphic design.

Making Inkscape
available on this
platform has not
only opened up a
market for the
software, but also
provided very
valuable feedback
from professional

The project was started off under
the name of Sodipodi. At a critical
juncture, though, there was a
difference of opinions on how to
proceed. This is not unusual — the
internet phenomenon that is Firefox
started when just two developers left
the Mozilla project. In this case, four of
the main contributors to Sodipodi
decided to fork the code and create
the project we know as Inkscape.

Inked out
The project has maintained this focus,
and for SVG editing it is simply so far
ahead of anything else on any
platform that it’s difficult to imagine it
not being the primary
tool for creating vector
graphics for this
standard.
Like most of the

Previous Effect Settings...

Blur Edge
Grid

Connect the Dots
FretFind Mult Length ET
FretFind Multi Length Scala
FretFind Single Length ET
Fretfind Single Length Scala
praw Handles
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software discussed
here, Inkscape is cross-
platform. The same
version is available for
Linux, Windows and
Mac, and in the world
of graphics this has

users. While
some people still
cling to the idea
that the only
reason people
use tools like
Inkscape is that
they are free, this is getting
less and less likely to be true.
Professional designers can
afford the latest kit and the
professional tools they need
to do their job — that they
are choosing to use open
tools like Inkscape says
more about reliability,
openness and standards
than it does about the
lack of a price-tag.
It also means that
some of the people
most interested in the
project, including
some of the core
developers, think of
themselves more as
graphics artists than

{nterpolate ¥
Q’,Z‘;‘f; (Load) greaF advantages. C Ud e Uy
nmnjmw ) - ren The |jcumbent A 2 ‘N@\/@V M
£ x,p@rwn&/\t scrip ) ) ~ graphics community,
effects awe now av it | certainly for W 'b.y'ea,k/y W
yow enable thew i thes | professional design, ‘
@PWWW pV@f?/ ences. use the Mac. ﬁ\@ tean.
56 LxF80JUNE 2006 www.linuxformat.co.uk

@

programmers. And while that may
suggest that they just code on the
stuff that is of interest to them, the
Inkscape team do have a very solid

understanding of the variety of users
they are attracting, and the different

needs they have.

Usability is very much the focus of
current development work — making

the software applicable to different
types of designers, and also fit for

every task that SVG is used for. With
the growth in the SVG format online,
on the desktop and in mobile devices,
Inkscape is poised to be the lllustrator

of the next generation.
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f you asked 100 average
Linux users to name a graphics
application, it’s a safe bet that
they’ll shoot one word straight
back at you: Gimp.

It's now more than ten years
since Spencer Kimball announced the
project to create an open source
application capable of rivalling the
professional (and pricey) alternatives
on the Mac and Windows. A lot has
happened since then - like the
umpteen-thousand plugins that enrich
the feature set, and the complete
redesign of the Ul.

Gimp has come a long way, but it
still gets criticised for its lack of some
key features, and the slow pace at
which development is taking place.
Some also claim that Gimp is actually
holding back development: its amazing
hold over bitmap graphics editing in
Linux means that there are few rivals
worth considering — and this means a
lack of choice and competition. In
reality though, the problem with Gimp
is that it is so complicated that it takes
a great deal of time and effort to
achieve noticeable improvements.

Day of the GEGL

While not part of Gimp itself, GEGL
(the Generic Graphics Library) is going
to have a major influence on the
direction that Gimp takes in the future.
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Number one in its field — serious graphics power.

atterer explains
why GEGL will be great!
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GEGL is still being developed prior to
the first release candidate being made
available, and it's being designed to be
a standalone, on-demand processing
library for graphics work.

The system’s most notable feature
is that it is designed to be demand-
driven. This means that final
processing is done at the point it is
needed (ie just before display), rather
than sequentially through a range of
steps. The advantage to this is that it
should make it possible to make very
good optimisations to the processing
at that stage — rather than processing
all pixels and throwing

some away,
transformations will
only apply to the
relevant areas.

GEGL is also
designed to handle
different colour
depths, so it is useful
for a whole range of

image-processing
needs. Of course,
GEGL will be very
useful for other
applications too. The

Scribus team, for

example, was very

interested in the

1.0 (RGB, 1 Ebene) 1206x788
| Ebene Werkzeuge Dialoge Fiter

cnt il

Datei Bearbeiten Auswahl Ans = = 1000 E
250

o

potential of GEGL and
what it might be able to
do for image processing
within a DTP app.

Plugged in

Most of the work that
goes into release

versions of Gimp is

in housekeeping and
tidying up before the long-
awaited 2.4 release — so we have to
look to plugins for our fix of interesting
new developments.

We looked at SIOX (Simple

Interactive Object Extraction) in LXF75,
but it's worth pointing out again. This
excellent tool is used to extract
foreground images from their
background with just a few swishes of
the mouse. The cutouts generated are
every bit as good as if you had
painstakingly traced every pixel of the
outline yourself.

www.linuxformat.co.uk
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SIOX will be integrated into the
final release of Gimp 2.4, but it's {
available as a plugin now. Because of
limitations to Gimp 2.2, the plugin is
not nearly as effective as it will be in
the final release — if you really want to
try it out you should run the
development versions of Gimp (found
on the coverdisc) until version 2.4 is
released. You can also find more on
SIOX at www.siox.org.
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s there more joy in open

source over a proprietary app

that lays down the ways of

closed code than over ninety-

nine apps that need no

repentance? If so, there should
be a lot of love for Xara. Although
always developed by a private
company in the UK, the Xara software
was for many years licensed to Corel,
who marketed it worldwide under the
name CorelXara.

You might assume that all you
have to do to ‘free’ an application is to
publish the source code and let
everyone get on with it. For some
applications, this is indeed the case —
but proprietary software, particularly
desktop applications, very often make
use of toolkits and libraries from third
parties, and the code relating to these
cannot be released. Stripping this
code out can be laborious, and
obviously leaves the application
incomplete — a few load and save
routines here, some algorithms there -
never mind the entire Ul toolset!

One of Xara's most famous
features is the real-time preview
engine. Drag a transparency gradient
over your work and the screen will
update in real time as you're dragging

- no more trial and error to get the

!
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Xara

Professional design tool goes open source.
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effect you want! Real-time feedback
saves a lot of hassle, and makes the
application appear more responsive.
This is one area of the software that
has not yet been open-sourced.

Understandably, the Xara developers
are taking things slowly and carefully.

Culture clash?
When Xara made the switch, a few
people muttered that it may end up
competing with Inkscape to be the
number 1 design app on Linux, but
they’ve missed the point: although
there is a lot of
crossover, the two
projects are largely
focused on different
things. Xara has a long
history of being an
innovative and
versatile tool for
illustration and web
work, but it doesn’t
target SVG work as
exclusively as
Inkscape. It seems
unlikely that there
will ever be an XML
editor built in to Xara
as there is in
Inkscape — but now
that it's open source,

Xauras live rendering: of effect
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who can say? What is
evident is that Inkscape
and Xara developers
are keen to co-operate.
At the LGM they were
very open to an
exchange of ideas,
and were working on
a way to make
designs more easily
transferable between the two.
Charles Moir, owner of Xara, has

also sponsored the development of an
‘iberconverter’ The idea is familiar to
open source advocates — create a
‘hub’ format for graphics, then a suite
of translation tools to convert each
format to the hub, and the hub to
each format. It sounds simpler than it
is, because to be truly effective there
needs to be some way to preserve or
at least correctly interpret the often
unique characteristics of each format.
The project is currently called

NoTE Free
code WA

lavtest versiow of the

Chromista, and is being

developed primarily by Eric

Wilhelm. You can check out more
about the design goals on his website
at http://scratchcomputing.com/
projects/uber-converter.

As for Xara itself, work continues to
enable all the features of the
proprietary version in the open source
code. Regular releases of source and
binaries are promised, and the team
are working very hard on enabling the

‘Save’ feature. Promise! (G
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