* * * * * * Flash * * * * * * *

According to reports, as of December 2000, the worldwide users of the Flash Player were in excess of 300,000,000. Even among Asians, over 80% of Internet users are reported to have Flash 4 reading capabilities. As more and more Web sites are being designed with flashy animation and sound, one cannot help but wonder, "Is Flash a flash in the pan or is it here to replace the good-old raster graphics of yesteryears?"

It all started a couple of years ago when Macromedia acquired a small web graphics program called FutureSplash. The uniqueness of FutureSplash was in its ability to generate compact, vector-based graphics and animations for delivery over the Web. Today, Flash has blossomed in features as well as popularity, and Flash-based graphics are found all over the Web, well-integrated with a wide range of new technologies from MP3 to XML.

Flashy features


According to Macromedia, Flash is poised to be the central application for generating low-bandwidth, interactive content for delivery on the Web. Here are some of its salient features:

· Flash is a vector-based drawing program with capabilities similar to Macromedia's Free Hand or Adobe's Illustrator. 

· Its output is both compact and scaleable without adverse effect, as it is mathematical in nature. 

· Although Flash is capable of handling bitmaps, it relies on the slim vector format for transmission of your final work. It is this feature that helps it create compact animation sequences by quickly rendering the vector descriptions needed, making it ideal for the Internet. 

· Authoring movies and sequencing animation is no problem for Flash. 

· Newer versions (Flash 4 onwards) also feature powerful scripting capabilities to control the nature and quality of Flash's interactivity. 

· Combined with Generator 2, Flash can also assume the role of a database front-end for sophisticated applications (like online shopping) not normally associated with an animation program. 

Vector-based programs do not rely on individual pixels to compose an image. Instead, shapes are drawn using individual points, described by coordinates. This makes their output very slim, at the same time, offering designers tremendous flexibility for manipulation of the output by simply changing the coordinates.

Will usability suffer?


Although the technology is fairly new for both developers and users, some experts are of the opinion that current Flash technology tends to discourage usability

· Flash-based intros to websites delay users' ability to get what they came for. 

· Flash designers are also responsible for decreasing user control by reverting to presentation styles that resemble television programs rather than interactive media. 

· Many Flash designers introduce their own non-standard GUI controls. 

There are few more disadvantages of using Flash on a Web site:

· The "Back" button does not work. If you navigate within a Flash object, the standard backtracking method takes you out of the multimedia object and not, as expected, to the previous state. 

· Link colors also don't work as they do in standard websites. 

· Since knowledge of Flash is not common, Flash content tends to be created once and then left alone. It is also typically superficial and created by outside agents who don't understand the business, which limits the relevance of the website among its intended audience. 

The future is Flash


         As broadband gains popularity, the biggest problem of today - limited bandwidth - will be just a bad memory. In such a scenario, we will no longer need to restrict ourselves to design that loads quickly. The Net will become a pipeline for content as graphic-heavy as today's TV programs, with full-motion DVD-quality video and CD-quality audio embedded in it! 

When that happens, web design will shift from 2D animation and text-based content to multimedia assembling.

Macromedia already has a product - Director - used widely in the publishing of CD-ROMS. As is expected, Macromedia products like Dreamweaver (HTML authoring tool) and Flash integrate well with Director. In fact, even today, Flash is able to generate a basic HTML page without needing help from a separate software. As high bandwidth connections become the norm, we will probably see the three technologies merge into one. 

And the winner is


A quick re-look at the features of Flash will tell you that there is no choice to be made between Flash and traditional image-manipulation software based on the raster format. That's because, over the last few years, Flash has learnt the art of working well with a whole range of Internet technologies.

Many of the present problems inherent to Flash will no longer pose a challenge as Flash gains popularity and it becomes easier and easier to design in Flash. Later versions of browsers will come with the required plugin capabilities pre-installed and web programmers of tomorrow will be able to use one software for drafting, animating, assembling and authoring their work. 

Of course, there will still be room for specialised software in each field for those of us who want advanced features. But integration between the different programs will be much higher than it has ever been.

Hacker’s Paradise?

There are reports that the  Flash Player plugin for Internet browsers could allow malicious hackers access to computers connected to the Internet. 

It is reported that a flaw in Flash—which allows Internet users to playback multimedia content embedded into Web pages—could enable a malicious user to launch an attack. 

This suggests that the software has a buffer overflow vulnerability, which gets around the program's built in security. This could allow unauthorized, potentially malicious, code to be executed on a PC. 


A spokeswoman for Macromedia says that the company's technical staff is investigating the situation. "It is a serious issue but there have been issues in the past that have arisen, and there has not been a flaw," says the spokeswoman. "We need to look into it before we can comment." 

Although the author of the alert suggests the vulnerability could be exploited to upload viruses, Trojan horses or other malicious code to a computer with Flash installed, some security experts thinks most users are safe. 

Antivirus researchers say that if Macromedia provides a swift patch and users install it, there is little danger. They believe, however, that virus writers may start exploiting this sort of vulnerability before long. 

According to Macromedia's own figures, Flash is used by 96 percent of all Web users. 

Director 
and 
Flash

Director and flash, both, are tools used by web designers for incorporating high-end graphics on web pages and sites.

Despite sharing a manufacturer, Flash and Director have developed unique audiences, often working in separate--even opposing--camps. We think that's a real shame, especially because some Flash developers might be better off working with Director, and vice versa. 

Many Flash authors, a little brainwashed by the wall of hype, would rather reinvent the wheel than put their hands on a product that existed before the Web. And in the past, Director struggled beneath the weight of its own complexity and sprawling interface, especially when compared to the svelte Flash. 

But times have changed. Flash has bulked up, and if you can handle its interface, you can probably learn Director. 

To help you decide which product best suits your work, we'll explore the histories of Director and Flash. Then we'll explain what the products can deliver to your user and what it's like to develop with each. 

A brief history of multimedia


           Before we let our fighters out of their corners, let's take a look at the history of these two fine products. 

Born in the world of CD-ROM creation and developed in-house by Macromedia, Director is one of the grandfathers of multimedia. Flash, on the other hand, originally known as FutureSplash Animator, was purpose-built for the Web, and was purchased by Macromedia in the mid-1990s. Responding to Web fever, Macromedia has put the products on unique but parallel paths. 

Director


          Director was originally VideoWorks Interactive, the first in a new breed of multimedia authoring applications designed for the Apple Macintosh back in the 1980s. Director was later released for DOS/Windows in 1994, although a movie player was available earlier for that platform. Since 1995, the Director player on all platforms has been known as Shockwave Player. With its flexible programming language, Lingo, Director continues to be the flagship product for Macromedia. 

Director's supremacy in the Macromedia stable remained unchallenged until the company's acquisition of a small Web start-up company named FutureSplash, whose core product Animator was rechristened with the contracted company title, Flash. 

Flash


          Back in those days, FutureSplash became a hot acquisition target when Microsoft used the Animator software to develop the Microsoft site. In 1996, the Microsoft Network design mirrored television by building the interface and advertisements into full-window FutureSplash animations. It was a novel achievement at the time, especially considering the rarity of sites using even JPEG and GIF graphics. 

In fact, the project spawned rumors that once Macromedia acquired FutureSplash, Microsoft would then swallow Macromedia. Microsoft pretty much killed the speculation when it abandoned the TV emulation strategy and metamorphosed MSN into a Spartan, textual affair. 

The Microsoft connection still gave the newly named Flash (with accompanying Shockwave Flash plug-in) a significant boost in industry attention. The tremendous evolution of the product and of its authoring language ActionScript has been accompanied by a dedicated developer audience ever since. 

After version 4.0 of Flash was released, the Shockwave plug-in family (originally used by several Macromedia products) was ostensibly put on ice, except for its role in Director. 

Flash got its own plug-in, the Flash Player, though it retained the old SWF file extension for backward compatibility. If you're not a little confused by now, we suspect you've just been skimming. 

From opposite ends of the spectrum.


           Interestingly, both Flash and Director have been on a collision course ever since they were created. 

Each version of Flash has added more media-handling and interactivity features. Director responded to the slow death of the CD-ROM industry by including more Web-centric features such as streaming and network support. The line between Director and Flash is more than a little blurry, so it's important to concentrate on the programs' differences to decide which box to reach for when you're starting your next multimedia project. 

Plug-ins, playback, and the user


          As of this article's post date, Macromedia's player penetration figures show that more than 130 million people use Flash Player over Shockwave Player. 

Flash Player comes bundled with the most popular browsers, while the bulkier Shockwave relies primarily on user-initiated downloads or inclusion on browser CD-ROMs. Lacking the proper plug-in, users may encounter error messages when trying to view Director movies. Flash Player also has to be voluntarily upgraded when new versions of Flash are released, causing a delay between adoption by developers and by their audiences. 

Flash = replacement, Director = supplement


           Flash is based on scalable vector graphics instead of fixed-size bitmapped images, and a growing number of Web builders have adopted Flash as a somewhat dubious replacement for HTML. Flash movies have to be embedded into HTML code, but in most cases, developers scale Flash movies to occupy the full browser window area, supplanting regular scrolling HTML text. 

The Shockwave Player, in contrast, doesn't lend itself well to full-window presentations because of the bitmapped Director graphics. Flash graphics can bend and stretch and still look gorgeous, but bitmapped graphics end up distorted when manipulated. Director content is usually developed for a fixed size (often smaller than a full window for animation performance reasons) and then included as a supplement to standard HTML text. In this way Director content is often displayed like that favorite doodad of yesteryear, the Java applet.

Streaming differences


            In the beginning, streaming was one of the major advantages of Flash over Director. The promise of immediate playback even over narrowband connections convinced many a developer. However, the playing field has been leveled recently. 

In fact, the vast majority of Flash developers skip streaming and prefer to create more spectacular and media-rich productions built with progress bars and load timers. The top-tier developers still value well-designed, streaming movies but demand a premium price for their expertise and careful planning methodologies. 

To keep up with multimedia trends, Director now has streaming capabilities. Shockwave player files can be programmed to play in fits and starts, as more data becomes available. 

From a user's perspective, there's not a big difference between the streaming performance of Flash and Director content. The quality of playback depends largely on the skill and commitment of developers, although the more compact Flash file format has a slight speed advantage. 

Developer experience

The interfaces


          Director hasn't yet inherited the standard Macromedia user interface (although this will probably be added in version 9.0). As it stands now, Flash and Director have interfaces similar in function but quite different in appearance and implementation. A skilled Flash designer would not be able to immediately apply his or her skills to Director, and vice versa. 

Director has a very strictly defined authoring metaphor of Cast, Score, and Stage. All objects--including pictures, sounds, and behaviors--used in a movie are called Cast Members and are centrally organized in the Cast Window. Time-based activity is laid out and edited using the Score window, which allows only one object per layer. The Score also features specialized layers for sounds or scripting. Finally, the Stage is the visual representation of the movie and displays the contents of the frame currently selected in the Score. 

Flash has a slightly fuzzier authoring metaphor. Artwork created within the program itself may or may not be designated as symbols; this makes the Library (loosely analogous to Director's Cast) an optional extra rather than an integral tool. 

The Flash Timeline is similar to the Director Score, only more permissive. The Timeline places no restrictions on the number of object combinations that can occupy a single layer, and scripting can be organized (or disorganized) according to the developer's whim. 

The Flash Stage is more closely matched to Director's, although the appearance and behavior of selected objects differ. For instance, selecting an object on the Director stage will automatically activate resizing handles, but to do this in Flash, you'll need to take an extra step. 

Animation styles and asset management


            As we mentioned above, Flash artwork can be used as symbols, but Director automatically turns everything into a Cast Member. Because it functions as both an illustration and an animation program, Flash can afford more flexibility. The lines and shapes of a Flash animation sequence have to be editable without too many obstructions. Using bitmaps and having limited drawing tools, 

Director can't support free-form animation. The Flash Library holds the symbols used to create more sophisticated pieces of work. By default, the Library isn't visible, making its operation confusing to both new and seasoned users. 

Extensibility and networking


           Choosing the most extensible product is difficult to do. Each program has a unique feature set, so in a way it's like comparing apples and oranges. Director Xtras are cleaner than anything Flash has to offer, such as Smart Clips. Unlike Flash Player, which is fixed in size and function, Shockwave Player can take on new capabilities by dynamically loading Xtras. Flash movies can take advantage of prepackaged scripts and symbols, but the nonmodular nature of the Flash Player rules out the possibility of Director-style additions. 

Director clearly wins when it comes to networking support. Flash recently began to support basic XML parsing and manipulation, while Director supports a much richer set of networking functions and even comes with a free multiuser server that facilitates the quick creation of chat room and collaborative gaming environments. Creating similar functionality in a Flash movie would require a great deal of custom server-side programming. 

Cost and availability


          As of this article's post date, Macromedia's Web site claims 321,611,930 worldwide users of Flash Player, compared to 188,741,210 users of Shockwave Player. The figures take into account all versions of both, so remember that the number of users with the latest and greatest is actually smaller. 

Even so, Shockwave and definitely Flash are among the most popular plug-ins available and, depending on whom you believe, are more widely installed even than Java. 

For a developer, the need to choose between Director or Flash when either would suffice can give these statistics newfound importance. Unless something simply cannot be done in Flash, common sense says to use Flash because more people can view it. It's also cheaper. Or is it? 

Weighing the total costs


           At first glance, Flash's $399 price tag looks a lot more affordable than the $999 tag on Director. A few years ago, TCO (Total Cost of Ownership) became a buzzword for computer manufacturers. TCO refers to the total cost of ownership for a given product, including the initial purchase price and the expected additional costs of support and maintenance. 

A related but similar concept, TCD (Total Cost of Development), applies here. 

Director's price tag may initially be heftier than Flash's, but consider these TCD factors: 

· Built-in support for cross-platform CD-ROM creation 

· Richer programming language 

· Modular, extensible player plug-in 

· Large selection of prebuilt behaviors and scripts 

· Stricter, more organized authoring environment 

Over the course of many projects, these added benefits could save you a great deal in development costs. However, inexperienced programmers and strict graphic designers will benefit more from Flash's all-in-one approach. Many designers use Flash as an image creation tool and editing solution as well as an interactive animation platform. Director can't match that functional duality, even at its higher price point.

