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Figure 5. Hidden line views can be displayed easily, and then saved in a 2D representation to another layer in the current

drawing for further editing.

DC Viewer and Web VRML
To take 3D models even further, the
new DataCAD 8 for Windows includes
a number of other tools. Within ver-
sion 8.05 is a color Quickshader with
With

included DC Viewer software, you can

light intensity control. the
open many different DataCAD draw-
ings at once, see and render any view
(see Figure 6) and convert the files to
VRML (virtual reality modeling lan-

guage files for the Web).

Rendering, Animation

DataCAD 8 also includes the Visual
Reality suite—another six programs,
including Digital Imaging (much like
PhotoShop) and Renderize Live for
photorealistic rendering. To use Ren-
derize Live, you need to first output
the file as DXF (tessellated 3D Faces)
from DataCAD and then import it

into Renderize Live. By simply drag-

ging and dropping color swatches of

various desired materials and lights,
you can achieve stunning architectur-
al renderings very quickly, as shown in
Figure 7.

A Few Criticisms
DataCAD is not a parametric, object-
oriented

program (where objects

change automatically). It is more of a
what-you-see-is-what-you-get drafting
and modeling program.

DataCAD 8 for Windows is indeed
full 32-bit Win95 software, which means
all peripheral devices will work as
expected. However, since DataCAD
does some things differently than Micro-
soft dictates, it cannot have full Windows
95 certification, which means that there

will inherently be changes ahead.
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The two nearly-identical 3D Edit and
2D Edit
when, for example, a STRETCH com-

menus can invite confusion
mand doesn’t work because you are try-
ing to use the 2D STRETCH command
on 2D entities.

Most of the real power in DataCAD
is hidden under the Toolbox. These
macros have been developed over
time by hundreds of third-party devel-
opers. Several dozen ship with the
vanilla software, and hundreds more
are available from a variety of sources
including Tricks Ware
(www.world. std.com/ ~eshu/ctw/ctw. hitm).

Cheap

They are in the Toolbox in alphabeti-
cal order, rather than by the macro
name. This may make sense to long-
time DataCAD users, who know that
the automatic roof tool called Roofit
and the trimming tool called Clipit
were developed long after basic Data-
CAD. However, it is disorienting to
new users, who would have expected
these features under the program’s
Architect and Cleanup menus.
Although the basic DataCAD menu
items are now excellently covered in
the context-sensitive online help,
many of the macros are not equally
There

rules of thumb for how all things in

well-documented. are certain

DataCAD run, so that it is possible to
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Figure 6. DC Viewer can be used to create 3D views of DataCAD drawings and to convert them to VRML files,
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Figure 7. Renderize Live can render high-qualiity scenes, including background images and shadows.

figure out any new command on one’s
own, but each macro has its own inter-
nal way of working—each with a small
learning curve.

Another result of this multiple
mini-program approach is that differ-
ent options show up for some of the
same things. For instance, the way you
place windows and doors and the
options to choose from are different
in Architect, DCAD AEC, Frameit,
AEC Model and EZ Elevations.

A few third-party macros are regard-
ed by intensive users as virtually indis-
pensable, so be prepared to add about
$100 to $200 worth of these for areas
specific to your work. In particular,
Stickyback, part of the DC Sprint utili-
ties ($49.95) for fancy cutand-paste
abilities; RoofBuilder Tools, which goes
beyond the built-in Roofit macro for
complex roofs with towers; and some of
the others previously mentioned.

More Than a Few Raves

Most of the macros are relatively easy
to learn because they are based on the
same philosophical approach as the
rest of DataCAD—Ilogical default val-
ues for architecture. Without having

to set any parameters, you can just
click three places anywhere, and the
macros will draw what they are sup-
posed to. After examining what the
macro has drawn, it is relatively easy to
figure out what each parameter setting
can adjust, and where in the actual
drawing to click. Just erase the test
with one key shortcut, and pop that
new element where it goes.

It seems simple and perhaps trivial,
but sometimes the smallest details
make a big difference. DataCAD’s use
of and to zoom in
and out, with the arrow keys panning
view left/right and so on is one of the
most intuitive view navigation tools of
any CAD program. These viewing keys,
as well as the zoom window and
extents, are completely integrated and
can be used at any time within any
command.

Right-out-of-the-box DataCAD works
so well you may not need any cus-
tomization. But if you do, DataCAD is
easily customizable. Every single key on
the keyboard (plus (Shift), and
combinations) including the
function keys can be assigned as a com-
mand shortcut. Most of the built-in

shortcuts are mnemonic (M for move,
C for copy, E for erase, L for layer and
so on). Some users also put customiza-
tions (such as an automatic sheet layout
to office standards) on the icon toolbar
at the top of the screen, which can auto-
matically call up other toolbars. DCAL,
a powerful graphic macro program-
ming language, comes free with the
software.

DataCAD flawlessly handles the tran-
sition from metric SI to imperial Foot/
Inch and vice-versa. It provides a com-
pletely automatic updating of all dimen-
sions between engineering decimal feet,
architectural inches and metric units.

Conclusion
Even with little CAD exposure, you
should be able to teach yourself Data-
CAD within a few weeks. The approach
to drawing is similar enough to Auto-
CAD that users can be working on pro-
jects within a day or so. DataCAD soft-
ware covers the entire stretch between
conceptual design and contract docu-
mentation, including pretty good 3D.
There are a number of books,
audiotapes and videotapes on Data-
CAD available from many different
sources listed on DATACAD’s Web site.
The Cheap Tricks newsletter (www.
world.std.com/~eshu/cheap.htm) by Evan
Shu, AIA, is extremely valuable, and
it's worth geiting the back issues for
tips and tricks. The best Internet
forum is datacad-dbug@uorld.std. com.
DATACAD LLC is also one of the
founding members of the OpenD-
WG Alliance. As a result of its mem-
bership, future versions of DataCAD
will be fully compatible with the
DWG standard right through Auto-
CAD 14.01.

Geoffrey Moore Langdon, AIA, is a prin-
cipal of Architectural CADD Consultants
in Beverly, MA. He is author of Architec-
tural CADD: A Resource Guide, and is
the founder and organizer of the Designers
3D CAD Shootout. Reach him via email al
glangdon@architecturalcadd. com
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