











Figure 6. DataCAD Plus handles a vanety of roof
shapes, including arched and curved segments, as well
as pitched and hipped roofs.

represents a well-defined software prob-
lem capable of a straightforward algo-
rithmic solution). It is robust enough to
follow complex perimeter wall contours,
including curved bays and the default
hipped roof is easily edited by changing
heights or dragging ridges (including
tming a hip into a gable). The roof tool
also can handle arched roofs and curv-
ing roof planes, as shown in Figure 6.
The stair tool handles straight, L-shaped,
U-turn, and winding stairs, but does not
include automatic routines for code-
based tread-to-riser ratios.

The Long and Winding Road

As one would expect in a product with
DataCAD’s long and illustrious heritage,
Plus has a full range of tools for the effi-
cient creation of construction drawings,
Comprehensive dimensioning automati-
cally goes on its own layer and follows
windows, doors and cut openings as they
are dragged or copied around a plan.
ZAC allows for area, volume and perime-
ter calculations, reported in a Rooms
database, and ZAC also supports solid
color fills that are useful for space plan-
ning purposes. DataCAD Plus imports
and exports DWG files (up to and
including release 2000) via the OpenD-
WG libraries (wune.opendwg.org), as well
as DXF in and out. DWF out (for Web
publishing) and WMF (Windows
metafile, the format of the Windows clip-
board). Plus also can import BMP
(bitmap raster image) files, useful for
copying and pasting site plans and aerial
photographs (a feature long requested
by DataCAD users). A handy blow-up
window, as shown in Figure 7, facilitates

options

detailed tracing over imported raster
images, such as when transferring con-
tours from a topo map or other site
plan information.

ZAC extends the 2D productive
capabilities of "classic” DataCAD fully
into 3D. A typical use of zones might be
to define zones by height, creating dif-
ferent stories. Then, editing across
zones would mean editing multiple sto-
ries or the elements on multiple stories
simultaneously. Thus, il a building
design included ground floor and pent-
house stories that were different from
several middle floors, editing by zone
could change all the windows on the
middle floors with a single command,
while leaving the ground floor and pent-
house windows untouched. Alternatively,
zones can be delined as sections of a
plan, to divide the editing of a project in
that manner (for example, an office
block auached to a warehouse). The
resulting degree ol control is not quite
automatic extraction of 2D construction
documents from 3D models, but a major
head start in that direction.

Thunder Road

Besides ZAC, the other high-octane new
component in DataCAD Plus is a visual-
ization tool called DataCAD Plus Vis
(pronounced “viz,” but not to be con-
fused with the Autodesk/Discreet ver-
sion of 3D Studio that is spelled “VIZ"
Vis, adapted from MB Software’s Arcon,
is a separate module accessed from the
Plus toolbar that operates on the 3D
geometry of ZAC models. The descrip-
tion sounds more cobbled together than
the actual experience. Vis renders. tex-
turizes and animates (but does not edit)
ZAC models. An Explorer interface
affords access to hundreds of pre-
defined 3D “objectis”™ (including
entourage, such as plants, street furni-
ture, cars and people) and to hundreds
of scalable, editable, drag-and-drop tex-
tures (including transparency; addition-
al textures can be created by importing
any BMP file). Textures render quickly
enough in preview mode that designers
will be tempted to “wry on” textures in

Figure 7. A blow-up window is a handy toal for tracing ele-
ments from a raster image, such as site plan information, into
DataCAD Plus.

real time, such as while reviewing a
design model with a client. Rendering
includes ray tracing, with multiple light
sources as well as solar and lunar angles
calculated by time/date and location.

Vis can preserve any rendered image
as a saved view, as shown in Figure 8, and
also can save paths as “walk” files that are
macro-like recordings of mouse naviga-
tion through the model. Because Vis
operates on ZAC geometry, it can render
wrue orthographic projections (eleva-
tions, top views) without perspective dis-
tortton. Vis also can output VRML, for
navigable 3D on the Web and can plot to
HPGL in line drawing mode for use with
“hand-drawing simulators,” such as
Squiggle (www.insightdev.com).

King of the Road

Where does DataCAD Plus fit in the
CAD
Despite the extensive range of modeling

overall architectural market?
and visualization features, the package is
forgiving of hardware/system require-
ments  (the minimum is Windows
95/98/NT4/2000 running on any Pen-
tium with 64MB; “preferred” is only
PI1300/128MB), putting it within reach
of anyone currently using any main-
stream CAD program. Those same mod-
eling and visualization wools clearly are
targeted at 2D users, especially DataCAD
users, who have not yet invested the time
and skill development for 3D visualiza-
tion, but would like a comfortable entry
point for that added functionality. How-
ever, Plus is neither an add-on to nor an
upgrade from DataCAD, but a separate
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stand-alone product. At $2,495 it is
pitched approximately halfway between
lower-priced  offerings
Nemetschek North America’s Vector-
Works Architect and the higher-priced

such as

Figure 8. An included rendering/visualization module, DataCAD Plus Vis, incorpo-
rates drag-and-drop textures, ray tracing and saved paths for animated viewing.

s]]l‘(:ads, such as Gl'aphisnl'l's
ArchiCAD. On this spectrum,
features and performance
generally are proportional to
price (subject to some dimin-
ishing returns—paying twice
the price does not necessarily
buy twice the results).

DataCAD Plus’ features and

performance are indeed com-

mensurate with its standalone
price. Existing DataCAD users

can get a “sidegrade” for $995.
DataCAD
users will find the sidegrade to

Although  many

be more costly than what they
paid for DataCAD itself, Plus does offer
these folks the most affordable way 1o get
all the model intelligence and visualiza-
tion capability they are likely to need in

the foreseeable future.
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