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In the last number, Micrografx’s Designer+Picture Publisher PowerPack bundle was described as one of two challengers to market leader Corel Draw.  In this issue, the other contender from Texas is the subject, along with a few thoughts about what makes these interesting competitors.


Arts & Letters Express is finally out; it has been a long time coming.  Express is an interesting option for more casual graphics users.


Computer Support Corp. is another graphics company that’s been around for awhile.  They played in the DOS graphics world before they came to Windows.  Where Micrografx Designer carried a CAD heritage, CSC’s Arts & Letters Editor was an illustration graphics program from the get-go.  CSC made that point very clear, by doing very elegant, and rather sophisticated illustrations for its own ads and those of other folks, using their own software.  The company also pioneered the we-give-you-more-clipart line; CSC has an enormous base of vector art, and they are generous with it. 


For years — effectively, since the release of Windows 3.0 — CSC virtually abandoned the top-drawer drawing package marketplace.  Aside from a maintenance release to make A&L Editor work with 3.x Windows, they made no new inroads into high-end drawing.


Instead, CSC produced some very nice, very modestly priced drawing programs.  By “modestly priced,” I mean they were effectively free.  Buy the “Jurassic Art” clipart collection of dinosaurs, and the A&L Draw program came free.  Buy the antique military aircraft clipart collection, and Draw was included.  And so on.  Nor was this a program to be sneezed at; when Corel Corp. made life difficult, I suggested my publisher have a conversation with the folks at CSC, and we secured a license to include a copy of Arts & Letters Draw in every book.  Can it do everything?  No, but it does more than enough for most folks.


Finally, CSC has turned its attention back to the upper-end of the market.  Arts & Letters Express is very full-featured.  It is elegantly programmed.  It is easy to use.  It sports a new user interface, but the connection to older interface designs is obvious enough that the learning curve is neglible.
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The Express toolbox is classic Arts & Letter, but with flyouts and additional controls on the top.  Flyouts can become “roll-ups” by using the “push-pin” tool.  Also note the fully interactive extrusion tool.


This program is fast.  It loads fast, it carries out transformations fast.  It is fast enough that it runs faster from a 2x CD-ROM drive than Corel Draw does from a (fast) hard disk.  CSC makes a point of comparing speeds, based on tests conducted by a Swedish lab; my own judgments are based on front-of-screen performance, and I can tell the difference without a stop-watch.


CSC learned from looking at the competition.  For example, like 4.0 (but not 4.1a) Micrografx Designer, Express creates extrusions that can be rotated on three axes.  This extrusion capability  does not extend to lathing, sadly, but otherwise is fully interactive.  In fact, Express provides two different ways to control extrusion depth — either push the rear of the object out directly, or manage it by moving the vanishing point.  


Perspective is handled in the same way — except that Express supports, effectively, two vanishing points.  Warping is similarly interactive, with lots of options selected from a dialogue-box set of push-buttons.


Like Arts & Letters Editor, Express has a complete charting module built in.  This is not a brilliant chartmaker — but it does the basics well enough, nor is more really required, since all the features of the drawing program are immediately at hand to enhance the chart that results.  Is this the charting tool I would use?  Actually, it is not bad for slides and overhead projection foils, though I am more likely to paste an Excel chart directly, rather than re-entering data.


Express is intended to be a fairly powerful illustration graphics tool, without being quite so artsy as Corel Draw, nor quite so CAD-and-tech-illustration oriented as Micrografx Designer.  It succeeds in that two ways:  First, CSC has built in a generous supply of pre-defined “activities” — things like logo designs and stationary layouts — ready to be used as guides to new designs.  The Activity Manager displays the selection thumbnails and you simply drag and drop as needed.  Second, in addition to traditional tools, such as blends, Express provides the same “canned” ready-to-use  versions (in the case of blends, “magic cubes”) of these things that are standard in its simpler Drew program. These are very neat hacks. 


On the other hand, this package presents problems for people who work in or with professional graphics environments.  Computer Support Corp. steadfastly refuses to license Pantone Matching System and other graphics-industry standard color management systems, providing its own proprietary palettes instead.  The typefaces that come with Express are CSC’s own non-standard outlines (though registration brings a disk with about a thousand TrueType and PostScript typefaces, which Express can use).  Express reads only TIFF files, and uses a fairly ancient program, essentially a private-branded version of Computer Presentation’s ColorLab software to manage conversions from .BMP and some other bitmap formats.  This program cannot read some bitmap files; it can be painfully slow with others.  The point here is simple, and it is an old limitation to Arts & Letters software:  The company thinks you should be working in their environment all the time; the more sophisticated the graphics user is, the less likely that is to be the case.


Express and the Micrografx Power Pack compete with Corel Corp.’s offerings — essentially, the current version (5.0F2) and final versions of Draw v. 4 and v. 3.  The Corel low-end is a very powerful offering, with a list price of $99..  Clearly, both offerings beat that entry-level product for capability; Express, the CSC offering, is certainly simpler and yet more able.


By virtue of its superior bitmap editor, the Micrografx Power Pack bundle is clearly something to look at; given a good discount, which is available, it is like getting a drawing program free with a truly top-drawer bitmap editor and painter.  Whatever hesitation I have in comparing this product with Corel’s current latest and greatest would go away instantly if the 3D module reappeared.


[For Win95 mavens, Micrografx is on the threshhold of releasing its Win95 versions of both Picture Publisher and Designer.  These programs are reputed to be even faster than the 16-bit versions, mainly by virtue of the thoroughgoing use of multithreading.  This may put Micrografx one leg up on Corel Corp. which is further from its Win95-compliant version 6.0 — and usually produces a less-clean x.0 version than Micrografx, anyway....]


 Arts & Letters Express offers very good value for people who want to create interesting pictures with their computers, but are not overly concerned with conformity to graphics-industry standards.  The limitations — modest direct image import and export, most notably — are likely to be less important to them.  The plusses — easily accessed clipart and templates for common business applications, lots of choices in accomplishing design tasks, and zippy performance — make this a good tool for the occasional graphics user.


Will either of these displace Corel Draw in its various incarnations?  Corel Corp. has a loyal following, earned by staying ahead of the pack; these folks have tolerated release schedules that put flawed product on the shelves, in the certainty that eventually Corel would deliver a nearly flawless product.  They are used to doing things the Corel way.  On the other hand, Draw is spectacular; a lot of the rest of the suite ranges from ho-hum (e. g., PhotoPaint) to downright pain-in-the-butt (Corel’s chartmaker).  There is a window for competition, and if Micrografx and Computer Support Corp. do the marketing jobs both firms have done in days gone by, they have a shot at reclaiming some of the share they lost.
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Donald Jenner has been writing about computer graphics and other computing issues since 1986, in publications both here and abroad.  The author of Learn Desktop Graphics & Design on the PC from Addison-Wesley, Jenner is the principal of  Donald Jenner Consulting in New York and a teacher in the City University of New York.
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