
s any diehard Web surfer will 

a ffi rm, Macromedia Flash has

become the fo rmat of choice fo r

i n t e ra c t i ve designers who want to cre-

ate gra p h i c a l ly ri ch online animations

w i th minimal file sizes. Its popularity 

is such that a host of deve l o p e rs aside

f rom Macromedia—including arch ri va l

Ad o b e — n ow offer tools for cre a t i n g

Flash movies. 

Adobe took its fi rst shot with Live -

M otion 1.0, a capable animation pro-

gram that neve rtheless failed to dent

M a c ro m e d i a’s dominating pre s e n c e .

Now the contest has entered round two

w i th the release of Macromedia Flash

MX and Live M otion 2.0, significant 

u p grades that add numerous fe a t u res 

for creating intera c t i ve content. 

M e a nwhile, little-known Montre a l -

based Toon Boom Te chnologies has

won considerable praise—and a soft-

wa re-design awa rd from Apple—fo r

Toon Boom Studio 2.0, a full-fe a t u re d

animation tool that can export Flash or

Q u i ck Time fo rmats. All th ree pro gra m s

run under Micro s o ft Wi n d ows and Mac

OS X; Flash and Live M otion run under

Mac OS 9 as we l l .

A l though th ey all produce Flash

m ovies, these are ve ry diffe rent pro-

grams that will appeal to dist i n c t

groups of users. Flash MX has evo lve d

f rom humble beginnings as a simple 

animation package into a comp re h e n-

s i ve tool for developing intera c t i ve

Flash-based Web sites. Live M otion 2.0

has moved further into Macro m e d i a’s

t u rf by adding powe rful scri pting func-

tions, but its st re n g th remains its fl e x i-

ble key f rame-animation timeline and

tight integration with Adobe Phot o-

shop and Illust ra t o r. Toon Boom Studio

l a cks the scri pting capabilities of Flash

or Live M otion, but compensates with a

ri ch array of animation fe a t u res. 

A l though th e re’s plenty of ove rl a p ,

Flash speaks larg e ly to deve l o p e rs and

i n t e ra c t i ve designers; Live M otion ap-

peals most ly to graphic art i sts seeking a

flexible and easy-to-use animation tool;

and Toon Boom leans pri m a ri ly towa rd

h e av y-duty animators .

FLASH MX

Flash MX, aka Flash 6, is part of Macro-

m e d i a’s recent re b randing of its We b -

a u th o ring soft wa re, which also includes

the re c e n t ly released Dre a mwe aver MX

and Fi rewo rks MX (the “MX,” in case

yo u’re wo n d e ring, doesn’t stand fo r

a n y thing in particular). Wi th Flash 5,
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M a c romedia introduced a new sta n-

d a rd interface for its Web applica-

tions, pro mpting a patent-infri n g e-

ment lawsuit from Adobe. The new

ve rsion includes a comp l et e ly re-

va mped interface fe a t u ring a con-

t e x t - s e n s i t i ve Pro p e rty Inspector,

e x t e n s i ve use of floating windows ,

and a set of collapsible panels th a t

p rovide access to color- m i x i n g ,

alignment and other fre qu e n t ly used

functions. The tabbed, tear- o ff

p a l ettes from previous ve rsions are

gone, which can make for a cluttere d

d i s p l ay if you have lots of windows

open. On the plus side, you can save

c u stom panel layouts and define yo u r

own key b o a rd short c u t s .

One of Flash MX’s most intri g u i n g

n ew fe a t u res is its ability to incorp o ra t e

video clips in MPEG, DV, Quick Time 

or Wi n d ows .AVI fo rmats. Once embed-

ded in a Flash file, the movies are view-

able by anyone who has the Flash 6

b rowser plug-in, even if th ey don’t have

Q u i ck Time or another media player in-

stalled. You can also use Ac t i o n S c ri pt —

F l a s h’s Java S c ri pt - b a s e d

s c ri pting language—to dow n-

load JPEG or MP3 files to th e

Flash Playe r. The benefit is

that you don’t have to imp o rt

these files into your Flash 

animations, thus keeping fi l e

sizes small.

For designers, Flash MX

adds an enhanced color mixe r

that lets you easily cre a t e
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You can use Flash
MX’s scripting tools
to create complex,
interactive Web
applications, such
as this online 
puzzle (LEFT).

Flash MX features 
a revamped user
interface with 
collapsible panels 
on the right and a
context-sensitive
Property Inspector
on the bottom.
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gradient fills. But most of the new fe a-

t u res are geared towa rd creating inter-

a c t i ve content. For exa mple, the new

C o mponents panel, replacing the prev i-

ous SmartClips, lets you qu i ck ly add

c u stomizable ch e ck b oxes, scroll bars ,

push buttons and radio buttons to yo u r

Flash content. Simp ly drag the element

into the scene and use the Components 

Pa ra m et e rs window to modify its label

and other settings. Then atta ch a scri pt

that tri g g e rs a pre d e fined action based

on the user’s input. 

M a c romedia has also enhanced

F l a s h’s alre a d y- p owe rful scri pting 

e n v i ronment, which now includes a

Re fe rence window with extensive info r-

mation about Ac t i o n S c ri pt commands.

Also new is an Accessibility window

that lets you create more usable sites 

for people with disabilities. The fe a t u re

wo rks in conjunction with Wi n d ows -

based scre e n - reader soft wa re — i n c l u d-

ing the Flash 6 Playe r — w h i ch genera t e s

a spoken descri ption of the site. 

The Flash animation timeline now

l ets you organize multiple laye rs into
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LiveMotion 2.0’s
flexible timeline
(LEFT) makes it easy
to set up and modify
complex keyframe
animations.

The addition of a
Script Editor (RIGHT)

to LiveMotion 2.0
addresses one 
of the biggest

weaknesses in the
original release. 



groups for easier handling. The time-

line in general, howeve r, remains one

of the pro gra m ’s weak points. Alth o u g h

it offe rs full support for key f rame ani-

mation, it’s still somewhat clunky and

i n flexible comp a red with Live M ot i o n’s

va st ly superior imp l e m e n tation. If yo u

c reate animations on a fra m e - by- f ra m e

basis, the Flash timeline wo n’t both e r

you, but if your animation wo rk in-

vo lves a lot of complex tweening, yo u’ l l

h ave an easier time with Live M ot i o n .

( Key f rame animation, for the uninitiat-

ed, lets you define sta rting and ending

points for an object’s position, rota t i o n

and other attributes, then generates th e

t ransitional frames automatically. )

On the plus side, Flash MX can 

i mp o rt Flash movies created in oth e r

p ro grams, including Live M otion, To o n

Boom Studio and 3D-graphics pro-

grams that support Flash output, such

as Amorphium Pro and Swift 3D. Yo u

can then add nav i gation controls and

other intera c t i ve elements, or use

s c ri pts to launch pre d e fined actions

when a certain frame plays .

L I V E M OTION 2.0

Ad o b e’s Live M otion evo lved from a 

discontinued We b - graphics pro gra m

k n own as ImageStyl e r, to which th e

c o mpany added key f rame-animation 

fe a t u res deri ved from its popular 

A ft e r E ffects video-effects soft wa re. 

A l though Macromedia reps derided it as

“ I m a g e S t yler with an Aft e r E ffects time-

l i n e ,” the two actually made for a powe r-

ful combination. 

Wi th ve rsion 2.0, Adobe has added 

a comp l ete Java S c ri pt-based auth o ri n g

e n v i ronment that supports most 

Ac t i o n S c ri pt commands. The comp a n y

also bumped up the st re et price fro m

$99 to $399; upgrades from ve rsion 

1.0 cost $99.

L i ve M ot i o n’s key f ra m e - a n i m a t i o n

timeline, with a few enhancements

f rom ve rsion 1.0, remains one of its

m ajor st re n g ths. As befo re, you can im-

p o rt a laye red Photoshop or Illust ra t o r

file, separate the laye rs into independ-

ent objects, and then use key f raming to 

animate each object’s position, opacity,

rotation, scale and other attri b u t e s .

(Flash can imp o rt either fo rmat as we l l ,

but it flattens Photoshop files into a 

s i n gle bitmapped laye r.) Once yo u’ve 

d e fined a key f rame, you can easily move

it around the timeline or duplicate it to

repeat an action. You can also do th e

same with multiple selected key f rames. 

This is a godsend because cre a t i n g

c o mplex animations often invo lves a

great deal of trial and erro r, and Live -

M ot i o n’s timeline makes it easy to

t weak an object’s movement. New in

ve rsion 2.0 is the ability to change th e

d u ration of an animation by dra g g i n g

its endpoints. The upgrade also re c o g-

nizes Photoshop and Illust rator laye rs .

In addition to imp o rting Phot o s h o p

or Illust rator files, you can use Live -

M ot i o n’s built-in graphics tools to cre-

ate art wo rk. A Styles palette, similar to

those in Photoshop and Illust ra t o r, let s

you qu i ck ly apply drop shadows, beve l s

and other effects to selected objects.

You can also apply st yles that genera t e

animation or ro l l over effe c t s .

The new scri pting environment goes

a long way towa rd closing the gap with
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F l a s h’s sophisticated scri pting tools,

though the latter still holds an edge.

L i ve M ot i o n’s scri pt editor lists th e

available commands next to the fra m e

in which you write the scri pts. When

you click on a command, a brief de-

s c ri ption appears in a window below.

The package also includes an exc e l l e n t

p rinted scri pting guide th a t’s consider-

a b ly longer than the pro gra m ’s user

manual. As with Flash, Live M otion also

p rovides debugging tools.

In addition to scri pts that you apply

to Flash movies, Live M otion 2.0 let s

you create scri pts that automate its ow n

functions. The pro gram includes a set

of re a d y-made Automation Scri pts th a t

p rovide such functions as adding sta rs

or breaking apart wo rds. Also new are

L i ve Tabs, Automation Scri pts th a t

h ave simple user interfaces and act

m u ch like plug-ins. You can align and

d i st ribute objects, add a user- d e fi n e d

grid or apply text-animation effe c t s

using Live Tabs built into the pro gra m .

L i ve M ot i o n’s biggest draw b a ck is

that it can’t imp o rt Flash files created 

R E V I E WT E C H N O LO GY

Toon Boom Studio
uses “pegs” (RIGHT)
derived from tradi-

tional animation
techniques to

control the move-
ment of objects

over time.

Toon Boom Studio’s
Drawing mode
(LEFT) includes an
Exposure Sheet
where you store
graphic elements.



in other soft wa re. So if you use Amor-

phium Pro or Swift 3D to create Flash

animations to which you want to add 

i n t e ra c t i ve elements, Macro m e d i a’s

s o ft wa re is your only ch o i c e .

TOON BOOM STUDIO 2.0

W h e reas Flash and Live M otion emp h a-

size interaction, Toon Boom Studio is a

p u re animation tool. It has a few ro u g h

s p ots, and its interface is a little qu i rk y,

but its animation capabilities go far 

b eyond those in the other pro grams. 

For exa mple, the Show Lip-Sync

command analyzes spoken dialog in 

i mp o rted sound files, then generates 

re fe rence sheets showing the appro p ri-

ate lip movements. And taking a page

f rom 3D-graphics soft wa re, it lets yo u

position a virtual camera and 2D 

objects in a 3D space.

The pro gram has two opera t i n g

modes: Drawing and Sceneplanning. 

In the Drawing mode, you create ve c t o r

a rt wo rk using illust ration tools similar

to those in Flash, then place th o s e

d rawings in an Exposure Sheet, which

s e rves as a st o rage area for all anima-

tion elements. If you have a Wa c o m

graphics ta b l et, you can use st ylus pre s-

s u re to control line th i ckness as yo u

d raw. In addition to vector draw i n g s ,

the Exposure Sheet st o res bitmapped

images, imp o rted Flash movies and

audio tra cks. Each column in the sheet

st o res a diffe rent graphic element; th e

rows re p resent successive frames in 

the animation. 

But gra p h i c s - i mp o rt options are

s o m ewhat limited. Although you can

i mp o rt bitmapped images in va ri o u s

fo rmats, vector imp o rt is limited to 

I l l u st rator ve rsions 5.0 th rough 8.0.

T h e re’s a neat Imp o rt and Ve c t o ri z e

command that conve rts bitmapped 

images into vector objects, but it wo rks

o n ly with Micro s o ft’s BMP fo rm a t .

The Sceneplanning mode is where

you position and animate objects yo u’ve

d e fined in the Drawing mode. As with

Flash and Live M otion, Toon Boom 

includes a timeline for defi n i n g

key f rames and a scene window where

you assemble the objects. The timeline

i s n’t as intuitive as Live M ot i o n’s, but it

p rovides powe rful functions for animat-

ing objects individually or in gro u p s .

I n stead of assigning key f rames to 

objects, you atta ch the objects to ele-

ments known as “pegs,” then use th e

pegs to control movement, scaling and

rotation. This appro a ch, borrowe d

f rom traditional animation tech n i qu e s ,

ta kes some getting used to, but it has 

its adva n tages. For exa mple, you can 

a t ta ch multiple objects to the same peg

to create coordinated move m e n t s .

At press time, Toon Boom Te ch n o l o-

gies had just released ve rsion 2.0.1 of

the soft wa re for Micro s o ft Wi n d ows

and Mac OS X. Although th e re’s ro o m

for imp rovement, Toon Boom Studio 

is an intriguing piece of soft wa re with

animation fe a t u res that go far beyo n d

those in Flash and Live M otion. 

AND THE WINNER IS …

If yo u’re a serious Flash designer,

M a c ro m e d i a’s Flash soft wa re defin i t e ly

falls into the must - h ave category. Be-

yond the built-in auth o ring tools, it’s 

the only package that lets you add inter-

a c t i ve elements to Flash animations cre-

ated in other soft wa re, part i c u l a rly th e

n u m e rous 3D-graphics pro grams th a t

n ow support Flash output. Howeve r, if

you find yo u rself creating complex 2D

animations, Live M ot i o n’s superior time-

line just i fies the $399 price tag. 

E ven if you pre fer Flash’s scri pt i n g

fe a t u res, you can create your animations

in Live M otion, then imp o rt them into

Flash to add intera c t i ve elements. Live-

M ot i o n’s scri pting functions fall a bit

s h o rt of its ri va l ’s, but th ey meet th e

needs of most Flash auth o rs. Live M ot i o n

also benefits from tight integration with

P h otoshop and Illust ra t o r, and contin-

ues Ad o b e’s tradition of excellent inter-

face design.

Toon Boom Studio is an easier call: If

your Flash movies consist of little more

than moving text or logos, it’s pro b a b ly

ove rkill. But if you fancy yo u rself a mod-

e rn - d ay, Flash-based Hanna-Barbera ,

this is the pro gram for you. H OW
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