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XML Editor

Introducing xmlHack, the Simple XML Editor. Yes, yes, you say, but do we really need yet another XML editor?

xmlHack, yet another XML editor?

Yes, another XML editor. Why? What is the point? With so many on the market, is it wise to bring forth another one? This article dives deep into the reasoning behind xmlHack, as well the robust features that set it apart from other editors.
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1 Introduction

What is xmlHack? And why do we need yet another XML editor? 

xmlHack is first and foremost a text editor specifically for XML documents. It arose during the initial development of xmlDraft (SysOnyx Inc.'s XML Schema editor). I was doing more and more XML editing on all sorts of different machines. These XML documents were results of stylesheet transformations, so they were never very nicely formatted. Remembering that xmlDraft has an algorithm for formatting XML, I stripped out that code and put it into a simple application dubbed xmlFormatter. All it did was open a file and had a button to format the XML, and could also save the file back out. 

I started using xmlFormatter quite a bit in my day-to-day work and for the most part just for, well, formatting. I was still using UltraEdit (a high-powered text editor) for my normal XML editing, but I was finding UltraEdit to be a little lacking. I really wanted some simple, common features to be applied to my XML documents, such as syntax highlighting. After a while of this, I started thinking that a good XML Text Editor is what I really needed, that did both syntax highlighting and well-formatting. Looking on the web, I wasn't able to find any real simple editors. All the ones I found were either really rather bloated or written in Java (which we all know is slow in GUI form). They had a lot of "features", but none of these features was what I was really looking for, and in fact most of these features for the most part really bloated down the application, making the initial load up take a long time (showing a splash screen, loading libraries of stuff I never used, etc). 

Looking at the text editor found within xmlDraft, and thinking of the "features" I wanted to put into that editor but hadn't done so yet, I decided to pull that editor component out into it's own application, finish these said features, and see if anyone else would be interested. And thus xmlHack was born. 

As you will read, xmlHack is first and an Editor, plain and simple. Editing text is what XML is all about anyways, and thus xmlHack let's you hack 'n slash away at your files without getting in your way. 

So, read on and learn the gory details where xmlHack came from, what it wants to do, and where it's going. 
2 Today's XML Editors
The first thing to consider is why create yet another XML editor, when there are some many of them on the market today? A quick look at www.xmlsoftware.com or www.xml.com will show a rather large listing of XML editors. In fact, when SysOnyx, Inc. was first laying out which products to create, we purposely avoided creating an XML editor because the market was already so flooded with applications that do just that. Rather than waste our time fighting a probable upstream battle, let's focus on other products that have unique features and are thus more marketable (xmlDraft with it's unique ability to show an instance of the XML that the schema is for, xmlLinguist's ability to translate flat files into XML, etc). 

However, as we started using XML more and evaluating the different XML editors out there, there was something lacking. 

2.1 Doing Too Much is a Bad Thing

The majority of the XML editors today offer a lot of "features" with their editors. They can validate, show a visual tree representation of the XML file, do reporting on it, visual HTML mapping, StyleSheet executions, etc. The features may be useful to some, but in the way we used XML, they were never used and in fact, seemed to get in the way more often than not. Over-bloating the application killed the load time, so dbl-clicking on an XML file that was associated with these types of applications was horrible (seconds just waiting for the app to start). These applications were rarely setup the way we wanted them, with non fixed-width fonts, windows all over the place, etc, and then only after quite a bit of 'customizations' would we be even remotely satisfied. And even after we made them usable, they had the think-for-you mentality of an application and tried too much and simply annoyed. 

Our final conclusion has basically been that too much is a bad thing. What we really needed was something simple but effective, and that we could not find. 

2.2 Notepad.exe, the Ultimate XML Editor?

For a while there, we had all our *.xml files associated with Microsoft's ultimate text editor Notepad.exe. If anything, it was very easy to just hit Enter in your Windows Explorer and have instantly a text editor pop up with your XML file. All in all, Notepad.exe was just about everything we needed. It was small, simple, fast, and even free. 

This worked great for small files, which was the majority of the files we were editing, however when the occasional larger file came across, we needed a little more. Enter IDM Computer Solution, Inc.'s UltraEdit. UltraEdit is just that, a ultra editor. A high-powered, highly configurable text editor. There's even a plug-in to highlight XML text. So, this was even nicer than Notepad.exe, it handled really large files nicely, it syntax highlighted the XML, and it was also a really quick application. But, after more usage, we even felt that there was some lack in UltraEdit. It edits text very well, but occasionally there were other, small features that would be very useful for editing XML (such as validation and hints). 

So that is the need at hand. Take the power of something like UltraEdit and add a few "features", but not bloating the application and making sure that all these features are all secondary, so that speed and simplicity is the focus of the application. 

2.3 Avoiding the Unavoidable

Back to the topic of creating something that already exists, after looking for so long, we never found the ultimate XML text editor. Noticing that we practically created this for xmlArchitect, why not simply pull out the 'editor' of that application into it's own beast, complete the "features" of the editor that were still lacking in xmlDraft (such as TagInsight, CodeCompletion, etc), and see what the users of SysOnyx, Inc. thinks of it. 

And thus was born xmlHack. 

3 Making XML Work
Below is a screen shot of the application in its full glory. Notice that for the most part, this is a text editor specialized for XML. 
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1. The majority of this application is Text, XML Text. Notice that multiple documents are opened via new tabs above the Text. 

2. The menu buttons, all "features" of xmlHack are optional via mouse clicks (except the highlighting), so no time is lost in loading different bloating features. If you need a feature, it comes into play later. 
3. The Message window, used for different special features such as XML Validation. 


XML Text Editor at Heart

As can be seen from the screenshot above, xmlHack is nothing more than a glorified text editor. It's power is first and foremost in it's ability to quickly load text and give the XML Developer easy means of viewing and editing that text. Following the great tradition of Borland editors, xmlHack's editor has some wonderful behavior that is lacking in other development environments: 

· Home key actually takes you to the beginning of the Line instead of the first word of that line. 

· Ctrl+Up and Ctrl+Down scroll the edit window up and down (rather than jumping somewhere). 

· SmartTabs and TabsAsSpaces options exists. 

· The Caret can go past the end of the line (i.e. anywhere on the edit screen) 

· Undo that is rather large (and can undo past a Save). 

· Margin and Gutter features. 

· Auto Indent on hitting Enter. 

· Standard Info in the StatusBar (i.e. Text Position, Insert vs. Overwrite, CAPS, etc). 

· User defined Font to use for the editor (defaults to a fixed-width font). 

3.1 Features that don't Bloat

The glorification of xmlHack comes with the features that are XML specific. All of these features are meant to be 'afterthoughts', things that some XML Developers would like to have happen to their documents at some time or another, but not necessarily all developers all the time. As such, the main goal with these features is to stay out of the developer's way but be there when needed. 

All of these features are optional, they can be enabled or disabled to the preference of the XML Developer. 
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3.1.1 Syntax Highlighting

One of the first features that is important to an XML text editor is the ability to highlight the syntax of XML code. xmlHack does this and even gives the ability to have this highlighting customizable. Don't like the default colors for comments, change it. Want to see less bold, no problem. 

As always with xmlHack, a fully customizable feature.

3.1.2 Tag Completion

Another great convenience that a good XML editor offers is the ability to complete the tag as the user types them in. xmlHack will not only complete your tag, but also has the ability to but the tag on a new line, as show in the screen shot here. 
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Please note that again, this feature is completely definable by the user. If you don't want the Tag Completion to enter a new line, then uncheck the option in the Options window. If you don't want Tag Completion at all, uncheck another checkbox in the Options window. 

3.1.3 Tag Insight
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Tag Insight is the ability that as the user types in elements or 'tags', the application can suggest a tag to use and if selected then complete the tag for them. In the XML world, this list of tags should be Namespace-Aware, meaning that the available elements that are suggested should be prefixed with the Namespace alias and should only suggest elements for Namespaces that are used within the current XML Document. 

xmlHack does just this. When a document is loaded xmlHack examines all occurrences of xmlns, the XML reserved word for namespaces. Finding any an all xmlns sections, it then parses out the alias (if any) and the namespace. 

With these values, it looks up the list built into the application found on the Options window (shown here) for any matching Namespaces (not aliases). For all Namespaces that match the ones within the document, the list of Elements for that Namespace are then prepended with the namespace alias (if any) and then added to the Tag Insight list for that document. 

Notice that you can have one list applicable to varying Namespaces (as shown above, the XSL list will apply to both XSL 1.0 and XSL 1.1), and xmlHack will figure out which one it needs. 

With this newly created Namespace list in hand, whenever either a open tag character is entered (the < character) or if Ctrl+Space is pressed, then after an optional amount of time (default to 1 second) a dropdown list of available elements appears, as shown here. This dropdown list locates to the element as typed, and hitting Enter will complete the typing to what is listed in the dropdown. 

In our example shown here, xsl:element is what's being selected for an XSL document. 
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Note as well, that note only is this feature enabled by the user (i.e. can be turned off if found annoying), but the list of elements and namespaces is completely configurable as well. 

3.1.4 Code Completion
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Code Completion is another wonderful feature found in many development editors that has a nice fit in the XML world. The idea is that a pre-defined list of Code Templates exists and are associated with a Key word. When this Key Word is entered in the editor, and a HotKey is pressed, the Key Word is replaced by the Code Template. If a Pipe character is found within this template, then that character is removed and the cursor is placed at its location. 

In the example shown here, the list of Code Completions is shown, with the Code Template below. The "Name" field is the Key Word and xslchoose is currently selected to show it's code. Whenever xslchoose is entered in the text editor and Ctrl+Shift+J is pressed, that word will be replaced by the code found here. 
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And again, this feature is fully customizable. If you find you are typing the same pieces of data over and over, enter that as a Code Completion and ease your life immensely. 

Following the example shown in the Options window above, the Editor shown here has the before and after shots of what happens when xslchoose is typed in and then Ctrl+Shift+J is pressed. 

3.1.5 "Pretty" Formatting

Formatting the XML is also a very nice feature, one of which xmlHack will gladly do when called upon, however it does not do it by default (unlike some editors who insist on messing with your text). This formatting also has a plethora of options, trying its best to put some sense behind the formatting. 

Once again, this is a optional feature that doesn't "get in your way", that is, unless you want it to. 

3.1.6 Validations

What sort of an XML editor would xmlHack be if it couldn't properly validate your XML documents, and tell you where any problems existed. Validation is built into the editor, and the Message window indicates which line/nodes have the problem. Dbl-clicking on the Message window will also synch the text to the problem. 

And following the xmlHack methodology, this feature is enabled by clicking on the Validate button, so only happens when and if you want it to. 

3.1.7 Previews

XML Developers often get used to viewing their applications in various programs, though not necessarily developing their applications in said environments, so xmlHack offers a great way of allowing the current document to be 'previewed' by any external source. A list exists in the Options window that users can enter any program they want, then OnClick of the Preview button and after selection of which application to preview the XML document with, this application is shelled out with the File as the CommandLine parameter. Thus, xmlHack not only allows a handy way of previewing, but also a completely flexible and configurable way as well. 

3.1.8 New Document Templates
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Often times when new XML files are created, there are specific document element information that is needed. For example, Stylesheets need to have the XSL Namespace declared, as more often than not various other basic XSL tags, such as Output and Template for default. 

xmlHack offers the ability to define any number of 'New' templates, that when creating a new file, the developer can select one of these templates to pull in to start the file with. This is very convenient when one has to remember how XML Schemas need to be declared, or how the Namespace of Stylesheets that use Microsoft Extensions should be written. 

And, as usual, this list is completely configurable by the end developer. Add and remove any template you see fit. 

4 The Wet Stone for XML Developers
We have seen somewhat the reasoning behind the creation of such an application, a need in the market for a simple yet powerful XML text editor. We have also seen the evolution of this need, as well as the evolution from a previous application, xmlArchitect. Now, we shall take a small look into the evolution of it's name. 

4.1 Naming xmlHack

SysOnyx Inc. has a tradition for naming their applications after unique sounding professions, professions that do what the application tries accomplishes, but in a different field. Architects create the designs for buildings, whereas xmlArchitect aides the XML Developer in creating the design (or schema) of an XML document. Cartographers are professional map makers, and xmlCartographer is a tool specifically designed to help the XML Mapper through stylesheets. 

When it became evident that an XML editor was going to be created, the question of what to name it arose. Working with the concept that the editor was to be simple (geared for text editing), but powerful (lots of nifty, optional XML features), quick and efficient, we started banding around different ideas. xmlEditor was almost immediately thrown out, since it was too plain and obvious. We like naming our products with interesting, unique names. The idea that the editor was to manage XML files was brought up, along with the names of xmlSteward, xmlGateway, and xmlPortal. This however seemed to imply that the application did a lot more than we really intended it to do. The concept that this may become SysOnyx's flagship product was also tossed up for discussion, and so the idea of xmlLapidary was thought of, a lapidary being someone who works with and/or polishes gems and precious stones. This would be a direct reference to the "Onyx" part of SysOnyx. Even the development codename was discussed and even tested, but due to the intense feedback from users, the opted to pick a different name. 

None of these names and ideas really jumped out and grabbed our attention though. Then xmlHack was suggested. 

We thought about it from both the "hacker" angle, as well as the "sword" hack 'n slash angle. This product is a gritty product, it's not fluffy, it's something a warrior would use to fight his way through hordes of baddies. xmlHack looked more and more like the name of choice. Then of course we had to consider the fact that "xmlhack" is already used in the XML community today as www.xmlhack.com. It's a great website run by the O'Reilly guys that reports on XML related news. Will there be some confusion between xmlHack and xmlhack.com? We think not. One is a great news website, the other is a great text editor. 

5 Conclusions

After reading this White Paper, you have to ask, is xmlHack for you? If you are like many others out there that do XML editing, but hate working in bloated environments that try to think for you, then the answer must be emphatically Yes. If you prefer that the applications give you complete control and don't get in your way, the answer is Yes. If you know what you're doing and despise programs trying to think for you, the answer is Yes. If you need a program to do a lot of external non-XML functionality, that tries to do more for you than you really need, and takes forever to load, then the answer is no. 

[image: image12.png]|| miback |



xmlHack is the ultimate text editor specifically designed for XML. With it's added, but completely configurable and optional features, there is no better XML Editor on the market today. 

Retailing for $49.95 USD, go to http://www.sysonyx.com/purchase to purchase your copy of xmlHack today.
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