Live Motion 2

This upgrade to Adobe’s web animation tool sees LiveMotion still playing catch up with Flash, but with a vastly improved feature set and functionality, is an excellent product that will appeal to many users who might approach building interactive and animated web content with trepidation.

LiveMotion is an interactive motion graphic application oriented, like Flash, to producing highly optimised files for streaming playback over the web, namely SWF format files that can be played back within a Flash-enabled browser, a standalone Flash player, or an application like QuickTime.

LiveMotion 2 exports QuickTime, but that’s not SWF format - PS
Adobe integration

The ace in LiveMotion’s pack is it’s superb integration with the other cards in the Adobe suite, including Photoshop, Illustrator, After Effects and Golive. Not only is the user interface similar to the other products, but imported files from Photoshop or Illustrator can maintain layers and groups.


It’s closest relation of all though is AfterEffects, with an almost identical [very similar – there are significant differences-PS] timeline giving precise control over all aspects of objects on screen – their positiosn, rotation, opacity etc -  all individually keyframeable, and unlike Flash, you don’t need to turn objects into symbols in order to animate them.  Objects and images are automatically symbolized upon export – this is a major plus for both versions of LM –PS. The similarities with AfterEffects are made even greater with new features to hide, shy and lock elements to configure which elements are displayed and editable. With the new AMX export option of AfterEffects 5.5, you can import AfterEffects compositions directly into LiveMotion for export as web friendly SWF.


Whereas Flash uses a frame-by-frame timeline, and a framerate to determine the pace of an animation, LiveMotion’s timeline is time-based, giving precise control over the timing of events.  It’s no more or less precise than Flash, and it still uses distinct frames. You can change the playback time of an entire Flash movie by changing the frame rate. In LM2, you can stretch or contract (crunch?) individual Movie Clip Groups, so there’s more flexibility – but you cannot change an entire movie at once. It’s a big new feature compared to LM 1.0, but there are both plusses and minuses compared to Flash –PS.  And while you need to export to preview Flash content, with LiveMotion you can instantly playback your compositions within the application itself.  True and quite useful for quick checks, but the internal preview is a rough approximation only. It does not run nearly as fast as the exported movie, and some scripting may act differently. Experienced LM users always check using Preview in Browser, which does export the movie as a temporary file -PS.
Bitmap bonanza

While Flash can place bitmap images, it’s main strengths are with vector based graphics. LiveMotion is pixel-based, and works with bitmaps much better.  I wouldn’t make the assumption that LM’s bitmap handling is due to its pixel-based workspace. Recent versions of Illustrator do a fine job of that in a vector environment. Replacing LM’s pixel canvas is right at the top of the user wishlist, as it makes working with small objects a hit-or-miss affair. Also, LM does not animate bitmaps any better or worse than Flash. It does excel at creating bitmap content if that’s what the designer intends –PS. You can also apply effects such as textures, drop shadows to objects simply by applying a style from the Styles palette. You can also apply text effects and use typographic control in exactly the same way as Photoshop – they share the same type engine.  With the exception that LM2 cannot have multiple colors in a single text object like Photoshop 6 –PS. While LiveMotion does have inbuilt drawing tools such as shape and pen tools, it doesn’t have any freehand brush tools to create fast and loose cartoon animation that Flash is ideal for.

All this gives LiveMotion compositions a very different feel, from a typical flat-shaded cel-animation style Flash animation. Given all the bitmap effects, there’s some pretty impressive compression to ensure that the file size on export isn’t huge.  Factually all correct, but I’m leery of giving the impression that LM is a bitmap tool while Flash is a vector tool. I personally stick strictly to vector animation unless photographic content is involved (and Flash can handle that too), and most experienced LM users do the same. It’s the ease of keyframing and differences in the vector tools that tend to give LM movies a different feel – also LM’s lack of a bitmap tracing utility (you cannot “vectorize” bitmap images) and inability to animate individual vector control points (no native shape tweening, although there are easy workarounds that simulate it). These differences force us to take different approaches to designing in LM and Flash –PS.  Export options as well as SWF include Quicktime video and a number of image formats.

Scriptability

LiveMotion 2 adds decent scripting support through a full implementation of the Actionscript language found in Flash 5, christened LiveMotion Javascript.  Is it actually called that? I don’t find that specific term in the documentation. The manuals tend to shy away from references to ActionScript, being written largely before LM2 was finalized, but in the end there were legal issues with calling it anything but ActionScript. It’s called just that in the script editor –PS. This makes it possible not only to build simple navigation, but also complex web applications, games and other interactive content. The script editor window features a structured approach to script writing, with syntax colour-coding, line numbering, and a debugging utility in order to trap errors.  No line numbering to my knowledge, and the debugger is not built into the script editor –PS. While it is not quite as easy to add interactivity as in Flash, an excellent scripting guide helps you master the basics.  Why not quite as easy? Objects don’t have purposes in LM – anything can be a button or an animation or whatever at any time, which is much easier than in Flash. The script editor is a bit more complicated (and not quite as fully featured), but overall the scripting workflow is about equal –PS.
Adobe have introduced automation scripts and LiveTabs to allow the execution of repetitive tasks, such as batch processing objects, or drawing repeated shapes such as a star. LiveTabs can also be used to enable non-programmers to add interactivity to compositions without needing to punch code.  Not a tech edit, but if I didn’t already know what these things did, I still wouldn’t from reading this. The ability to exchange scripts and tabs among users is one of LM’s strongest features –PS.
Macworld’s buying advice

LiveMotion 2 is an excellent product that provides a viable alternative to Flash as an authoring tool, for creating interactive content for the web. They are two very different tools that take very different approaches to creating animated, interactive web content.

Ultimately, the decision over which to choose may hinge upon what other products you use. While Flash has great integration with other Macromedia products, Live Motion’s killer integration with other Adobe tools may lure Photoshop and Illustrator users into the world of web animation and interaction.

Rating: 8.3, 4.5 mice

Pros: superb Adobe integration; excellent timeline animation features, autosymbolizing, and a scriptable authoring environment -PS.
Cons: Difficult to script; [I disagree –PS] no freehand drawing tools, pixel-based workspace, no shape tweening –PS.
Price: $XXXX, upgrade $XXXX. GoLive studio bundle $XXX

OS Compatibility: Mac OS v9.1, Mac OS X v10.1 

Company: Adobe, 800/xxx-xxxx, www.adobe.com
****CAPTIONS
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Placed Photoshop files can retain all their layer information
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You can set the compression options on an object by object basis
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The enhanced scripting support makes LiveMotion finally a worthy challenger to Flash.
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Applying Styles adds drag-and-drop effects to simple shapes.

