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6 CHAPTER 1

 

EXPLORING THE AUTOCAD AND AUTOCAD LT INTERFACE

 

 

 

NOTE

 

If you see the Startup dialog box after step 3, click Cancel. AutoCAD displays a default docu-
ment, as shown in Figure 1.1. You’ll learn more about the Startup dialog box in Chapter 2.

 

Let’s take a look at the AutoCAD window in detail. Don’t worry if it seems like a lot of information. 
You don’t have to memorize it all, but by looking at all the parts, you’ll be aware of what is available 
in a general way.

 

The AutoCAD Window

 

The AutoCAD program window is divided into six parts:

 

◆

 

Menu bar

 

◆

 

Docked and floating toolbars

 

◆

 

Drawing area

 

◆

 

Command window

 

◆

 

Status bar

 

◆

 

Tool palettes

 

TIP

 

A seventh hidden component, the Properties palette (not to be confused with the Properties
toolbar), gives you detailed information about the objects in your drawing. You can also use it to
modify some of those properties. You’ll learn more about the Properties palette in Chapter 4.

 

Figure 1.1, shown earlier in this chapter, shows a typical layout of the AutoCAD program window. 
Along the top is the 

 

menu bar,

 

 and at the bottom are the 

 

Command window

 

 and the 

 

status bar.

 

 Just below 
the menu bar and to either side of the window are the 

 

toolbars.

 

 The 

 

drawing area

 

 occupies the rest 
of the screen.

 

TIP

 

Your screen might show the drawing area in black. You can set the drawing area background
color by using the Options dialog box. Appendix A describes how to do this. The figures in this book
show the drawing area background in white for clarity.

 

You can easily move and reshape many of the elements in the AutoCAD window. Figure 1.2 dem-
onstrates how different AutoCAD can look after some simple rearranging of window components. 
You can move toolbars from their default locations to any location on the screen. When they are in 
their default location, they are in their 

 

docked 

 

position. When they are moved to a location where they 
are free-floating, they are 

 

floating.

 

The menu bar at the top of the drawing area (as shown in Figure 1.3) includes drop-down menus 
from which you select commands in a typical Windows fashion. The toolbars provide a variety of 
commands through tool buttons and drop-down lists. For example, the name or number of the layer 
that you are currently working on is displayed in a drop-down list in the Properties toolbar. To the 
right of the layer name are icons for tools you can use to work with the layer. The tools and lists on 
the toolbar are plentiful, and you’ll learn more about all of them later in this chapter and as you work 
through this book.
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14 CHAPTER 1 EXPLORING THE AUTOCAD AND AUTOCAD LT INTERFACE 

those options right now. You’ll have an opportunity to learn about command options in Chap-
ter 2. You’ll also see the same prompt, minus the bracketed options, in the dynamic input dis-
play at the cursor.

10. Click a point roughly in the lower-left corner of the drawing area, as shown in Figure 1.7. Now 
as you move your mouse, you’ll see a rectangle follow the cursor, with one corner fixed at the 
position you just selected. You’ll also see the following prompt in the Command window with 
a similar prompt in the dynamic input display:

Specify other corner point or [Area/Dimensions/Rotation]:

11. Click another point anywhere in the upper-right region of the drawing area. A rectangle 
appears (see Figure 1.8). You’ll learn more about the different cursor shapes and what they 
mean in Chapter 2.

At this point, you’ve seen how most of AutoCAD’s commands work. Many drawing and editing 
functions display messages in the Command window. They are also displayed in the dynamic input 
display. You’ll find that dialog boxes are displayed when you want to change settings. Also, be aware 
that many of the drop-down menu items are duplicated in the toolbars, which you will explore next.

Communicating with the Command Window and Dynamic Input Display

AutoCAD is the perfect servant: it does everything you tell it to, and no more. You communicate with Auto-
CAD by using the drop-down menus and the toolbars. These devices invoke AutoCAD commands. A com-
mand is a single-word instruction you give to AutoCAD telling it to do something, such as draw a line (the
Line tool in the Draw toolbar) or erase an object (the Erase tool in the Modify toolbar). Whenever you
invoke a command, by either typing it or selecting a menu or toolbar item, AutoCAD responds by present-
ing messages to you in the Command window and the dynamic input display or by displaying a dialog box.

The messages in the Command window often tell you what to do next, or they display a list of options, usu-
ally shown within square brackets. A single command often presents a series of messages, which you
answer to complete the command. These messages serve as an aid to new users who need a little help. If
you ever get lost while using a command or forget what you are supposed to do, look at the Command win-
dow for clues. As you become more comfortable with AutoCAD, you will find that you won’t need to refer
to these messages as frequently.

As an additional aid, you can right-click to display a context-sensitive shortcut menu. If you are in the middle
of a command, this menu displays a list of options specifically related to that command. For example, if
you right-click your mouse before picking the first point for the rectangle command in the previous exer-
cise, a menu opens, displaying the same options that are listed in the Command prompt, plus some addi-
tional options.

Finally, the dynamic input display allows you to enter dimensional data of objects as you draw them.
Besides echoing the command line messages, the dynamic input display shows the coordinates and angles
of objects you are drawing and editing. As you enter coordinate or angle values through the keyboard, they
appear in the dynamic input display. If you are used to earlier versions of AutoCAD, you can easily turn the
dynamic input display off by clicking the DYN button in the status bar. When the dynamic input display
is turned off, your keyboard input appears in the Command window.
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2. Click the Close button in the upper-right corner of the Draw floating toolbar. This is the small 
square button with the X in it. The toolbar disappears.

3. To recover the Draw toolbar, right-click the border or grab bar of any toolbar—but not a tool-
bar button. A shortcut menu of toolbars appears.

4. Locate and select Draw in the shortcut menu. The Draw toolbar reappears.

5. Click and drag the Draw toolbar back to its docked position in the far-left side of the AutoCAD 
window.

TIP If you do not want the toolbar to dock but instead want it to appear “floating” near the border of
the AutoCAD window, you can press and hold the Ctrl key as you click and drag the toolbar into posi-
tion. This prevents toolbars from automatically falling into a docked position.

AutoCAD remembers your toolbar arrangement between sessions. When you exit and then 
reopen AutoCAD later, the AutoCAD window appears just as you left it.

You might have noticed several other toolbars listed in the toolbar shortcut menu that don’t appear 
in the AutoCAD window. To keep the screen from becoming cluttered, many of the toolbars are not 
placed on the screen by default. The toolbars you’ll be using most often are displayed first; others that 
are less frequently used are kept out of sight until you need them and select them from the list.

You’ll get a chance to work with all the toolbars over the course of this book. If you use the book 
simply as a reference, be sure to read through the exercises for explanations of which tools to use for 
specific operations.

Menus versus the Keyboard

Throughout this book, you will be told to select commands and command options from the drop-down
menus and toolbars. For new and experienced users alike, menus and toolbars offer an easy-to-remember
method for accessing commands. If you are an experienced AutoCAD user who is used to the earlier ver-
sions of AutoCAD, you can still type commands directly from the keyboard. Most of the keyboard com-
mands you know and love still work as they did.

Another method for accessing commands is to use accelerator keys, which are special keystrokes that open
and activate drop-down menu options. You might have noticed that the commands in the menu bar and the
items in the drop-down menus all have an underlined character. By pressing the Alt key followed by the key
corresponding to the underlined character, you activate that command or option, without having to engage
the mouse. For example, to choose File � Open, press Alt, then F, and then finally O (Alt+F+O).

Many tools and commands have keyboard shortcuts; shortcuts are one-, two-, or three-letter abbreviations
of a command name. As you become more proficient with AutoCAD, you might find these shortcuts help-
ful. As you work through this book, the shortcuts will be identified for your reference.

Finally, if you are feeling adventurous, you can create your own accelerator keys and keyboard shortcuts
for executing commands by adding them to the AutoCAD support files. Chapter 25 discusses how to cus-
tomize menus, toolbars, and keyboard shortcuts.
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26 CHAPTER 1 EXPLORING THE AUTOCAD AND AUTOCAD LT INTERFACE 

Saving a File as You Work
It is a good idea to save your file periodically as you work on it. You can save it under its original name 
(choose File � Save) or under a different name (choose File � Save As), thereby creating a new file.

By default, AutoCAD automatically saves your work at 10-minute intervals under the name 
AUTO.SV$; this is known as the Automatic Save feature. Using settings in the Options dialog box or sys-
tem variables, you can change the name of the autosaved file and control the time between autosaves. 
See Chapter 3 for details.

TIP By default, in Windows XP, the Auto.sv$ file is stored in C:\Documents and Settings\
User Name\Local Settings\Temp\. You can find the exact location for your system by typing
Savefilepath ↵ at the Command prompt.

Let’s first try the Save command. This quickly saves the drawing in its current state without exiting 
the program.

Choose File � Save. You will notice some disk activity while AutoCAD saves the file to the hard 
disk, and you’ll see a progress indicator in the status bar. As an alternative to choosing File � Save, 
you can press Alt+F and then press S. This is the accelerator key combination, also called shortcut key, 
for the File � Save command.

Now try the Save As command. This command displays a dialog box that lets you save the current 
file under a new name:

1. Choose File � Save As or type Saveas↵ at the Command prompt to open the Select File dialog 
box. Notice that the current filename, clip.dwg, is highlighted in the File Name input box.

2. Type Myfirst. As you type, the name clip.dwg disappears from the input box and is replaced 
by Myfirst. You don’t need to enter the .dwg filename extension. AutoCAD adds it to the file-
name automatically when it saves the file.

3. Click the Save button. The dialog box closes, and you will notice some disk activity.

You now have a copy of the clip file under the name Myfirst.dwg. The name of the file displayed 
in the AutoCAD window’s title bar has changed to Myfirst. From now on, when you choose File � 
Save, your drawing will be saved under its new name. Saving files under a different name can be use-
ful when you are creating alternatives or when you just want to save one of several ideas you have 
been trying out.

TIP If you are working with a small monitor, you might want to consider closing the Draw and Modify
toolbars. The Draw and Modify drop-down menus offer the same commands, so you won’t lose any
functionality by closing these toolbars. If you really want to maximize your drawing area, you can
also turn off the scroll bars and reduce the Command window to a single line. Appendix A shows
how to do this. You can also gain some extra drawing space by clicking the Maximize button in the
upper-right corner of the drawing area.
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