Automating with AppleScript
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One thing sets the Macintosh Power Users apart from the rest: their use of AppleScript. (And Unix.
But AppleScript is a lot easier to use and a lot more practical and a lot more fun.)

Oh, and Macintosh-themed body modifications as well. I have a friend who carves the Apple logo
into his hair for every Macworld Expo, and I can also testify that there are more Apple and Mac
OS-themed tattoos to be found at that show than liquor-themed tattoos at a Jerry Springer taping.
But again, AppleScript is a lot more practical than a tattoo or a piercing, it'll disappoint your par-
ents a whole lot less, and it’s a lot more fun than having needles pierce your skin hundreds of time
a second.

The difference is people who gets things done in minutes, and people who get things done in
hours; people whose Macs are naturally efficient and organized, and people with files scattered all
over the place; people whose Macs do things that border on the sorcerous, and people whose Macs
do more or less no more than what they did when they were first taken out of the box.

AppleScript — Mac OS X’s built-in system-wide resource for automating routine processes and
writing simple software — is the difference between 2 Mac and your Mac. AppleScript helps to
build strong bodies nine different ways. If it were a person, itd return its library books on time
and donate blood regularly.
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I am, as you may guess, a rather enthusiastic evangelist of
AppleScript. I only have your interests at heart, though.
When you learn AppleScript, you take your first step into
a larger and more exciting world.

MEET APPLESCRIPT

The term “writing software” is instantly intimidating to
any sensible user. You didn’t lay out two grand to have the
wonderful opportunity to spend weeks building your own
apps. That’s why you support the (sometimes) fine work of
the Microsoft Corporation, after all.

Still, there are plenty of things you do with your Mac that
involve just repeating a simple task over and over and over
again. Thats fine when you're working for The Man and
you get paid for a full day whether you actually think or
not. But when the goal is to finish a task as quickly and
efficiently as possible, you wish there were a way to harness
your computer’s endless capacity to shut up and do what
its told, no matter how dull.

NIKE DIPLOMACY

If you don't want to deface George

and Abraham, at least slap some Sal

stickers on a few lockers or some-

thing. If you walk into a typical Apple product man-
ager’s office and ask how influential Sal is in ensuring
that AppleScript remains an important and critical
part of the Macintosh experience, the manager will
silently clear a few papers from the desk and point to
a pattern of deep smudges in the wood. You see, there
once was a time when this manager’s product sup-
ported AppleScript in only the most basic, lame-o way,
and this surface was pristine and unmarred.Then Sal
burst in and kept jumping up and down on the per-
son’s desk until they agreed to improve things.

I'll give you a real-life example, torn from the pages of his-
tory itself. In the furious final weeks of producing this very
book, it was discovered that each of its hundreds of illus-
trations had been named improperly. The six-digit code
that began each filename was the wrong six-digit code. Do
you have any idea how long it takes to rename hundreds of

files by hand?

Well, neither do I. I wrote an AppleScript that told the
Finder to process each file and change each filename indi-
vidually. Days and days of tedious effort instead became an
hour of watching The Shield on my TiVO downstairs, and
then wondering if the script had finished its work, and
then coming back up and discovering that it had finished
the task before the second commercial break.

But AppleScript isn't a standalone app or a utility. Its a
fundamental part of Panther’s architecture, just as intimate
as the mechanism that prints files or draws windows and
menus. It’s a superhighway that allows every piece of soft-
ware running on your Mac — including the OS itself —
to interact with each other and work together. If Apple-
Script causes the Mail app to check for new mail, it doesn’t
do anything so unsophisticated as send a mouse click to
the Mailbox menu’s Get New Mail item. It actually com-
municates with the code lurking inside Mail.

V¥ Note

So AppleScript is like the general contractor on a big
home-remodel project. It can do things on its own
without having to control other applications at all,
but in everyday use its typical function is to hand
tasks off to specialists, make sure they have what
they need to get the job done, and make sure that
all these individual tasks are done in the specified
sequence without any errors.
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What makes AppleScript so
gosh-darned super?

I would like to think that at this point, the mere fact that
I'm slobberingly enthusiastic about something should be
reason enough for you to march straight into your child’s
public school, tear down all those pictures of losers like
George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, and replace
them all with shots of Sal Soghoian and Chris Espinosa,
Apple’s Iron Man and Captain America of AppleScript,
respectively.

Some of you might have been skipping around the book
and haven’t developed the sense of blind, robotic faith in
me that causes everybody else to acquire that slightly
glazed look of contentment and buried individuality that’s
resulted in so much comment around the post office
recently. So here’s what makes AppleScript so special:

© You can control every Mac OS X app through
AppleScript to one extent or another. (But more
on this later). It’s a fundamental system resource.

o It’s powerful and flexible enough that it can do
most anything. Calculate the volume of a cone? Sure.
Take 40 documents from your local drive; download
20 more from eight other people scattered all over the
world; assemble all this content into a 100-page, full-
color report; transmit this report to a shop for print-
ing, binding and delivery; and email digital copies to
four department heads? A tad more ambitious, surely,
but well within AppleScript’s capabilities.

© Writing AppleScript is a basic skill that you can
exploit elsewhere. Not only can you use AppleScript
in simple automation projects, but also, if you ever get
the itch to start writing software for real, most of the
popular Macintosh development systems (REALDbasic,

Revolution, Apple’s XCode system) can use your
AppleScripts without any additional conversion or
transmogrification. So, if you've spent a month gradu-
ally turning a three-line convenience script into a
sophisticated productivity solution, you're probably
about 80 percent of the way to turning it into a rock-
solid commercial app.

W Note

But hey! Don't simply assume that you can't build a
rock-solid commercial app solely using AppleScript!
XCode, Apple’s free, standardized environment for
developing professional, high-complexity apps, fully
supports AppleScript.There’s an entire environment
called AppleScript Studio that'’s there specifically to
help you build for-real apps using nothing but
AppleScript. Ain't no glass ceiling here.

© With most programming languages, the code you
write is as simple to read and understand as one
of those customizable message signs that still sits
outside the gas station 7 years after the owner lost
the last vowel in the set. No programming language
is trivial to learn, but anybody can read a working
script and get an immediate sense of what it does
and how.

V¥ Note

Just to leave you suitably agog, let’s say you wanted
your AppleScript to make a list of every file in a cho-
sen folder whose file type is JPEG Image. What would
the AppleScript for that be? Here it is:

every file in (choose folder) whose file type is “JPEG

Image.”

If that doesn't leave you agog, then your agogulator
is long overdue for its scheduled periodic
maintenance.
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6 Part ll: The Technical Bits 2

But is there anything about AppleScript
that will make me want to drop my
mouse, stomp outside, and go chuck
rocks at birds?

I'm glad I ended that last section on a high note because in
the interests of fairness I need to point out that

o Application support of AppleScript is spotty.
Making sure that AppleScripted instructions control
an application is the responsibility of the app’s
developers...and frankly, many of them feel that they
have enough on their hands ensuring that their new
fuzzy-logic search-and-replace routine doesn't have the
ability to one day become self-aware and lead all the
machines in an uprising that will result in Humanity
becoming a slave race mining selenium and tungsten
under the emotionless, unpitying steel heels of emo-
tionless overlords. So, some apps (particularly those
published by Apple itself ) support AppleScript with
all the zealotry of a member of alt.nerd.obsessive who's
just read a public message claiming that the USS
Enterprise could probably beat the Millennium Falcon
in a battle. But others only support the four bare min-
imum AppleScript commands mandated by Apple:
run, open a document, print a document, and quit.

© The documentation really stinks. Apple doesn’t do
enough to provide users with AppleScript tutorials.
And because every application supports AppleScript
in its own individual way, the fact that you've mas-
tered the AppleScript skill of creating a new docu-
ment in TextEdit doesn’t necessarily mean you've
picked up any of the skills you need to create a new
outgoing email in Mail.

© Debugging stinks, too. At least in places. In plush,
cushy development systems like REALbasic, when
you make a mistake with your code, the system
clearly flags it, clearly and specifically explains the

nature of the problem, and might even suggest a solu-
tion. AppleScript tells you “TextEdit got an error:
NSCannotCreateScriptCommandError” and you
should feel lucky it doesn’t toss a derisive “Duh!” at
you before hopping back on its skateboard and zip-
ping away.

o AppleScript’s easygoing approach to English and

syntax can often be a double-edged sword. With a
language like C or even Basic, the code has either
been written correctly (the way that causes your proj-
ect to build and run successfully) or incorrectly (the
way that results in your computer doing nothing
except repeatedly reminding you of what a dipwad
you are, until you finally rewrite your code The Cor-
rect Way). In AppleScript, there are often several ways
to achieve the same results. This is great because pro-
grammers can develop a style that makes the most
sense to them, personally — but if you're trying to
learn AppleScript by looking at other people’s scripts,
it can give you fits. You have to enter some parts of
the script verbatim. Other parts are a matter of per-
sonal preference. Your mission, Mr. Phelps, is to learn
to distinguish between the two.

¥ Note

For example, early on, the language’s architects real-
ized that without the word the, the line “set the title
of the window to ‘Utopia Limited" reads like it's
being spoken by Frankenstein’s monster. People
don't like Frankenstein’s monster — misunderstood,
yes, but come on, the dude’s done some nasty

stuff — so they decided that the is optional in a
script. AppleScript will just bloop right over it.

USING SCRIPTS

“I'm sold,” you're saying. “I'll take a dozen in assorted fla-
vors.” So how do you use AppleScript in my day-to-day
life of home, work, and worship?
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You can get started by using AppleScripts that have been
thoughtfully written for you by Apple and by other users.
You'll find a folder named AppleScript inside your Appli-
cations folder. It contains lots of useful sample scripts,
along with documentation and a couple of scripting
utilities.

W Tip
If you want to see what some non-Apple employees
have been doing with AppleScript, skip ahead to the
end of this chapter, wherein | list a number of online
scripting resources. Many of them have enormous
hoards of useful scripts available for free download.

There are three different kinds of script files. You can see
what their Finder icons look like in Figure 17-1.

|(8 oe l Some AppleScripts [=)

A Seript File.scpt An Applet A Droplet

Figure 17-1
Script files, applets, and droplets: The three faces of
AppleScript

o Script files are akin to AppleScript documents. You
use this format for scripts that you're still tweaking
because, while you can run them by double-clicking
them, they can’t run unless the Script Editor applica-

tion is running as well.

o Applets are the standard, useful form of script. The
AppleScript code has been saved as a Macintosh
application — albeit one without a slick Macintosh
user interface — so this script can run all by itself
without any assistance from Script Editor.

o Droplets are a special form of applet. You can run
them by double-clicking, but you can also drag and
drop a file or a folder of files onto them. Doing this
runs the droplet and tells it, “Whatever it is that you
do, I want you to do it to all of zhese files.”

Applets and droplets are examples of compiled scriprs. That
is, for the purposes of speed and flexibility, the plain-text
AppleScript instructions have been transmogified into
something considerably closer to the hobo’s stew of num-
bers and addresses that a CPU is used to working with.
You can still open them in Script Editor and edit their
AppleScript code — unless the author decided to keep the
code under wraps — but they’ll run considerably faster

than plain old Script files.

Launching scripts yourself

You can place applets and droplets anywhere youd place an
application. Keep ’em in the Dock, where you can easily
launch them; put them on the Desktop or in the toolbar of
your Finder windows so you can drag files and folders onto
’em; and like any other app, you can even have Panther
launch them every time your Mac starts up by setting

them as Startup items.

Panther gives you another way of running scripts: the
Scripts menu. This is a menulet that you can install in
your menu bar by double-clicking the Install Script Menu
app found in your AppleScript folder. The Scripts menu
looks like Figure 17-2.
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Figure 17-2
The Scripts menu

The Scripts menu

By default, the Scripts menu comes populated with the
dozens and dozens of utility scripts that were placed on
your hard drive when you installed Panther. Take a minute
or two to walk through all those submenus and see what’s
there. There are some real gems to be found, including a
whole collection of scripts that apply modifications to a
whole series of filenames in the Finder.

The Scripts menu is populated from two sources: the
Scripts folders located in your Home directory’s personal
Library folder, and your Mac’s system-wide Library folder.
Just drag in any applet, droplet, or script file. Scripts in
your personal folder are yours and yours alone; any scripts
you put in the system-wide folder become available to any
user. The scripts pop into the menu immediately (Figure
17-3) and sink to the bottom of the list.

If you don’t give a toss for any of those utility scripts, just
select Hide Library Scripts and the menu only shows your
personal stash.

Open Scripts Folder
Hide Library Scripts

[ Address Book Scripts
|7 Basics

|2 ColorSync

| Finder Scripts

[7 Folder Actions

[7 FontSync Scripts

[ 2 Info Scripts

|7 Internet Services
[ Mail Scripts

[Z Navigation Scripts
|2 Printing Scripts

[/ Seript Editor Scripts
[7 sherlock Scripts

[Z Ul Element Scripts
(4 URLs

Ty VvV VY VYF VY VY VTVyFVYVYVYVYIYVYTY

+ Post to my Weblog

[ Pretty Up my Desktop
< Sift for Graphics... %
" Switch to Presentation Mode

Figure 17-3
A few custom scripts in the Scripts menu

Attaching scripts to Mail rules

A great many apps (including many of Panther’s built-in
apps) take advantage of AppleScript to increase their flexi-
bility and power. The folks who wrote the Mail app, for
example, couldn’t possibly have thought of everything that
everybody would ever want to do with Mail. Even if they
did, they all work in California. It’s usually way too nice
outside to stay cooped up inside bashing out code all day.

Mail can be scripted like any other Mac app, but it also
can run scripts as part of its automatic mail filtering system

(Figure 17-4).
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DI've written a script that takes a specified message, converts
it to text, and then installs it in my iPod’s Notes folder so I
can read it while I'm sitting in my doctor’s office waiting
for my weekly injection of sheep collagen. By attaching
this script to a Mail rule, any time Mail receives an email
from the Tony Danza Fanscene Message Board that I
belong to, it’s automatically slurped onto the iPod.

That’s just a single example of an app that can run an
AppleScript automatically whenever a certain condition is
met. They’re all over the place. Go to System Preferences
and click on the CDs & DVDs panel. It lets you dictate
what Panther should do whenever a disc is inserted. There
are obvious things youd want to do when you insert a disc
of a certain type (audio CDs are opened in iTunes, photo
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CDs get handed off to iPhoto), but you can also tell Pan-
ther to run an AppleScript. That’s handy for customizing

Description: Portable Danza

If | any B of the following conditions are met:

[ From m [ Contains

Panther’s response. I wish iTunes could display editorial

= information about a CD, as other players can. If it bugs
m LordOfTheDanza@macwor .: @

me that much, I can write a script that opens the disc in

Perform the following actions:

[ Run AppleScript [#) | Move Message To iPod.scpt

iTunes, gets the name of the album, and then opens a

Fm Y
(choose.. ) - ®

Cone) oo

Google page on it.

I¢’s just another way of turning Just Any Mac into a Mac
Figure 17-4

A Mail filter rule that triggers an AppleScript

that’s specifically been dialed into your personal needs and
preferences.

LET’S SEE AOL'S MAIL APP DO THIS

I've just reread the example about the script | wrote to place mail on my iPod. It's possible that you

might come away thinking I'm not the harbinger of intense, brooding super-cool that even would pro-

voke comment among Sean Penn or Johnny Depp. So | will confess that the Mail script | really wrote is

one that takes advantage of both Mail's scripting features and that of an app called XTension (www.shed.com).This app
works with cheap, home-automation hardware and allows the Mac to both turn lights and appliances on and off and
accept input from motion and temperature sensors.

Because | live the life of the sensitive artiste (and, again, | have that whole brooding thing going on), | often leave the office

for a few hours to breathe a little fresh air. Depending on what I've got cooking, | may or may not check my email immedi-
ately when | get back, which can have serious repercussions if something important has come in when | had no idea that
anything important might be coming in.

So here’s what | did: 1 got my disco strobe light (it was a gift./t was a gift.) out of the closet, plugged it into a home-automation
box, and wrote a three-line AppleScript for XTension so that any app could turn it on.| attached this script to a Mail rule so
that the strobe activates whenever an email arrives from one of my editors, and voila! when | pull into the driveway and see
through the windows that there’s a full-on rave in progress in my office, | head straight upstairs and check my mail. Or, admit-
tedly, | pull back out of the driveway again and hope that my assistant (either one of the two goldfish; doesn’t matter) handles
it. Either way, attaching scripts to mail actions is a useful feature.
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