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Abstract

This project’s main goal was to prove how a meta-model of Apache’s build tool ‘Ant’ could be used to reduce the complexity of creating an Ant build file. The project would be carried out in an iterative and incremental manner, starting with the development of the ‘Ant Task Model’, a model of the tasks available in Ant and their features. There exists methods to automatically generate a similar model at runtime using the Ant API, but it was found lacking in certain areas. The ‘Ant Task Model’ would then be used as the foundations for two new ways to create and manipulate an Ant build file. The first was ‘Ant’s Nest’, a graphical user interface editor for build files. This editor was built with an extensible architecture, meaning other developers can produce ‘levels’ (either a way of viewing a build file, or a build file utility such as a runner) that have access to the Ant Task Model as well as other key functions. In fact the ‘model level’ that comes with the editor makes extensive use of the Ant Task Model, so much so that a user could create a build file from scratch just by using drag ‘n’ drop operations without ever typing any XML. The second innovation was ‘Ant Beans’, a way of encapsulating a target in an Ant build file into a Java bean. The bean can then be ‘executed’, asking the end-user a series of questions they provide answers to. In turn this gives the bean the information it needs to automatically create the target, eliminating the need for the user to ever know the ins and outs of how a particular task is configured.


The project was carried out open-source, as to gain access to the excellent services provided by SourceForge, and hopefully to also start something that could grow and be built upon. A project website was developed and maintained so the general public were always kept up-to-date with the latest version of the software produced. Contact was also made with the official Ant users mailing list, where they kindly did some acceptance tests. This was very much key to the project’s overall success, as the feedback from other developers and Ant users was essential in not only correcting bugs, but also for generating new requirements.


The project developer believes it has been successful in achieving the goals it set out with. Apart from being actually used in the wider world and being recommended by external websites, the concept of the ‘Ant Task Model’ has added fuel to the fire of the debate on how Ant task source files should be marked up with meta-data. This in itself is a worthy achievement.
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