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Preface

This book is a distillation of my experiences in learning to use the
visual editor when it first became available as an unsupported
program within Bell Laboratories and in teaching others to use vi
for programming and document preparation activities in a hectic
production environment. Although vi is not necessarily the best
tool for the job, it is the most widely available visual editor for
UNIX(tm), and with AT&T’s inclusion of vi in System V, Release 2,
it is now officially supported.

Augie Hansen
Denver, Colorado
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Introduction

Before we begin using vi, we will review a bit of the history
behind it to put its use in perspective. We will also establish some
useful conventions to be used throughout this guide.

UNIX Editing

The vi (usually pronounced VEE-EYE, although some users call
it VIE) editor suits the needs of many computer users. Historically,
programmers and software engineers have formed one of the
largest populations of vi users. Writers and editors and word-
processing specialists working on documents of all descriptions are
a comparably sized group. In more recent times, managers, admin-
istrators, and general office workers have swelled the ranks of vi
users under the UNIX operating system.

Early text editors for creating and modifying files were line
oriented. Such editors, typified by ed on UNIX systems, have what
seem like rather spartan capabilities compared to vi, but they are
usually very efficient in their use of computing resources, and they
are typically more powerful than their outward appearances sug-
gest. It is unfortunate that they are far less efficient when mea-
sured by their contribution to user productivity. This is the legacy
of programs that were designed to work at least acceptably with
slow, dumb printing terminals.

—— The Genesis of the vi editor ———

The ex editor, an extended and enhanced version of the UNIX
line-by-line editor, ed, was developed at the University of California
at Berkeley by William Joy. Among its many features is the visual
mode, which can be accessed from within ex or directly from the
UNIX command line by typing vi. Beginning with the release of
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UNIX System V, AT&T began to support vi as part of the product,
although it had been used within AT&T and Bell Laboratories for
about five years before being officially adopted.

vi has become available on many UNIX systems and has steadily
gained popularity over the years in spite of challenges from full-
screen editors of more recent vintage. Other screen editors for
UNIX include EMACS in several varieties (all based on the editor
used for the MIT MACS project); se, an AT&T word-processing
style editor that is available on some UNIX systems (it’s no longer
supported), and an alphabet soup list of editors (ned red, scred,
abe, and so on) that have met with varying degrees of success. As
the author of scred noted, it’s very hard to come up with good
names for editors because most of the obvious and fitting ones
have been claimed.

In addition, PC/IX and IX/370, licensed versions of the UNIX
system for the IBM PC and IBM 870, use INed, a full-screen editor
with some interesting features and a combination of command and
menu user interfaces. Emerging Technology Consultants produces
the Professional Writers’ Package, which includes its EDIX screen
editor and WORDIX, a text processor, that has gained a strong
following in the PC-DOS and MS-DOS operating system world. The
product family is now sold by AT&T for use with its 8B line of
UNIX systems and is sold on an OEM basis for other UNIX
systems. Details about several of the most widely used of these
editors can be found in Appendix D.

—— Variations in vi Implementations ——

Numerous versions of vi are currently in use in the field. Where
differences exist in the availability of commands or in the behavior
of them, they will be noted in the text.

Because the vi program is provided in source form to suitably
licensed customer sites, there may be other variations that were
produced to fit vi onto a given machine or to provide modified or
additional features. Your system administrator or a resident expert
(often called a UNIX “guru”) should be able to help you find out
what local customs and features are in effect. Don’t be timid about
asking for help if you need it.
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If you are the system administrator, read about and practice
using vi as much as possible. With only a modest effort, you will
begin to feel comfortable with vi. You’ll find that helping others
with their editing problems will force you to learn how to use it
extensively and efficiently.

Host Environments

An advantage of learning to use vi is that the popularity and
availability of UNIX is steadily increasing, and the vi editor is
supported on the majority of UNIX installations. The effort you put
into learning to use vi and related UNIX tools will most likely not
be wasted when you move to a different UNIX system. Because vi
is the screen editor officially supported by AT&T, it will likely be
available on most UNIX systems you will use.

The numbers and types of microcomputers running UNIX have
grown very quickly in the last few years. A representative sam-
pling of microsystems includes the TRS-80 Model 16, most of the
IBM PC family and compatible machines, intelligent work-stations
from Sun Microsystems, a range of micro-based computers from
AT&T, Hewlett-Packard, and even the Data General/One lap porta-
ble.

In addition, the range of minicomputers running UNIX is as-
tounding. There are UNIX versions for the DEC PDP-11 and VAX-
11 series, some Data General offerings, machines provided by
Perkin-Elmer, Gould, Convergent Technology, and many other
companies.

UNIX even runs on some mainframe computers, including an
Amdahl (running UTS), the IBM 370 family running Maxi-UNIX
and IX/370, and some of the Cray supercomputers.

— Text and Keyboard Notation —

Throughout this guide, we will use special typefaces and symbols
to identify user input, system responses, and special characters.
Certain control and special characters are understood by vi. A
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control character is a two-key combination requiring you to press
and hold the key labeled CONTROL (or CTL, CTRL, CNTRL, and
such), then press another key briefly before releasing both keys.
The CONTROL key sequence will be designated by the symbol ~
followed immediately by a single character, displayed as an upper-
case letter, although you may type the letter in either case. For
example, the command to redraw the screen is "L, which means to
hold the CONTROL key and press the “L” key, then release both
keys. Use of the SHIFT key or CAPSLOCK mode do not alter the
meaning of the key sequence. This confusing way of symbolizing
control characters is due to tradition born in the days of uppercase-
only terminals.

Because the symbol for a control character usurps the caret
symbol (°), in this book I will use t to designate a caret and reserve
the ~ symbol for use in indicating control characters only. This style
is consistent with the prevailing practice in most UNIX documenta-
tion and its application programs.

Your input, that which you type on the keyboard, is shown in bold
type. Components of your input that are variable, such as text or
file names, are shown in bold italic type. For example, the command
to edit a file will be shown as

vi filename<CR>

which has vi in bold meaning literal input and filename in bold
italics indicating that you will supply the name of the file you want
to edit.

Commands to the UNIX shell and some within vi are terminated
with a carriage return. The return key is marked in various ways on
different terminals and computers, so I will use the the sequence
<CR> to symbolize whatever key on your keyboard produces the
carriage return. Some terminal and computer keyboards have keys
marked ENTER, LINEFEED, or a down arrow or left arrow. You
may have to experiment a bit on your equipment to find out which
key to use to terminate a command.

Similarly, I will use <BS> to symbolize a backspace key, which
may be marked with the letters BS, BACK, or a left-facing arrow
on some keyboards, and may not be present on others. The control-
key sequence “H produces the same internal code as a backspace
key.
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Editor responses will usually be shown as normal text except
when the response would be displayed in some highlighting mode,
which will be simulated in this text by bold printing with a continu-
ous underline (like this).

Describing an editor as complex as ex/vi poses a chicken and
egg problem. It is impossible to avoid mentioning some topics in
limited, specific uses before they are explained in detail in some
later section. Forward references are used in such cases. Also,
some detailed material is only alluded to in the main text. Details
for those who care to read them have been placed in the appendices.
After you have become proficient with the basics of editing, you
should take a pass through some of the hidden detail to find things
that may help you in your editing tasks.

With the formalities out of the way, it’s time to begin editing with
vi. The lessons assume that you have no specific knowledge of any
editor. Each lesson identifies learning goals and has a set of helpful
exercises at the end to test your knowledge of the material. To get
the most benefit from the exercises, try to do them, preferably on a
functioning system, to get a feel for how well you understand the
lesson material.
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Limits of Liability and
Disclaimer of Warranty

The author and publisher of this book have used their best efforts in
preparing this book and the programs contained in it. These efforts in-
clude the development, research, and testing of the theories and pro-
grams to determine their effectiveness. The author and publisher make
no warranty of any kind, expressed or implied, with regard to these pro-
grams or the documentation contained in this book. The author and
publisher shall not be liable in any event for incidental or consequential
damages in connection with, or arising out of, the furnishing, perform-
ance, or use of these programs.
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LESSON

1 Getting

Started

Goals

—Prepare your UNIX working environment for using the vi screen
editor

—Create some text in a file for editing

—View text using scrolling and paging commands

1.1 Initial Setup

Before using vi, you must do a few things. vi has to know what
type of terminal it is interacting with so it can correctly display
characters on the screen and interpret input from the keyboard.
Each terminal type has its own way of doing things. Programs like
vi automatically modify the way they work to accommodate a wide
range of terminals.

To find out whether a terminal type has been set in your UNIX
working environment, type echo STERM<CR>. If no value has
been set, UNIX will reply with a new shell prompt on a new line. If
the TERM variable has been assigned a value, it will be displayed.
Be sure the value is an appropriate one for the terminal you are
using. See Appendix A for a list of terminal types recognized by
most computer systems running UNIX or a UNIX work-alike
operating system.



