








Prelude: Understanding
Datawith Gnuplot

Here are some other reasons why | believe gnuplot is a good tool for many situations:
» Stable, mature, actively maintained.

 Free and open-source.

 Available on all three platforms currently in use: Linux/Unix, Windows, Mac OS X.

 Ability to generate polished, publication-quality graphs and to exert detailed control over the final
appearance of the plots.

» Support for all common graphics formats (and quite a few less common ones).

» Reads regular text files as input. Pretty tolerant regarding the specifics of the input file format. (No need
for the data to be in some special archive file format!)

» Support for very large datasets (easily many millions of data points).

» Modest resource consumption.

3.3. Limitations

It is important to remember that gnuplot is a data plotting tool, nothing more, nothing less. In particular,

it is neither a numeric or symbolic workbench, nor a statistics package. It can therefore only perform
rather simple calculations on the data. On the other hand, it has a very flat learning curve, requiring no
programming knowledge and only the most basic math skills.

Gnuplot is also no drawing tool. All its graphs are depictions of some data set, and it therefore has only
very limited support for arbitrary box-and-line diagrams and none at all for free-hand graphics.

Finally, gnuplot makes not attempt at what | earlier called "reality representation”. It is a tool for
guantitative analysis, and therefore its bread-and-butter are dot and line plots. It has no support for three-
dimensional solid body imaging, ray-tracing, fish-eye functionality, and similar techniques.

Overall, though, | regard these limitations more as "strengths-in-disguise": in the Unix tradition, gnuplot
is a rather simple tool, doing (mostly) one thing, and doing it very, very well.

4, Summary

In this chapter, | showed you a couple of examples which demonstrate the power of graphical methods for
understanding data. | have also tried to suggest a suitable method for dealing with data analysis problems:
plot the data, based on the plot identify the essential features of the data set, then iterate the process to bring
out the behavior you are most interested in, and finally (not always, but often) develop a mathematical
description for the data, which can then be used to make predictions (which, by their nature, go beyond
the information contained in the actual data set).

Our tool in doing this kind of analysis will be gnuplot. And it is gnuplot, and how to use it, that we will
turn to next. Once we have developed the skills to use gnuplot well, we will return to graphical analysis
and discuss useful techniques to extract the most information possible from a data set, using graphs.
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