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xfig – a drawing package
Introduction 
xfig is a drawing tool for use on the ITS Linux 
and UNIX services. This document provides 
information on how to access xfig from the 
ITS Linux service. It gives brief information 
about using xfig, and saving and printing from 
it. If you want more help, please consult the 
sources listed at the end of this document. 

How to access xfig 
Xfig can be started by typing: 

xfig 

in a command window. 

The main xfig screen should be displayed.  

Note: many of the drawing tools in xfig require 
a mouse with three buttons. If you are using 
xfig from a computer that only has a two-
button mouse and no mouse wheel, pressing 
the middle mouse button can be simulated by 
pressing both mouse buttons simultaneously. 

Using xfig – a quick example 
At the bottom left-hand corner of the xfig 
window, click on the Grid Mode box. In the 
Grid Mode Panel that appears, click on the 
fine mesh (the third one from the left.) A grid is 
superimposed on the screen. This grid will not 
be included in your figure; it just helps you to 
position objects. 

On the left-hand side of the window there is a 
set of buttons that correspond to the different 
drawing modes available within xfig. Click with 
the left mouse button on the box that contains 
a rectangle (it’s the fifth one down in the left-
hand column.) The text Rectangular BOX 
drawing appears at the top left of the window. 

Move the pointer to somewhere on the grid. At 
the top right of the window, there is a box 
labelled Mouse buttons. This shows what 
happens when each of the mouse buttons is 
pressed.  

Currently, the command corner point is 
shown next to the left mouse button (and 
nothing next to the other two buttons.) Move 
the pointer to some point on the screen and 
click the left mouse button. 

In the Mouse button box, the command final 
point is now associated with the left mouse 
button and cancel with the right button. Move 
the pointer to some point on the grid and press 
the left mouse button. 

A rectangle has now been drawn between the 
two points. Repeat this process to put another 
rectangle on the screen. 

Move back to the drawing mode buttons at the 
left-hand side of the screen. On the line above 
the box containing the rectangle (the one that 
is currently highlighted), there are two boxes 
for drawing lines. Click the right hand box with 
the left mousse button. 

The text at the top left of the screen now reads 
POLYLINE drawing. Along the bottom of the 
window, there is a series of option buttons. 
The button labelled PenColor indicates black. 
This means that any lines will be drawn in 
black. Suppose we want to draw blue lines 
instead. Click on the PenColor box. 

The PenColor Panel appears. Click on the 
colour you want to use (in this case blue) and 
click on the Ok box. The PenColor box at the 
bottom of the screen now indicates blue. 

In the Mouse button box, it shows that the left 
button means first point (the other two 
buttons have options as well which we shall 
ignore for this example.) Move the pointer to 
the side of one of your rectangles and click the 
left button. 

The Mouse button box now shows that the 
left button means next point, the middle 
button means final point and the right button 
means cancel. 

Move the pointer to some other point on the 
screen and press the left mouse button. Then, 
move the pointer again and press the middle 
button. You should now see a blue line 
connecting these three points. Note that the 
line was not drawn in blue until the middle 
button was pressed. 

Many of the drawing modes available in xfig 
work in this way. The command is chosen 
from the buttons along the left-hand side of the 
window and then options are displayed along 
the bottom of the screen. The Mouse button 



box shows how to use the mode that you have 
chosen. 

Saving your work 
Position the pointer over the File menu at the 
top of the xfig window. Press the left mouse 
button and hold it down to bring up the file 
menu. To save your work, move down until 
Save As is highlighted and release the mouse 
button; the Save As screen will appear. xfig 
saves pictures in its own format (Fig format.)  

If you want to save your work in another 
format e.g. Encapsulated PostScript, 
PostScript or Tiff, you will need to use the 
Export option from the File menu. This 
displays the Export menu where the format of 
the saved file can be chosen from a list in the 
Language option. 

xfig can also print figures directly to a printer. 
In the file menu, choose the Print option. You 
will need to check that the paper size is A4 
and enter the name or the printer that you wish 
to use in the Printer box in the Print Menu, 
replacing the text ‘unknown’.  

Where to find more information 
There are many more functions in xfig than are 
described in this Infosheet.  More information 
about xfig can be found in the man pages for 
xfig. These can be displayed by typing: 

man xfig 

at a command prompt. 

In addition, help can be obtained from within 
xfig, via the Help menu. The help menu 
contains: 

Xfig Reference: This guide contains 
descriptions and usage instructions of 
all of the available xfig drawing 
commands and details the other options 
available. 

Xfig man pages: An HTML copy of the xfig 
man pages 

‘How to’ guide: A PDF guide to using xfig 
more efficiently when you’ve mastered 
the basics of xfig. 
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