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What are we talking about??? 

• Software that tracks changes in files (revisions).

• Stores all files and their history in an archive.

• Archive can be centralised (CVS, Subversion),
or distributed (Git... I won’t talk about this).

• Multiple users can work with the archive.

• Access control (e.g. username/password).

• Conflict resolution (if two people edit one file).
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Why use version control?
• Sometimes people get very drunk and have a “great 

idea” for improving their code...

• Sometimes people accidentally delete files...

• If someone asks about reproducing a plot from your 
paper from ten years ago.

• If you work with a code that has more than one user 
(e.g. Norbert’s stellar evolution code).

• If you find a bug in your code and need to know if 
your paper from 2008 is affected.

• If you use more than one computer for work.

• It is really, really, easy!

• Why not???  It has no disadvantages.
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CVS and Subversion (SVN)
• CVS was (>5 or 10 years ago) the default standard for 

version control, but it had problems...

• SVN was designed to be a better CVS, and has replaced 
it.  CVS is no longer developed or maintained.

• Open source, available on most platforms.

• GUI interfaces exist, already included in IDEs.

• Central server has master copy of archive, “Repository”.

• Users “check out” local copies from repository (repo).

• Can then edit files, and “commit” changes to repo, 
which adds a new revision to the master copy in repo.

• Or, can revert local copy to master version.

• User can delete local copy with no effect on repo.
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From the 
SVN book
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How to get SVN

• Already there on AIfA computers.

• debian/ubuntu: aptitude install subversion

• OS X: pre-installed I think.

• Other OS?  I don’t know, can’t be that hard.

• Homepage: http://subversion.apache.org/

• Free book: http://svnbook.org/
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See, it really is installed...
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SVN weaknesses
• Working copy only contains current version, so most 

operations require internet access (if repository is remote).

• “Git” users claim SVN is slow and bloated (and old).

• Some people like git better.  It has more workflow support.

• It seems like overkill for my work.

http://github.com/schacon/whygitisbetter

Typical SVN structure: Git can do stuff like this:
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What you need to know:

• How to set up/start a subversion repository.
• How to import your project into the repo.
• How to check out a working copy.
• How to edit and add files/directories.
• How to commit changes back to the repo.
• Comparing revisions of a file, reverting to older 

copies, that sort of thing.
• What if it all goes wrong (argh! Tree Conflicts!)
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Setting up a SVN Repo

• Where to store the repository?

• AIfA has a SVN server with http access.
IT support staff can set up a repository for you.

• Or in your home directory (ssh remote access).
You can set this up yourself.

• What to call it?

• That’s it.

• Command: svnadmin create /path/to/repo/NAME
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Starting a project
• Probably have an existing project.  If so, make a clean copy of it, 

with no binary files (usually) or temporary files.

• Or start a new project: create a directory and a file or two.

• Then import the entire project directory to your new SVN repo.
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Get a working copy and edit stuff
• svn co file:///path/to/repo/NAME /path/to/working/copy/
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Getting info about Files
• All svn commands have this help syntax: 
  svn help [command]

• Adding a file: first create the file, add some text, then:
  svn add filename

• Adding a directory: DO NOT create it first!
  svn mkdir directory_name

• Getting history of a file:
  svn log path/to/file.txt

• Diff-ing a file compared to revision:
  svn diff file.txt
  svn diff -r1:3 file.txt
  svn diff -rHEAD file.txt

• Reverting a file: 
  svn revert filename
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Using DIFF and LOG
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Discarding changes

• Use “svn status [filename]” to query if a file has been changed.

• Use “svn diff [filename]” to show the changes.

• Use “svn revert filename” to discard changes and go back to last 
saved revision.

Friday 13 July 2012



Checking out a project remotely
• svn co file:///path/to/repo/NAME /path/to/working/copy/

• svn commit -m “Message for log file”

• Alternative ways to do these things:

• Check out remotely with svn+ssh:
Set the variable SVN_SSH (e.g. in .bashrc), or on command line:
  export SVN_SSH="ssh -p1234"
  svn co svn+ssh://jmackey@gate1.astro.uni-bonn.de/
users/jmackey/temp_svn_repo_store/
RobsTechnicalSeminar working_copy

• Notes: you need the full path following the URL, and all one line.

• Commit using a text editor:
Set the variable SVN_EDITOR in e.g. “~/.bashrc”
export SVN_EDITOR=/usr/bin/vim
svn commit
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Working with a second copy
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Now update first working copy

• just do:   svn update

• That’s it!
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Stuff can go wrong!
• If you have more than one active copy, and make lots of 

changes to both, and commit one, then somtimes SVN will get 
confused with the other.

• When you try to commit the second active copy, it will 
complain about conflicts, or even worse, “tree conflicts”.

• Usually only happens if you rename or move files/directories, 
and then edit them before committing.

• In this case, either just give up on one copy, or try to resolve 
the conflicts, or cut and paste the changes into the active copy 
which is not “in conflict”.

• Doesn’t happen very often... if it does, look in the SVN book 
under “resolving conflicts”.  I found it difficult to work with.
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Summary
• I find SVN very useful both for code and organising 

documents relating to a project.

• I have between 5 and 10 svn repositories for projects.

• You get to keep the full history of the project.

• You have a backup (and it is easy to backup the repository).

• Easy to keep code versions consistent on many machines.

• It’s not that hard!  And it is worth the effort.

• With about 10 commands you can already do all that you are 
likely to need in everyday use.

• Talk to IT staff about hosting projects on AIfA’s http server 
(if you want to share it you can’t put it on your home dir)
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