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This Sheet Covers: 
 
Processing: 
 
What are Arrays? 
Why would we use them? 
How do we use them? 
 
 
What Are Arrays? 
 
An array is rather like a variable, but it has the potential to 
store multiple values. 
 
If a variable is like a cardboard box with a name written on the 
front, and array is like a filing cabinet with a name written on 
the front. 
 
A normal variable can only contain a single value, whilst an 
array can contain a different value in each of its draws 
(technically known as its indexes). 
 
Thus with a normal variable: 
println(x)   //means print the single value of x 
 
With an array: 
println(x[5]); //print the value in the 5th draw of x 
 
or: 
println(x[0]); //print the value in the 5th draw of x 
 
 
Why would we use them? 
 
There is no escaping arrays – they are everywhere in code. 
For example, an image is made up of a pixels array, a sound is 
made up of a audio array. All of the characters making up this 
document are stored in a string array. 
 
Arrays have two main uses: 
 



i) To remember things: 
(keypresses/mousemovements/answers to a quiz 
etc) 

ii) To batch process lots of similar data. 
 
Whenever you have lots of items doing essentially the same 
thing on screen (Space Invaders, falling pixels, bouncing balls 
etc) they are most likely to be managed by a set of arrays. 
 
When writing such a system, work out the behaviour of a 
single item just using normal variables and then convert the 
code to use array – and decide how many of them you want. 
 
How do we use them? 
 
Like variables, arrays need to be declared at the start of 
your program: 
 
int[] xpos=new int[50]; 
 
Like variables arrays need to know what kind of data they 
are storing – but they also need to know how many 
indexes or storage draws they have. 
 
The example above translates into English like this: 
“Make an integer array called xpos, it is a new integer array 
with 50 indexes/storage draws” 
 
If you remember to translate the square brackets [] as 
meaning ‘array’ the code will make more sense. 
 
Another example: 
float[] fallrate=new float[999]; 
 
This makes a floating point array (stores decimal points) called 
‘fallrate’ and it has 999 draws. 
 
Remember that the first index/draw of an array is 
numbered zero. So an array with 999 draws will go from 0 – 
998. 
 
Once an array has been declared it is populated (usually in 
the setup routine) and then processed (usually in the draw 
routine) 



 
This is often done using a for loop: 
 
Simple example: 
 
float[] xpos=new float[500]; 
float[] ypos=new foat[500]; 
 
void setup(){ 
size(800,600); 
//populate array of x/y cords with random values 
for(int lop=0;lop<500;lop++){ 
 
xpos[lop]=random(800); 
ypos[lop]=random(600); 
} 
} 
 
void draw(){ 
background(0); 
fill(255); 
stroke(255); 
 
//plot ellipses at x/y cords and then move y coord down one 
row 
for(int lop=0;lop<500;lop++){ 
ellipse(xpos[lop],ypos[lop],5,5); 
ypos[lop]=ypos[lop]+3; 
if(ypos[lop]>600){ 
ypos[lop]=0; 
} 
 
} 
 
 
} 
 
 
For more complex examples see the work that we have done 
in class. Bouncing balls, colourchip dropper and Space 
Invaders. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 


