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First Things First

● Read it!
● I believe Mr. Rossant made an important contribution
● I (we) have the benefit of hindsight
● The first article is tainted by (understandable!) frustration
● The second article is more sober
● For the next ~15 min, I will focus on the good bits (= which make this an 

important contribution)
● The not-so-good bits are easily spotted by knowledgeable readers & many 

were addressed in the comments already
● We should follow up w/ a blog post of our own (volunteers?)



Reactions

● 43 comments on the first post
● Commenters

● Pointed out independent (from the HDF5 library) implementations
● Refuted some of the poor performance claims (mistakes in benchmark)
● Referred to HDF5 success stories

● 18 comments on the second post
● Commenters

● Called out alternatives (DBMS, Exdir, Zarr, ROOT, ASDF, ...)



Issues (from Ref. 1)

● High risks of data corruption
● Bugs and crashes in the HDF5 library and in the wrappers
● Poor performance in some situations
● Limited support for parallel access
● Impossibility to explore datasets with standard Unix/Windows tools
● Hard dependence on a single implementation of the library
● High complexity of the specification and the implementation
● Opacity of the development and slow reactivity of the development team



(From Ref. 1)

...



Sharing vs. Access (Ref. 2)



Four Legs Good, Two Legs Bad? (Ref. 2)



ASDF “Straw Man” (Ref. 2)



Decisions, Decisions, Decisions… (Ref. 2)



Do We Need / Who Needs File Formats?



HDF5 “Project Management Triangle”

Library

Data Model

File Format

Everything is an implementation detail
Don’t get much work done

Tailored access
DIY library

No pesky format details
Data’s not going anywhere
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GH (Me)

Use Cases

Is HDF5 a File Format or an API? 

Being near the center is no 
guarantee for being useful

(Fourth dimension?)

🤔


