
DocBook: An Introduction for Technical
Writers

by: Scott Nesbitt



This report is copyright c
�

2006 DMN Communications. All rights reserved.

All commercial software mentioned in this report is copyrighted by, or is a trademark
of, its developer.

For more information about DMN Communications and its services, visit
http://www.dmncommunications.com or email us at info@dmncommunications.com.

http://www.dmncommunications.com


Introduction

The creation of documentation has changed over the last decade. The focus used to be
on user guides and online help. Now, the push is to develop the following documents
from a single source:

� Printed user documentation

� Online guides

� Help, in a variety of formats

� Training materials

� FAQs and other collateral

The information technical writers need comes in many forms, including overview text,
procedures, images, code samples, and more. Traditional methods of creating mul-
tiple output from one document, like the venerable ”cut and paste” technique, are
too cumbersome and labour intensive. Using a conditional text feature, as found in
FrameMaker, is a better solution. However, it takes time to set up and use. And not
every authoring tool has this kind of function.

Writers also need a way to quickly find information within various documents. The
information may be buried anywhere, and it isn’t useful unless writers can get at it

when they need it. Most technical writers have been in a situation in which they know
the information exists, but don’t know exactly where it is. It’s annoying, frustrating,
and time consuming to track these bits and pieces down. Time is something technical
writers on a deadline rarely have.

Enter DocBook

DocBook is a Document Type Definition (DTD) that was developed in 1991 by O’Reilly
& Associates and HaL Computer Systems. For an overview of DocBook’s develop-
ment, see the article “The Making of the DocBook DTD”. Originally, DocBook was
designed to ease the exchange and publishing of UNIX documentation created with
the troff typesetting language. However, DocBook started to take on a life of its own,
and was expanded and adopted by technical authors for a variety of publishing tasks.

DocBook consists of hundreds of HTML-like tags, which cover just about every con-
ceivable technical documentation purpose. DocBook files are plain text, making them
easily portable between computers and operating systems. Like the source files, the
tools used to process DocBook documents are available for a number of operating sys-
tems.
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Norman Walsh, one of the driving forces behind DocBook, created a graphical overview
of the DocBook publishing process.

Uses of DocBook

DocBook is primarily used for technical documentation – anything from parts cata-
logues to hardware manuals to software guides. But there are also DocBook DTDs for
creating articles, slides, and Web sites. People have also used DocBook to author train-
ing materials, white papers, embedded documentation, theses and papers, and more.
DocBook is also used extensively by book publisher O’Reilly & Associates to author
and format its computer books.

At first sight, DocBook markup looks like HTML. But whereas HTML tags are pri-
marily designed for the presentation of information, DocBook tags are descriptive.
Not only are most of the tags easy to understand, they actually tell you what a block of
text is. For example, �

productname � , �
callout � , and �

programlisting � .

As well, you can produce output from DocBook in a variety of formats. You can
convert a DocBook file to RTF, PDF, Postscript, (X)HTML, FrameMaker MIF, HTML
Help, JavaHelp, or LATEX.

The appearance of the output is determined by one or more style sheets. The stylesheets
are written in XSLT (Extensible Stylesheet Language Transformation), which supplies
the rules for converting DocBook files to other formats using an XSLT processor. For
other formats, you have to use XSL:FO (Extensible Style Sheet Language Formatting
Objects), which converts to a DocBook document to a format that can be transformed
to PDF, Postscript, RTF, and other formats.

The documents produced by the default XSLT and XSL:FO style sheets have a simple
and functional appearance. Some people, though, find them to be a bit bland.

With a bit of knowledge of XSLT and XSL:FO, you can create a style sheet for just
about any output format. Or, you can edit existing style sheets to customize the layout
of your documents.

Advantages for Technical Writers

The big question is why use DocBook? DocBook supports just about every need for
single sourcing documents. DocBook is a structured language. You worry about the
content, and let the DocBook processor and style sheets control the final appearance of
documents. As long as a document is tagged properly, is content will render properly
when output. Various studies have indicated that up to half the time spent authoring is
used to format documents or tweak their format. By giving control of the document’s
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appearance to the style sheets, you can spend more time writing which gives you more
time near the end of a project to make any small changes to your documents.

Because of its structured nature, DocBook is a powerful tool for single sourcing. Using
a granular writing process and a few simple utilities, you can assemble documents from
a variety separate document components. DocBook also supports conditional text with
its condition attribute.

You can choose the level of granularity at which you want to write. You can author
entire chapters, sections of chapters, or individual paragraphs and procedures. These
chunks of documentation can then be stored in a database or content management sys-
tem enabling you to re-use the chunks as necessary. Once all your content is written,
you can assemble to disparate pieces into a whole. DocBook enables you to do this by
setting up a master document, and then specifying the individual pieces that will be in-
cluded in the master document. This information goes in the header of your DocBook
file, for example:

<!ENTITY prodintro SYSTEM "productIntro.xml">
<!ENTITY compover SYSTEM "componentOverview.xml">
....
<!ENTITY howto1 SYSTEM "howtoIntro.xml">
<!ENTITY proc1 SYSTEM "procedure1.xml">

Essentially, the master document acts as a container into which you cram all the indi-
vidual pieces that make up a document. Depending on the type of document you are
writing, you can choose leave out marketing material or to include API specifications.

Because DocBook is XML and SGML DTD, you can use a unique feature of these
languages called entity expansion to save keystrokes. Entity expansion allows you to
define abbreviations for text strings. For example, if your documents frequently use
the term ”Spacely Spockets Co.”, you can specify the following in the heading of the
DocBook file:

�
!ENTITY SSC "Spacely Sprockets Co." �

Whenever you want “Spacely Sprockets Co.” to appear in the text, just type &SSC.

A number of popular content management systems support XML and DocBook. Using
a content management system enables you to keep track of revisions, as well as store
the disparate pieces of your documentation in one location. This makes it easier to
assemble documents and for others to pick and choose the document snippets they
need.
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DocBook Workflow

On the surface, the DocBook workflow is quite simple. In fact, it probably mirrors
your current documentation workflow. The first step is, of course, to produce a docu-
mentation plan and sample table of contents. Once you have the documentation plan
in place, you will have a good idea about how to break down your document and about
what information will be included.

From there, you write the content. While you are writing, you have to aware of the
DocBook structural and tagging concepts. Regardless of the authoring tool you use,
you write the way you always have. Well, almost. You have to think in terms of
modular documents, rather than sitting down and typing a beginning, a middle, and an
end. The amount of granularity you employ is up to you.

Once you have finished a draft of the section or manual, the next step is to send it to
subject matter experts (SMEs) for review. Most, though not all, SMEs prefer hardcopy
documents to review. Instead of generating output using a transformation utility, you
can simply print out the DocBook file(s) using an XML-capable Web browser like
Opera, Mozilla, or Internet Explorer. To format the file, you will have to add a link
to a Cascading Style Sheet (CSS) file. A good CSS file to use for draft documents is
dblite.css. Or, you can use my variation of this style sheet called docbook.css. When
using either style sheet, the appearance of DocBook files is as good as a document
printed in draft mode.

To add the link to the CSS file, open the document in a text editor and add the following
code near the top of the document:

�
?xml-stylesheet href="dblite.css" type="text/css"? �

or

�
?xml-stylesheet href="docbook.css" type="text/css"? �

Instead of manually adding this line to all of your DocBook files, you can write a sed
or Perl script to automate the task.

Publishing with DocBook

Once you have authored and finalized your document, you need to publish it. How you
do this will depend on your authoring tool. In most cases, you will use a combination
of DocBook XSL style sheets, an XSLT processor, and perhaps an XML:FO processor.
If, for example, you are using the Saxon XSLT processor you would issue a command
like this:

java -jar saxon.jar -o myDocument.html myDocument.xml
�
XSL stylesheet �
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In this case, the command converts a DocBook file to HTML using the specified style
sheet. The commands, options, and XSL style sheets you use will depend on your
conversion software and the type of output you are generating.

Pros and Cons

DocBook is a very powerful tool. There are a number of factors that make it an excel-
lent choice for publishing documents. However, DocBook isn’t for every publishing
task.

DocBook’s Strengths

DocBook has a number of strengths that make it appealing to technical authors, and
anyone else writing structured documents. These include:

� More or less a de facto standard for marking up technical documentation

� Portable across several platforms

� Supports multiple output formats

� A number of tools are available for creating DocBook files, and for converting
other formats to DocBook

� There are DocBook style sheets for creating books, articles, Web sites, and slides

� Supported by a number of content management systems

� Thoroughly documented, both in print and online

� Can use such XML features as entity expansion to save keystrokes

One often-overlooked strength of DocBook is that the source files are more or less
permanent. Remember that DocBook files are plain text with markup. You don’t need
a huge word processor or publishing application to read them. You can open DocBook
files in a text editor on any operating system. You don’t have to deal with file formats
that will be superseded or become obsolete (remember WordStar?). This aspect of
DocBook is discussed in greater detail in the article “X Marks the Spot” by Michael
Skeet.
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DocBook’s Drawbacks

However, DocBook also has a few drawbacks including:

� It can be a bit daunting to install and configure certain DocBook software, like
sgml-tools

� DocBook has a steep learning curve

� DocBook consists of several hundred tags approximately 10 times as many tags
as HTML

� Requires writers to adopt a modular approach to writing

� It often takes a while to learn how to use DocBook software

� Some of the DocBook tools are command line driven and require a number of
options. Not everyone is comfortable with a command line interface, and not
everyone is able to write scripts or batch files to encapsulate commands

� DocBook is not suitable for creating documents like newsletters, brochures,
posters, business cards, letters, resumes, etc.

One of the most daunting aspects of using DocBook is that there are few WYSIWYG
applications for creating and publishing DocBook files. Most DocBook authoring tools
are either text editors with DocBook extensions, or dedicated code-based DocBook
editors. Tools like ADEPT*Editor and XMetaL enable you to edit DocBook in a word
processor-like interface. As well, you can create documents in FrameMaker 7.0 and
export them as DocBook XML. You can author using a subset of DocBook SGML with
the popular LyX document processor, but you may have to edit the resulting SGML file.

Is DocBook Right For You?

Now that you know what DocBook can do, you have to decide whether or not it’s
right for your purposes. Making the switch to DocBook is a big step. It will not only
require you to change your authoring tools, but may also require you to change the
way in which you plan and write your documentation. If you already use a modular
writing methodology, then switching to DocBook will be no problem. If you don’t,
then some retraining will be necessary. This will, obviously, take time and incur some
expense. While much of the software used to write and publish DocBook files is free,
it takes some time to learn the intricacies of DocBook and the various DocBook tools.
You’re unlikely to be very productive during the time it takes to get up and running
with DocBook.
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Why Make the Move?

DocBook is a very powerful tool. There are a number of factors that make it an excel-
lent choice for publishing documents.

� DocBook is more or less a de facto standard for marking up technical documen-
tation.

� It’s portable across several platforms.

� It supports multiple output formats.

� A number of tools are available for creating DocBook files, and for converting
other formats to DocBook.

� There are DocBook style sheets for several types of documents.

� A number of content management systems support DocBook.

� It’s thoroughly documented, both in print and online.

� You can use such XML features as entity expansion to save keystrokes.

Taking Stock

When determining whether or not DocBook is the right choice for you, you should
take stock of the types of documents you produce. Then, determine whether or not
DocBook is suitable for producing those types of documents. DocBook is best suited
to creating the following types of documents:

� Software user and technical manuals.

� Hardware manuals.

� Parts catalogues.

� Embedded documentation.

� Training materials.

� White papers and technical articles.

� Slides.

� Web pages and sites.
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Some people have also used DocBook to author academic theses and full-length books.

However, DocBook isn’t the best choice for authoring and publishing:

� Newsletters

� Brochures

� Correspondence

� Business cards

� Marketing collateral

� Posters

Processes to Adopt

Authoring with DocBook requires you to adopt new processes and methodologies, or
adapt your existing ones to DocBook. If you’re lucky, you may only have to make
some minor changes to documentation processes in order to adapt to DocBook. Or,
you may have to completely revamp your system and give your writers additional train-
ing. Because DocBook is a structured system, it’s a good choice for single sourcing
documents. Single sourcing involves identifying all the types of documents you create,
and what content you share between the documents. There are many approaches to
single sourcing. For example, the method developed by the Rockley Group (a Toronto,
Canada-based documentation firm) involves lumping all information into one file, then
breaking the information out into various formats as needed. So, what goes into a user
manual will differ from the content of a product overview or Help system.

Single sourcing is best implemented using a modular writing methodology. Instead
of the “beginning, middle, and end” style of writing, modular writing forces you to
break your documents into discrete chunks. Within a section, for example, you can
have an introduction, a procedure, a note, and links to other sections of your documen-
tation. Each of these items will be a separate file which you can then re-use in other
documents. The amount of granularity you use depends on your needs.

If you choose to maintain your information in a single file, DocBook enables you to
tailor and target documentation to a particular audience. You do this by specifying what
information is intended for which user or document. For example, you can tag text as
being for beginning or expert users, or for users of a particular operating system. You
can do this in two ways with DocBook:

� With the �
condition � element, which works like FrameMaker’s conditional

text function.
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� By profiling, which works in a manner similar to conditional text. The draw-
back is that you have to process each file twice – once to break out the profiled
material, and again to generate the final output.

Many writers inadvertently find themselves fiddling with the formatting of their doc-
uments. Everything from defining and applying styles, to adjusting leading and inter-
paragraph spacing, to correcting tables. All in an effort to get their documents to look
“just right.” With DocBook, you now have to shift your focus from formatting to con-
tent. Don’t worry about how things look, worry about how they read.

New Skills You’ll Need

On the surface, the DocBook authoring workflow probably mirrors your current docu-
mentation workflow. However, adopting DocBook for documentation will require you
to pick up several new skills.

The first of these skills is a knowledge of DocBook markup. While you won’t need to
learn every DocBook tag, you will need to know how to construct a document (be it an
article, chapter, or book). You will also need to know certain tags related to each other
in a document.

Once you have a grasp of DocBook markup, you then have to become familiar with
your DocBook authoring tool. Regardless of whether you choose a text editor like
XEmacs with PSGML or psgmlx, or oXygen, a WYSIWYG application like ADEPT*Editor
or XMetaL, or a hybrid tool like XXE or EpcEdit, you will have to spend some time
learning the application.

You will also need to learn how to use the various DocBook publishing tools that
transform the XML into readable and usable formats. Depending on the transformation
software you use, this entire process in anywhere from one to three steps. If you are
using set of command line applications, then you will need to know the various options
they require to run. Or, if you set up scripts or batch files to automate the transformation
process, then you must learn how to run those files. On the other hand, if you are using
GUI-based transformation software you need to learn how to configure that software
for your purposes.

Finally, it might be a good idea to learn the Extensible Stylesheet Language (XSL)
and Extensible Stylesheet Language - Transformations (XSLT). XSL and XSLT are
the languages used by the various DocBook publishing tools to format and transform
DocBook to other file types like RTF or PDF. A knowledge of XSL and XSLT enables
you to effectively edit the DocBook style sheets to customize the look and feel of the
output. Not everyone on a documentation team needs to learn XSL and XSLT, but it is
a good idea to have one or two people familiar with the languages.
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Skills You Can Carry Over

While using DocBook means having to pick up new skills, you can apply most (if not
all) of your existing technical writing skills to authoring with DocBook. Essentially,
the basics of the job remain the same; just some of the rules have changed.

Good writing is good writing, whether you do it in a text editor, a full-blown word
processor, or in a desktop publishing application. Simply because you are using a
different authoring methodology doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice the quality of your
work. And, because the DocBook style sheets take care of document formatting, you
can spend more time concentrating on your content and not its appearance.

Solid information design skills are a must regardless of the authoring tool you use.
DocBook makes it a bit easier to achieve a deeper level of granularity with your docu-
ments, while at the same time supporting easy assembly of the documents and re-use.

Since DocBook supports the output of HTML and HTML-based help files, any skill
you have with HTML and Cascading Style Sheets (CSS) will be a bonus. Using CSS,
you can influence the look and feel of your online documentation and, if you need to
add custom HTML to a file, a knowledge of Web authoring is a must.

Finally, a knowledge of how to assemble and implement online Help, whether from
HTML or RTF source file, can be indispensable. While DocBook can generate Mi-
crosoft HTML Help, WebHelp, and JavaHelp you can only output the basic project
and source files. If you don’t know how to author, assemble, or compile the output files
into a Help system then the Help system is useless. The same reasoning applies if you
do not know how to make online Help context sensitive.

Assessing the Total Cost of Ownership

One of the biggest tasks you will have to undertake will be assessing the total cost of
ownership (TCO) of DocBook. In this case, TCO is overall cost of owning and using
software. It includes not only the initial cost of purchasing the necessary software, but
also the expense that will be incurred in maintaining the software and training staff to
use it.

When calculating the TCO of DocBook, try to determine how much time and effort
will be spent:

� Learning DocBook.

� Learning to use the DocBook tools.

� Creating your DocBook templates and, if necessary, modifying the stylesheets.

� Converting legacy documents to DocBook.
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Of course, you will have to weigh the advantages of DocBook against any lost produc-
tivity that you experience while learning and adapting to DocBook and the DocBook
way of doing things. However, these losses should only occur in the short term and you
should also consider the benefits of the streamlining and efficiency that using DocBook
brings your organization.

But ...

Making the switch to DocBook is a big step. It will require not only require you to
change your authoring tools, but may also require you to change the way in which you
plan and write your documentation. If you already use a modular writing methodology,
then switching to DocBook will be no problem. If you don’t, then some retraining will
be necessary. This will, obviously, take time and incur some expense. While much of
the software used to write and publish DocBook files is free, it takes some time to learn
the intricacies of DocBook and the various DocBook tools.

You’re unlikely to be very productive during the time it takes to get up and running
with DocBook. If you have processes and procedures in place that work efficiently
then switching to DocBook might not be your best option in the short term. The move
to DocBook may cause you to lose some productivity. Translating your legacy doc-
umentation to DocBook may also add to these pains. Regardless of the format the
documentation is in, the translation probably will not be as smooth as it could be, and
you will be forced to spend time re-tagging content.

On the other hand, if you want or need to move to a more structured method of pro-
ducing documentation, and a the same time get away from proprietary file formats,
DocBook is probably your best bet. Initially, the loss of productivity and the total cost
of ownership of the software will be noticeable. However, once you have become com-
fortable using DocBook, and have processes and procedures in place for authoring with
DocBook, then the initial costs can give way to increased efficiency. You will have a
powerful single sourcing system in place that is flexible and extensible, which you can
customize to meet your needs.

DocBook Tools

There are a number of tools available for authoring DocBook files, as well as trans-
forming them into other formats. Many of these tools are written in Java making them
usable on multiple operating systems.
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DocBook Software

A number of applications support DocBook, including:

� FrameMaker version 7.0

� ADEPT*Editor

� XMetaL

� XXE

� Morphon XML Editor

� EpcEdit

A few other application have limited DocBook support. OpenOffice.org Writer, the
word processor component of the OpenOffice.org productivity suite, has filters for
reading and writing simple DocBook files. AbiWord, an Open Source word proces-
sor, can export documents as DocBook; it can also import DocBook files but these
must have the extension .dbk. KWord, part of KOffice, the productivity suite for the
Linux graphical environment KDE, can export DocBook SGML files.

The AsciiDoc and aptconvert document formats offer a very simple way to markup
documents – similar to the markup used with a Wiki. They both can output DocBook
XML files from their respective sources. However, you will have to use the DocBook
tools to transform the files to a more usable format.

DocBook Transformation Tools

There are a number of tools used to transform DocBook files to other formats, includ-
ing:

� sgmltools

� sgmltools-lite

� Jade

� OpenJade

� Saxon

� XP

� XSLTProc

� FOP
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� Xalan

� Cocoon

� XMLmind FO Converter

With the exception of XMLmind FO Converter, all the tools listed above are command
line applications. Every application is available for at least two operating systems
(Linux and Windows); the programs written in Java are completely cross platform.
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