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The Charles F. Goldfarb Series on
Open Information Management

“Open Information Management” (OIM) means managing information so that it is open to
processing by any program, not just the program that created it. That extends even to application
programs not conceived of at the time the information was created.

OIM is based on the principle of data independence: data should be stored in computers in
non-proprietary, genuinely standardized representations. And that applies even when the data is the
content of a document. Its representation should distinguish the innate information from the propri-
etary codes of document processing programs and the artifacts of particular presentation styles.

Business data bases—which rigorously separate the real data from the input forms and output
report—achieved data independence decades ago. But documents, unlike business data, have his-
torically been created in the context of a particular output presentation style. So for document data,
independence was largely unachievable until recently.

That is doubly unfortunate. It is unfortunate because documents are a far more significant
repository of humanity’s information. And documents can contain significantly richer information
structures than data bases.

It is also unfortunate because the need for OIM of documents is greater now than ever. The
demands of “repurposing” require that information be deliverable in multiple formats (paper-based,
online, multimedia, hypermedia). And information must now be delivered through multiple chan-
nels (traditional bookstores and libraries, online services, the Internet).

Fortunately, in the past ten years a technology has emerged that extends to documents the
data base’s capacity for data independence. And it does so without the data base’s restrictions on
structural freedom. That technology is the “Standard Generalized Markup Language” (SGML), an
official International Standard (ISO 8879) that has been adopted by the world’s largest producers of
documents.

With SGML, organizations in government, aerospace, airlines, automotive, electronics, com-
puters, and publishing (to name a few) have freed their documents from hostage relationships to
processing software. SGML coexists with other data standards needed for OIM and acts as the
framework that relates objects in the other formats to one another and to SGML documents.

As the enabling standard for OIM of documents, SGML necessarily plays a leading role in
this series. We provide tutorials on SGML and other key standards and the techniques for applying
them. Our books are not addressed solely to technical readers; we cover topics like the business jus-
tification for OIM and the business aspects of commerce in electronic information. We share the
practical experience of organizations and individuals who have applied the techniques of OIM in
environments ranging from immense industrial publishing projects to self-publishing on the World
Wide Web.

Our authors are expert practitioners in their subject matter, not writers hired to cover a “hot”
topic. They bring insight and understanding that can only come from real-world experience. More-
over, they practice what they preach about standardization. Their books share a common stan-
dards-based vocabulary. In this way, knowledge gained from one book in the series is directly



applicable when reading another, or the standards themselves. This is just one of the ways in which
we strive for the utmost technical accuracy and consistency with the OIM standards.

And we also strive for a sense of excitement and fun. After all, the challenge of OIM—pre-
serving information from the ravages of technology while exploiting its benefits—is one of the
great intellectual adventures of our age. I’'m sure you’ll find this series to be a knowledgable and
reliable guide on that adventure.

About the Series Editor

Dr. Charles F. Goldfarb is the inventor of SGML and HyTime, and technical leader of the
committees that developed them into International Standards. He is an information management
consultant based in Saratoga, CA.

About the Series Logo

The rebus is an ancient literary tradition, dating from 16th century Picardy, and is especially
appropriate to a series involving fine distinctions between things and the words that describe them.
For the logo, Andrew Goldfarb, who also designed the series’ “Intelligent Icons,” incorporated a
rebus of the series name within a stylized SGML comment declaration.
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FOREWORD

README.1ST: SGML for Writers and Editors is a first in more ways than just its title.

e It is the first book on SGML that was truly written for non-technical end users That is
undoubtedly because its authors—Ron Turner, Tim Douglass, and Audrey Turner, of
Soph-Ware Associates—were professional writers and educators before they became
SGML experts.

e Itis the first SGML textbook, in the sense that it was developed in a university setting.
It was proven in classroom use at Eastern Washington University, home of the “Elec-
tronic Information Institute” World Wide Web site.

* It is a beginner's book—easy and fun to read—but without the mistakes common to
such books. That is, it doesn't try to achieve simplicity by blurring vital distinctions or
omitting key concepts. Instead, it simplifies advanced SGML applications like hyper-
text and the World Wide Web by explaining, step-by-step, how they evolve naturally
from basic SGML facilities.

In achieving all this, the book is scrupulously faithful to the SGML International Standard. It uses
the standardized professional vocabulary of SGML to teach the language's constructs. But it intro-
duces and motivates the use of that vocabulary by relating it to the real work of writers and editors.
The title says README.IST. I wish I could have. You’ll be glad you can.

Charles F. Goldfarb
Saratoga, CA
June, 1995

Xvil



PREFACE

This book grew out of dismay on the one hand and enthusiasm on the other. Like many who
work with documents that must move among various platforms and systems, we were dismayed at
the effort that we needed to spend repeatedly just to move one from here to there to do this and that.
For us, moving documents meant learning every sort of transfer trick we could devise: download-
ing and uploading, exporting and importing, converting with third-party tools, scanning, and writ-
ing pieces of ad hoc conversion code to make it all work.

Our enthusiasm came from the promise of SGML. If SGML were indeed a standard that
applied itself in a generalized manner, then it would let us spend more of our lives writing, editing,
and producing documents and less time moving them around and recycling them.

But we were also dismayed at how difficult it seemed to know where to begin with SGML.
True, the standard is in place, the tools are on the market, there is an active and helpful community
on the Internet, and the various methodologies are working for a multitude of writers. But we could
find nothing like a “One-Stop SGML” that would give the novice everything necessary to achieve
SGML productivity. This book and its ancillary software were the result: a true introduction to the
standard, a readable introduction to the essentials of SGML, and sufficient desktop software to
enable the reader to get productive with SGML.

These are austere times for writers. Budgets for dedicated technical writing groups are
shrinking or disappearing. Writing is being forced “upstream,” onto the desktops and benchtops of
engineers, researchers, technicians and even secretaries. And this workplace cannot generally
afford the luxury of week-long training sessions, on-site or at some hotel far away. Instead we must
now engage in “just-in-time learning.” README.1ST is a learning tool for this new breed of pub-
lishers. We have attempted to address each new topic by starting in familiar territory and moving
intuitively into a more formal discussion of that topic. The presentation is therefore more verbose
than you yourself would be in writing technical documentation. Also, you will find several
instances of repeated discussion on the same topic. This sort of review, while perhaps out of place
in a reference document, helps the reader of a textbook to “nail down” troublesome and unfamiliar
concepts.

A persistent concern for writers unaccustomed to formal standards is that a standard like
SGML will somehow deprive them of their creativity. Our first and probably most important task
therefore is to convince you that SGML enables and supports a writer's creativity. It does so by

XIX
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allowing him or her to concentrate on creating text for a document without having to worry about
how the document will appear.

How you decide to use README.IST depends both on your job description and on your
learning style. If you are a manager faced with the decision of whether to commit to the SGML
standard, then you should read at least the first three chapters. If you are a writer who wishes only
to get the idea of how standard markup fits within the scheme of electronic documents, you should
study carefully the first five chapters. Chapters six through eight cover the essential syntax of an
SGML document type definition (DTD).

“But do I really need to know about a DTD, what with all the SGML editing tools currently
on the market?” While we devote a good part of Chapter twelve answering that question, we sug-
gest that being able to read a DTD intelligently is like having available the “Reveal Codes” feature
of a popular word processor—it means that you can always see what is really going on in your doc-
ument. And while we do not target this book to designers of document types, we progressively
design and build a DTD as the core of our discussion over several chapters. Watching a DTD
develop in step-wise fashion into the definition of a rather robust hypertext document proves to be
a satisfying and effective method for understanding both the what and the why of a DTD.

Today there is enormous interest in HyperText Markup Language (HTML), the markup
scheme for documents on the World-Wide Web. We offer a close-up look at HTML that lets you
understand HTML as a particular application of SGML. This will provide you with an insight into
HTML that goes far beyond the beginner's concerns over which tags to put where.

At this point in a preface authors typically lament the travails of having gotten a project
finally into print. Yes, we neglected several contracting opportunities in our company, our family
lives suffered, house plants died from lack of attention, pets did not get petted as they ought, dust
gathered where it ought not, and all of the other things happened that we find in the litanies of most
prefaces. But one such common phenomenon did not happen to us: burnout. We are no less excited
about SGML and its benefits than when we began this project. We hope that README. ST suc-
ceeds in conveying that same excitement to you.

Acknowledgments
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