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This publication was produced with a set of digital tools that are

rarely used outside the world of scientific publishing: TpX, EVIRX an

ConTpXt. As early as the summer of 2008, when most contributiond

and translations to Tracks in electronic fields were reaching their fina

stage, we started discussing at OSF how we could design and producq

a book in a way that responded to the theme of the festival itself. OS

is a design collective working with Free Software, and our relation td

the software we design with, is particular on purpose. At the core

of our design practice is the ongoing investigation of the intimate

connection between form, content and technology. What follows, is a

report of an experiment that stretched out over a little more than

year.

For the production of previous books, OSP used Scribus, an Open|

Source Desktop Publishing tool which resembles its proprietary vari

ants PageMaker, InDesign or QuarkXpress. In this type of software,

each single page is virtually present as a ‘canvas’ that has the sam¢

proportions as a physical page and each of these ‘pages’ can be indi

vidually altered through adding or manipulating the virtual objectd

on it. Templates or ‘master pages’ allow the automatic placement

of repeated elements such as page numbers and text blocks, but likd

in a paper-based design workflow, each single page can be treated ag

lan autonomous unit that can be moved, duplicated and when nec

essary removed. Scribus would have certainly been fit for this job,

though the rapidly developing project is currently in a stage that the

production of books with more than 40 pages can become tedious.

sers are advised to split up such documents into multiple sectiong

which means that in able to keep continuity between pages, design|

decisions are best made beforehand. As a result, the design workflow|

is rendered less flexible than you would expect from state-of-the-art]

Jpen Source Publishing hifp://ospublish consfanfvzw org
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reative_software. In previous projects Scribus’ rigid workflow chald

pngpﬂ us-to_relocate our_creative energy to another territory: that

Frﬂmpnfﬁfir\n We pvpprimnnfpﬂ with its prmmar\cn] pyfhr\n scripting

API to create 500 111’\1'(‘111113 books. In another pr‘njp(‘f7 we_transformed

text block over a sequence of pages with the help of a fairv-tald
T Pes P J

Qr‘ripf But for Tracks in_electronic Jﬁp]r]e we_dreamed of something

Ise.

Pierre Hnyg]’\ﬂ]’\ap'r'f takes on the rr—\cpnncihi]if} for the de ign of

ithe book. He had been using various gnnﬂrafinnc of ]ﬂ}_nn‘r softward
S

since the r-\gr]} Qﬁ’q7 and gaﬂnprpr‘ an_extensive hnr‘]} of 'Lrnr“m]pr:lgp

bout_their pnfpnﬁa] and limitations. More than once he ]'\‘r'nnghf u

the desire to trv_out-a legendary typesetting syvstem called TXs a
Y & P &Y

sublime hznno‘raphir‘ engine that a]]pgprﬂv imp]nmpn‘rpd the work ofl

Of k)

randmaster Jan Tshichold@ with mathematical precision
T L

TeX _is a computer language designed by Donald Knuth in thd
Y P guag & Y

1970’°s Qpﬂl‘iﬁl"ﬂ”} for ty ppcﬂfﬁng mathematical and other scientifid

material.  Powerful n]gnrifth automatize widow _and nrpha'n con

trol and can handle infpﬂigpnf imagﬂ p]ar‘pmpnf_ It is renowned fo

r-\ing pvf‘r‘pmp]} fﬂ]’\]ﬂ’ for runnine on many different kinds of com
S

puters and for hping virfnaﬂ} ]’\11g free. In the academic tradition

f free know ]pﬂgﬂ nvr‘l’lnhgp’ Knuth decided to make ’TEEP( availabld

‘for no mnnpfgr} fee’ and modifications of or pvpprimpnfa‘rinnc with

the source code_are p‘nr‘r\nragpd In ty pir‘a] self referential qf}]py thd

near pprfpnﬁnn of its software design is e prpccpd in a version numbe:
&

which is converging to B8

For OSP. TrX represents the potential of doing desiegn differently
7 “H i i o (=) J

T]’\Y‘ﬁng]’\ Q]’n']cfihg our_software habits. we fT‘} to_change our wav ofl
S

vvnr]zing too. But Scribus. like the kinds of prnpripfnr} softwares it-i

Imodeled on. has a ‘productionalist’ view of design built into itf which
P S i |
d
I ﬁ In Die neue Typographie (1928), Jan Tschichold formulated the classic canon of mod-
1 HE TTIIST DOORAGSIZT:
Rtk 1 £ I7 (3.141592653589793...) is th tio of any cirele’s ei £ to it

fameter and it s decimal representation never repeats. 1 e current version nambper o

E'IEX is 3.141592

A DI'P program 1s the equivalent ol a Timal assembly 1n an 1ndustrial process

llrlStO[z[t bc”ater, Gregory Pittman et _al. The Official Scribus Manual.Fles BOOKS

009
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is nnrlpniah]} seeping fhrnngh in the way we use it. An exotic Fred

Software tool like TrX. rooted ﬁrm]} in_an academic context rathe:

than in commercial Hpqign might hp]p us-to re-imagine the familia
& &

skill of putting type on a page. By makine this kind of ‘domain
P ISER NS X Pas P4 S

shift’Bl we hope to discover another experience of makine. and find a
i S P P 57

Imore_constructive relation between Qr\f‘hxrarﬂ7 content-and form. S

when Pierre sugeests that this V/J10 publication is possibly the right]
55 P P J 5

ccasion to try, we re pr‘mﬂ with enthusiasm

R} the end of ‘)ﬂﬂR’ Pierre starts r’arving out_a paﬂ’l in the densd

fforest_of manna]q, gr\'lvir‘p7 Hpq_anﬂ_fﬁr‘bc with the ]’\p]p of Ivan Mon

ov_1 opez Ivan is trained as mathematician and more or less famild

lar with the exotic_culture of TF‘Y Thp} decide to_use the pnpn]a
Imacro-package IMTXE to interface with TiX and find out about thd
r oY or i o—— =

fmng_in_nhppl( concept of ‘badness’ (prnnr]ihg on the tension put on

hyphenated paragraphs. compiling a .tex document produces ‘bad
P P grap P & P

mness’ for each block on a scale from 0 to 10 ﬂnn) and _encounter a

ong hicfr\r} of wonderful but often incoherent ]ayprc of Hpvp]npmpnf

that_envelope the mvsterious lasagna beauty of TFX’s typographid
) o J 3 04 o Y POSTEP

loorithms.
(=)

Tn}ing_nnf a pnh]ir‘afir‘m in TATX is an pnﬁ‘r‘p]} different expe

or e

ience_than workine with a canvas-based software. First of 9”7 de

S

m'gn decisions are executed H’n‘nngh the npp]inafinn of ma‘r‘](np which

vagnp]} reminds of ‘xmrl(ing with CSS or HT'MUL.. The actual dpqign i

nly complete after ‘compiling’ the document., and this is where TrX]
J i i (=) 7 H

Imagic happnnq The software passes sex eral times over a -marked u
&

tex ﬁ]n7 innrnmpnfﬁ”y r]nm'rh'ng where to h} phpnafn a-word p]amﬁ a

baraceraph or image. In principle. the concept-of a page onlv applied
i SHep S P PHEs P Pas JePP

fter Fr\mpﬂnﬁnn is anp]pfp npqigﬂ work therefore raﬂir‘n”} shift

from the act_of absolute p]ar‘ﬂmpnf to r‘n_mgnaging a_flow All el

ments remain 'r'p]afivp]y p]ar-pﬂ until the last tour ha pgqcpﬂj and

while error messages, warnings and h} phr—\nnﬁnn decisions scroll h} on|
1S

the command ]inp’ the sensation of ela Hr‘ify is almost fangih]r—\l And

=
ce: Richard Sennett. The Craftsman. Allen Lane (Penguin Press), 2008

l 1S a high-level markup language at was 1rs evelope: y eslie amport 11y

fg 5. Lamport is a computer scientist also Known for his work on distributed systemn

nd mulfi-freading algorifhms
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indeed, when within the acceptable ‘stretch’ of the program placed |1
Iment of a paragraph is exceeded. words ]ifnra]]} break out_of the grid 2
(see page 34 example) 3
S Pes P&

When 1 jnih Pierre to _continue the work in Tannar} f)an7 thd |4
book is still far from finished Ry now, we can prnﬂnr‘n those fypir'n] 5
r‘nr]pmir‘-cf}]p documents with ease. but we still have not mgnagpr] t 6
1se_our own fontsfd. Flipping back and forth in the many manuals and |7
S HPPHS Y
andbooks that ﬂYiQf’ we r-\njr\} discoy pring a_new culture. ’T‘hnngh 8
e nr‘r‘acinna]]} r‘ringr—\ at the pﬂfn‘r‘na]icf humour that seems to havd 9
infected everycorner of the TX r’nmmnnif} and which is r’]pgr]} Lo
inspired by witticisms of the fnnnding father, Donald Knuth himself] [t
lwe experience how the thhmnighf’ flexible document structure of (2
W allows for a less hierarchical and non-linear workflow. makingl [I3
it_easier to_collaborate on a project. It is an pvhi]araﬁng experience 14
to prndnm: a ]n}_nnf in r]ia]ngnp with a tool and the Hpqign procesy—['5
takes on an almost rhyfhmi(‘a] q11a]ify7 iterative and incremental. It} _[6
lso starts to dawn on us, that enwplpeep comes with a price g
“Users nn]} need tolearn a few pacy_fn_nnﬂprcfgnﬂ commands thatl 8
Qpr—\ri\c} the ]ngipn] structure of a_document” prnmiqpc The Not_S Lo
Short Introduction to "’[I?I[my “’T‘]’m\} almost never need to tinker withl po
the _actual lavout_of the document”. It explains whyv using TATERX[  pt
4 . F v Sar i
stops being easv-to-understand once vou attempt to expand its strict  p2
i od t=] J J iod j o
imodel of ‘book’; ‘article’ or ‘thesis’; the ‘users’ that IEIITPDWY address p3
re not Hpqignprq and editors like us. At this point, we doubt whethen ps4
to-give up-or push H1rrn1gh7 and decide to set _ourselves a limit of al ps
week in which we should be able to to tick off a minimal amount off pé
items from a list of essential Hingn elements. Custom page size andl p7
headers. working with URL’s... thev each require a separate ‘package’l ps
y S o4 9 P P S
that may-or-may not be r‘nmpnfﬂ'\]n with another one. At the end of _po
the w pp]z7 anf when we start to Y‘pgain confidence in the 11cnhi]if} of_po
MY _for our purpose. our-document breaks bevond repair when wed Bt
rards P d J =
f‘r‘} to-use custom paper size with custom headers at the same time.| B2
B3
B4
‘Installing fonts in IAMEX has the name of being a very hard task to accomplish. Buy ks
t is nothing more than following Instructions. However, the problem is that, 1rst, the
proper instructions have to be found and, second, the instructions then have to be rea B6
nd nndersftood bifp //vwww nfe nl/maps/29/13 pdf
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In ]~_<‘r:h1r‘1m‘r"y7 more than 6 months into the process, we 1hv‘imcl} con-

sider q“rifhhing to nppnnfﬁr‘n instead (‘x hich we had never tried fo

such_a ]snr‘gp pnh]ihafir\n) or-go back to Scribus (xxrhihh means fo

Pierre ]Dar‘nihg a-new fnn]) Then we remember pnh"ﬁl‘ﬂYf7 a_rela

t1v p]} young ‘macro pa(‘l{agp’ that uses the TEX nngi'np aswell. “Whild

MY insulates the writer from tyvpographical details. ConTirXt take
M Y POSHP i

complementary approach by providing structured interfaces for han
P VPP DA S

ling typographv. including extensive support for colors. backerounds
5y POSHAPHYS 5 PP 3 S

ypprlin]zc’ pv‘r—\qpnfaﬁn‘nq’ ﬁgnrr—\-fpvf infpgrn‘rinn’ and conditional co

bilation”8._ This is what we have been looking for
1 i S S -

ConTrXt was developed_in the 1990’s by a Dutch company spe-
S P o4 pPety—p

ialised in ‘Advanced Document F‘no‘inpari‘ng’ Thev needed to pro-
&

uce nnmp]nv educational materials and w nrl(p]ar'p manuals and came

1p-_with their own interface to TEX. “The development was purely
i 54 “H r i o J

_driven hy demand and r‘nnﬁgnrnhﬂify7 and this meant that we could

pfimivﬂ most - workflows that involved text pdifing”ﬁ

However Frncfraﬁng it_is to re-learn }ﬂf another fypp of marku

(even if both are based on the same TRX lancuage. most of the I2X]
\ i A S S “Or i1

ommands do not work in ConTrXt and vice vr—w‘qa)’ many of thd

thines that we could onlyv_achieve by means of ‘hack’ in ™ =X _ard
S v J ardr

uilt_in and readily_awvailable in ConTX4 With the help of thd
v T =

very active ConTiXt mailinelist we find a-w ay to ﬁna]]} 1use our own
S

fonts and while plphf} of questions, ]’\11gq and dark areas remain, it

feels we_are close to prndnning the kind of nﬂn]fﬂingnal7 multi-format

mn]fi_layﬂrpd pﬂ}'\]i{“ﬂfiﬁh we imaginp Tracks in F']a/’f*r(n*n Jic Fields t

be

However. Pierre and L are urnrlﬂ'hg on different versions of Ubuntu

ﬂQpﬂr‘fi‘ D]y on_a Mac and on a PC and we soon discover that ou

installations of hnanf prnr]nma different results We_can’t _find

solution in the ners p-xxrrnr‘]{ino‘]} inr-nmp]ﬂfﬂ7 F‘r‘agmpnfpﬂ fhnngh
S

xtensive documentation of ConTiXt and h} June {)ﬂnQ’ we still havd

ot managed to p'r-inf the book. As time passes, we find it inr“r‘paqincr]}
S S

=
[nterview with Hans Hagen http://www.tug.org/interviews/interview-files /hans-hagen|

emt

PHinterview with Hans Hagen http://www.tug.org/interviews/interview-files/hans-hage

Dl
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ifficult to allocate concentrated time for ]oarning and it is a humblingl

xperience that acquiring some sort of ﬂnnnr'y seems to pn]] us-in all

irections.  The stretched out nature of the process also feeds ou

'ncnr‘nrify' ]\/[ayhp we_should have tried this par‘l{agp also? Have wda

ead that - manual r‘nrr‘pr‘ﬂy? Have we read the T‘ighf manual? Did wd

inderstand those instructions Y‘ﬂﬂ”}}? If we were computer scientist

ursels €S, W owld we know what to rqn? par‘ndr\vi(‘a”y’ the more wd

invest into this process. mentally and physically. the harder it is t
P 3 a4 PHY pal

et-go. Are we refusing to see the limits of this h'\n]7 or_even QPQY‘iDY‘7
S

ur-own limitations? Can we accept that the pvppripnr’p we’d hnpﬂr‘]

f‘n‘r" is a lot-more banal than the sublime results we QP{’Y‘Pf]} prprpH?

A fellow Constant member suggests in rlpqpmmﬁnn- “You can’t jnc‘r

make a 1hr‘ml(7 can ynn‘?”

In Tn]}’ Pierre decides to pay for _a_consult with the dev n]r\ppr

f ("nnTgE_ﬂrYf themselves. and once_and for all solve some of the is

7]’1132r1q1127‘fp'r‘c of pv‘ngma in Hasselt (NT) and discuss our prnh]ﬁmc

sues we continue to er‘ngg]p with. We drive up pvppr’fnnﬂv to_thd

seated in the ‘r‘pr‘p'nﬂy redecorated rooms of a former bank ]’\11i]r‘]ing

Hans Hagr-\'n himself reinstalls markIV (fhr—\ latest in nnhme) on thd

achine of piﬂrw:\7 while his r'n”pagnt: Ton Otten tours me Hmr‘r‘mgh

Qamp]pq of the colorful pn]’ﬂir’afinnq produced by Pragma. In the af
=3

iod J

ha‘r'r\r\rw\7 Hans gaﬂnprc up-some code ﬂvgmp]pc that could hp]p us p]ar‘p

thumbnail images and before we know it we_are on our wayv_South
&

oain. OQur visit_confirms the impression we had from the a‘mlnxmrrﬂ}
&

written manuals and pm“n]iar syntax that ConTrXt is in essence g

ne man mission. It is hard to imagine that_a tool written to solve

parﬁr‘n]ar prnh]pmq of a_certain document Dnginppr will ever Zrow

into_the kind of tool that we desire too-as well

In Augcust. as I tvpe up this report. the book is more or less reads
le) 7 J i i 7 J

to-go to prinf. A]fhn11gh it looks ‘handsome’ gpﬁnrrﬁng to some, due

to 11'npvpp(-fpr1 ]’\11gQ and time T‘lle'l"Q'i'th’ we_have had to let go of

some of the features we ]’\npr—\r‘ to imp]ﬂmanf_ I nnl(ing at it now ; jan

efore gning to p‘r‘ir\f7 it has r'prfﬂin]} not-turned out-to be the kind ofl

ve-opening tvpographic experience we _dreamt of and sadly., we will
i (=] Of v e) i g i J

never know whether that is due to_our own limited understandingl

f TEX, I2TeX and ConTeXt. to the inherent limits of those tool
[ ) i T 2 L

iR
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hmrncp]qu7 or-to-the crude decision to ﬁna”} force Hmr'nng]n a 19y_nnf

iR

in two_weeks Prn}\s\h]} a-mix of all of the a}\nvp, it-is first of all

elief that the pnh]ins\finn ﬁna]]} exists. L nnl(ing back at-the process, 1

m reminded of the wise words of InQﬂph Weizenbaum. who observe

hat “nn]} 'r'arpl} if indeed ever, are-a tooland an a]fngpfhﬂr origina
S

1ob_it-is to r‘]n, invented fngpfhpr”m

While this book npgrly crumbled under the ‘xmighf of the prr\jpr‘

ions-it-had to carry I often fhnnghf that outside_academic pl]]"l]iQ]’]

'ngy the power of TrX _is much like a Fata Morgana. Mesmerizing
S

nd -alw ays out-of rnanh] TrX _continues-to ‘r‘pprpqpnf a prnmiqp of-a

lternative fphhnn]nging] lﬂ‘nﬂqnapp that l(pppq our-dream of changingl
&

oftware habits alive

il 1 fal W+ OSSP A Vil YaVaVal
b remyRe osnening (Uor j, August 2U0J

W

i)

oseph Weizenbaum. Computer power and human reason: from judgment to calculation.

NI, 19706
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