
Halibut User Manual

Halibut is a free (MIT-licensed) documentation production system, able to generate multiple
output formats from the same input data. This document is its user manual.

This manual is copyright 2004-2007 Simon Tatham. All rights reserved. You may distribute this
documentation under the MIT licence. See appendix A for the licence text in full.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to Halibut

Halibut is a multi-format documentation processing system.

What that means is that you write your document once, in Halibut's input format, and then the
Halibut program processes it into several output formats which all contain the same text. So,
for example, if you want your application to have a Windows help file, and you also want the
same documentation available in HTML on your web site, Halibut can do that for you.

1.1 Output formats supported by Halibut
Currently Halibut supports the following output formats:

• Plain ASCII text.

• HTML.

• Unix manpage format.

• GNU info format.

• PDF.

• PostScript.

• Old-style Windows Help (.HLP ).

(By setting suitable options, the HTML output can also be made suitable for feeding to the
newer-style Windows HTML Help compiler.)

1.2 Features supported by Halibut
Here's a list of Halibut's notable features.

• Halibut automatically assigns sequential numbers to your chapters, sections and
subsections, and keeps track of them for you. You supply akeywordfor each section, and
then you can generate cross-references to that section using the keyword, and Halibut will
substitute the correct section number. Also, in any output format where it makes sense, the
cross-references will be hyperlinks to that section of the document.

• Halibut has some support for Unicode: you can include arbitrary Unicode characters in
your document, and specify fallback text in case any output format doesn't support that
character.

• Halibut's indexing support is comprehensive and carefully designed. It's easy to use in the
simple case, but has powerful features that should make it possible to maintain a high-
quality and useful index.

6



Chapter 2: Running Halibut

In the simplest case, running Halibut is very easy. You provide a set of input files on its command
line, and it produces a set of output files.

$ halibut intro.but gettingstarted.but reference.but index.but

This will generate a large set of output files:

• output.txt will be a plain text version of the input document.

• output.hlp andoutput.cnt will be an old-style Windows Help version of the same
thing. (Most of the text is inoutput.hlp ; output.cnt contains additional contents
data used by the Windows help topic selector. If you lose the latter, the former should still
be usable, but it will look less modern.)

Note that to do this Halibut does not require any external software such as a Help compiler.
It directly generates old-style Windows Help files, and therefore it doesn't need to be run
on Windows to do so: it can generate them even when run from an automated script on a
Unix machine.

• output.1 will be a Unixmanpage.

• The set of files*.html will contain an HTML version of the document. If you have
configured Halibut to generate more than one HTML file (the default), then the file
Contents.html will be the topmost one that users should be directed to initially. If you
have configured Halibut to generate a single file, it will be calledManual.html .

• output.info , and some additional filesoutput.info-1 , output.info-2 etc.,
will be files suitable for use with GNUinfo .

• output.pdf will be a printable PDF manual.

• output.ps will be a printable PostScript manual.

2.1 Command-line options
Halibut supports command-line options in case you don't want to use all of Halibut's output
formats, or you want to configure the names of your output files, or you want to supply additional
configuration on the command line. The supported options are listed here.

Firstly, there are options which indicate which of the output formats you want Halibut to
generate:

--text [=filename]

Specifies that you want to generate plain text output. You can optionally specify a file name
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(e.g.--text=myfile.txt ), in which case Halibut will change the name of the output
file as well.

--html [=filename]

Specifies that you want to generate HTML output. You can optionally specify a file name
(e.g.--html=myfile.html ), in which case Halibut will change the name of the output
file as well. Specifying a file name here will also cause the HTML to be output inonlyone
file, instead of the usual behaviour of producing multiple files with links between them.
If you want to produce multiple files and configure their names, you will need to use the
more complete file name configuration directives given in section 4.2.1 (although you may
want to do so on the command line, using the-C option).

--xhtml [=filename]

Synonym for--html .

--winhelp [=filename]

Specifies that you want to generate old-style Windows Help output. You can optionally
specify a file name (e.g.--winhelp=myfile.hlp ), in which case Halibut will change
the name of the output file as well.

Your output file name should end with.hlp ; if it doesn't, Halibut will append it. Halibut
will also generate a contents file (ending in.cnt ) alongside the file name you specify.

--whlp [=filename]

Synonym for--winhelp .

--hlp [=filename]

Synonym for--winhelp .

--man [=filename]

Specifies that you want to generatemanpage output. You can optionally specify a file name
(e.g.--man=myfile.5 ), in which case Halibut will change the name of the output file
as well.

--info [=filename]

Specifies that you want to generate GNUinfo output. You can optionally specify a file
name (e.g.--info=myfile.info ), in which case Halibut will change the name of the
output file as well.

Unless theinfo output format is configured not to (see section 4.5), Halibut will divide
the info output into many small files. The extra files will have numeric suffixes on
their names; so, for example,output.info might be accompanied by additional files
output.info-1 , output.info-2 and so on.

--pdf [=filename]

Specifies that you want to generate PDF output. You can optionally specify a file name
(e.g.--pdf=myfile.pdf ), in which case Halibut will change the name of the output
file as well.
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--ps [=filename]

Specifies that you want to generate PostScript output. You can optionally specify a file name
(e.g.--ps=myfile.ps ), in which case Halibut will change the name of the output file
as well.

If you do not specify any of the above options, Halibut will simply produceall of its output
formats.

Also, there is an option which allows you to specify an arbitrary\cfg configuration directive
(see section 3.6):

-C config-directive: value[: value...]

The text following-C is expected to be a colon-separated list of strings. (If you need a literal
colon, you can escape it with a backslash:\: . If you need a literalbackslash, you can do
the same:\\ .) These strings are used as the parts of a\cfg directive. So, for example,
the option

-Ctext-section-align:2:leftplus

will translate into the configuration directive

\cfg{text-section-align}{2}{leftplus}

(Note that your shell may also take an interest in backslashes, particularly under Unix. You
may find that the backslash with which you escape a colon must be doubled in order to
make the shell pass it to Halibut at all, and to pass a doubled backslash to Halibut you might
have to type four backslashes on your shell command line. This is not part of Halibut's own
behaviour, and it cannot do anything about it.)

Configuration directives created in this way take effect after all other input has been
processed. (In most cases, this has the effect of overriding any other instances of the
directive in the input.)

The options which set the output file names actually work by implicitly generating these
configuration directives. When you specify--text=myfile.txt , for example, Halibut
treats it identically to--text -Ctext-filename:myfile.txt . The Windows Help
and man page formats work similarly. HTML is slightly different, since it also arranges
for single-file output if you pass a filename to--html ; so --html=myfile.html
is equivalent to --html -Chtml-single-filename:myfile.html -Chtml-
leaf-level:0 . (See chapter 4 for explanations of all these configuration directives.)

In addition to these, there are also a few other options:

--input-charset= charset

Changes the default assumed character set for all input files from ASCII to something
else. (-Cinput-charset cannot be used for this, as-C directives are processed after
all other input, so wouldn't affect any files.)

Any \cfg{input-charset} directives within input files override this option.

See section 3.6 for more information about the input character set.
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--list-charsets

List character sets known to Halibut.

--help

Print a brief help message and exit immediately. (Don't confuse this with--winhelp !)

--version

Print information about Halibut's version number and exit immediately.

--licence

Display Halibut's licence (see also appendix A) and exit immediately.

--license

US English alternative spelling of--licence .

--precise

Report column numbers as well as line numbers when reporting errors in the Halibut input
files.
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Chapter 3: Halibut input format

This chapter describes the format in which you should write documents to be processed by
Halibut.

3.1 The basics

Halibut's input files mostly look like ordinary ASCII text files; you can edit them with any text
editor you like.

Writing paragraphs of ordinary text is very simple: you just write ordinary text in the ordinary
way. You can wrap a paragraph across more than one line using line breaks in the text file,
and Halibut will ignore this when it rewraps the paragraph for each output format. To separate
paragraphs, use a blank line (i.e. two consecutive line breaks). For example, a fragment of
Halibut input looking like this:

This is a line of text.
This is another line of text.

This line is separated from the previous one by a blank line.

will produce two paragraphs looking like this:

This is a line of text. This is another line of text.

This line is separated from the previous one by a blank line.

The first two lines of the input have been merged together into a single paragraph, and the line
break in the input file was treated identically to the spaces between the individual words.

Halibut is designed to have very few special characters. The only printable characters in Halibut
input which will not be treated exactly literally in the output are the backslash (\ ) and the braces
({ and} ). If you do not use these characters,everythingelse you might type in normal ASCII
text is perfectly safe. If you do need to use any of those three characters in your document, you
will have to precede each one with a backslash. Hence, for example, you could write

This \\ is a backslash, and these are \{braces\}.

and Halibut would generate the text

This \ is a backslash, and these are {braces}.

If you want to write your input file in a character set other than ASCII, you can do so by using
the\cfg{input-charset} command. See section 3.6 for details of this.
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3.2 Simple inline formatting commands
Halibut formatting commands all begin with a backslash, followed by a word or character
identifying the command. Some of them then use braces to surround one or more pieces of text
acted on by the command. (In fact, the\\ , \{ and\} sequences you met in section 3.1 are
themselves formatting commands.)

This section describes some simple formatting commands you can use in Halibut documents.
The commands in this section areinline commands, which means you can use them in the
middle of a paragraph. Section 3.3 describes someparagraphcommands, which affect a whole
paragraph at a time.

Many of these commands are followed by a pair of braces surrounding some text. In all cases,
it is perfectly safe to have a line break (in the input file) within those braces; Halibut will treat
that exactly the same as a space. For example, these two paragraphs will be treated identically:

Here is some \e{emphasised
text}.

Here is some \e{emphasised text}.

3.2.1 \e : Emphasising text

Possibly the most obvious piece of formatting you might want to use in a document isemphasis.
To emphasise text, you use the\e command, and follow it up with the text to be emphasised in
braces. For example, the first sentence in this paragraph was generated using the Halibut input

Possibly the most obvious piece of formatting you might want
to use in a document is \e{emphasis}.

3.2.2 \c and \cw : Displaying computer code inline

Halibut was primarily designed to produce software manuals. It can be used for other types of
document as well, but software manuals are its speciality.

In software manuals, you often want to format text in a way that indicates that it is something
you might see displayed verbatim on a computer screen. In printed manuals, this is typically
done by setting that text in a font which is obviously fixed-width. This provides a visual cue that
the text being displayed is code, and it also ensures that punctuation marks are clearly separated
and shown individually (so that a user can copy the text accurately and conveniently).

Halibut providestwo commands for this, which are subtly different. The names of those
commands are\c (‘code’) and\cw (‘weak code’). You use them just like\e , by following
them with some text in braces. For example, this...

This sentence contains some \c{code} and some \cw{weak code}.

... produces this:

This sentence contains somecode and someweak code .

The distinction between code and weak code is mainly important when producing plain text
output. Plain text output is typically viewed in a fixed-width font, so there is no need (and no
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way) to change font in order to make the order of punctuation marks clear. However, marking
text as code is alsosometimesdone to provide a visual distinction between it and the text around
it, so that the reader knows where the literal computer text starts and stops; and in plain text,
this cannot be done by changing font, so there needs to be an alternative way.

So in the plain text output format, things marked as code (\c ) will be surrounded by quote
marks, so that it's obvious where they start and finish. Things marked as weak code (\cw ) will
not look any different from normal text.

I recommend using weak code for any application where it isobvious that the text is
literal computer input or output. For example, if the text is capitalised, that's usually
good enough. If I talk about the Pentium'sEAX and EDX registers, for example, you
don't need quotes to notice that those are special; so I would write that in Halibut as
‘ the Pentium's \cw{EAX} and \cw{EDX} registers ’. But if I'm talking about
the Unix commandman, which is an ordinary English word in its own right, a reader might be
slightly confused if it appeared in the middle of a sentence undecorated; so I would write that
as ‘the Unix command \c{man} ’.

In summary:

• \c means ‘this textmustbe visually distinct from the text around it’. Halibut's various
output formats will do this by changing the font if possible, or by using quotes if not.

• \cw means ‘it would be nice to display this text in a fixed-width font if possible, but it's
not essential’.

In really extreme cases, you might want Halibut to use quotation marks even in output formats
which can change font. In section 3.2.5, for example, I mention the special formatting command
‘ \. ’. If that appeared at the end of a sentencewithout the quotes, then the two adjacent full
stops would look pretty strange even if they were obviously in different fonts.

For this, Halibut supports the\cq command, which is exactly equivalent to using\q to provide
quotes and then using\cw inside the quotes. So in the paragraph above, for example, I wrote

the special formatting command \cq{\\.}.

and I could equivalently have written

the special formatting command \q{\cw{\\.}}.

There is a separate mechanism for displaying computer code in an entire paragraph; see section
3.3.1 for that one.

3.2.3 \q : Quotation marks

Halibut's various output formats don't all use the same conventions for displaying text in ordinary
quotation marks (‘like these’). Some output formats have access to proper matched quote
characters, whereas others are restricted to using plain ASCII. Therefore, it is not ideal to use
the ordinary ASCII double quote character in your document (although you can if you like).

Halibut provides the formatting command\q to indicate quoted text. If you write

Here is some \q{text in quotes}.
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then Halibut will print

Here is some ‘text in quotes’.

and in every output format Halibut generates, it will choose the best quote characters available
to it in that format. (The quote characters to use can be configured with the\cfg command.)

You can still use the ordinary quote characters of your choice if you prefer; or you could even
use the\u command (see section 3.2.7) to generate Unicode matched quotes (single or double)
in a way which will automatically fall back to the normal ASCII one if they aren't available.
But I recommend using the built-in\q command in most cases, because it's simple and does
the best it can everywhere.

If you're using the\c or \cw commands to display literal computer code, you will probably
want to use literal ASCII quote characters, because it is likely to matter precisely which quote
character you use. In fact, Halibut actuallydisallowsthe use of\q within either of\c and\cw ,
since this simplifies some of the output formats.

3.2.4 \- and \_ : Non-breaking hyphens and spaces

If you use an ordinary hyphen in the middle of a word (such as ‘built-in’), Halibut's output
formats will feel free to break a line after that hyphen when wrapping paragraphs. This is fine for
a word like ‘built-in’, but if you were displaying some literal computer code such as the Emacs
commandM-x psychoanalyze-pinhead , you might prefer to see the whole hyphenated
word treated as an unbreakable block. In some cases, you might even want to prevent thespace
in that command from becoming a line break.

For these purposes, Halibut provides the commands\- and\_ , which generate a non-breaking
hyphen and a non-breaking space respectively. So the above Emacs command might be written
as

the Emacs command \c{M\-x\_psychoanalyze\-pinhead}

Unfortunately, some of Halibut's output formats do not support non-breaking hyphens, and
others don't supportbreakinghyphens! So Halibut cannot promise to honour these commands
in all situations. All it can do is make a best effort.

3.2.5 \date : Automatic date generation

Sometimes you might want your document to give an up-to-date indication of the date on which
it was run through Halibut.

Halibut supplies the\date command to do this. In its simplest form, you simply say

This document was generated on \date.

and Halibut generates something like

This document was generated on Thu Feb  1 12:20:43 2007.

You can follow the\date command directly with punctuation (as in this example, where it is
immediately followed by a full stop), but if you try to follow it with an alphabetic or numeric
character (such as writing\dateZ ) then Halibut will assume you are trying to invoke the name
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of a macro command you have defined yourself, and will complain if no such command exists.
To get round this you can use the special ‘\. ’ do-nothing command. See section 3.7 for more
about general Halibut command syntax and ‘\. ’.

If you would prefer the date to be generated in a specific format, you can follow the\date
command with a format specification in braces. The format specification will be run through the
standard C functionstrftime , so any format acceptable to that function is acceptable here
as well. I won't document the format here, because the details vary from computer to computer
(although there is a standard core which should be supported everywhere). You should look at
your local system's manual forstrftime for details.

Here's an example which generates the date in the international standard ISO 8601 format:

This document was generated on \date{%Y-%m-%d %H:%M:%S}.

And here's some sample output from that command:

This document was generated on 2007-02-01 12:20:43.

3.2.6 \W: WWW hyperlinks

Since one of Halibut's output formats is HTML, it's obviously useful to be able to provide links
to arbitrary web sites in a Halibut document.

This is done using the\W command.\W expects to be followed bytwosets of braces. In the first
set of braces you put a URL; in the second set you put the text which should be a hyperlink. For
example, you might write

Try searching on \W{http://www.google.com/}{Google}.

and Halibut would generate

Try searching on Google.

Note that hyperlinks, like the non-breaking commands discussed in section 3.2.4, are
discretionary: if an output format does not support them then they will just be left out completely.
So unless you'reonly intending to use the HTML output format, you should avoid storing vital
content in the URL part of a\W command. The Google example above is reasonable (because
most users are likely to be able to find Google for themselves even without a convenient
hyperlink leading straight there), but if you really need to direct users to a specific web site, you
will need to give the URL in actual displayed text (probably displayed as code as well). However,
there's nothing to stop you making it a hyperlinkas wellfor the convenience of HTML readers.

The \W command supports a piece of extra syntax to make this convenient for you. You can
specify\c or \cw betweenthe first and second pairs of braces. For example, you might write

Google is at \W{http://www.google.com/}\cw{www.google.com}.

and Halibut would produce

Google is atwww.google.com .

If you want the link text to be an index term as well, you can also specify\i or \ii ; this has
to come before\c or \cw if both are present. (See section 3.5 for more about indexing.)
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3.2.7 \u : Specifying arbitrary Unicode characters

Halibut has extensive support for Unicode and character set conversion. You can specify any
(reasonably well known) character set for your input document, and Halibut will convert it all
to Unicode as it reads it in. See section 3.6 for more details of this.

If you need to specify a Unicode character in your input document which is not supported by
the input character set you have chosen, you can use the\u command to do this.\u expects
to be followed by a sequence of hex digits; so that\u0041 , for example, denotes the Unicode
character0x0041 , which is the capital letter A.

If a Unicode character specified in this way is not supported in a particularoutputformat, you
probably don't just want it to be omitted. So you can put a pair of braces after the\u command
containing fallback text. For example, to specify an amount of money in euros, you might write
this:

This is likely to cost \u20AC{EUR\_}2500 at least.

Halibut will render that as a Euro signif available, and the text ‘EUR ’ if not. In the output
format you're currently reading in, the above input generates this:

This is likely to cost EUR 2500 at least.

If you read it in other formats, you may see different results.

3.2.8 \k and \K : Cross-references to other sections

Section 1.2 mentions that Halibut numbers the sections of your document automatically, and
can generate cross-references to them on request.\k and\K are the commands used to generate
those cross-references.

To use one of these commands, you simply follow it with a pair of braces containing the keyword
for the section in question. For example, you might write something like

\K{input-xref} expands on \k{intro-features}.

and Halibut would generate something like

Section 3.2.8 expands on section 1.2.

The keywordsinput-xref and intro-features are section keywords used in this
manual itself. In your own document, you would have supplied a keyword for each one of your
own sections, and you would provide your own keywords for the\k command to work on.

The difference between\k and\K is simply that\K starts the cross-reference text with a capital
letter; so you would use\K at the beginning of a sentence, and\k everywhere else.

In output formats which permit it, cross-references act as hyperlinks, so that clicking the mouse
on a cross-reference takes you straight to the referenced section.

The \k commands are also used for referring to entries in a bibliography (see section 3.4 for
more about bibliographies), and can also be used for referring to an element of a numbered list
by its number (see section 3.3.2.2 for more about numbered lists).

See section 3.3.5 for more about chapters and sections.
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3.2.9 \# : Inline comments

If you want to include comments in your Halibut input, to be seen when reading it directly but
not copied into the output text, then you can use\# to do this. If you follow\# with text in
braces, that text will be ignored by Halibut.

For example, you might write

The typical behaviour of an antelope \#{do I mean
gazelle?} is...

and Halibut will simply leave out the aside about gazelles, and will generate nothing but

The typical behaviour of an antelope is...

This command will respect nested braces, so you can use it to comment out sections of Halibut
markup:

This function is \#{very, \e{very}} important.

In this example, the comment lasts until the final closing brace (so that the whole ‘very,very’
section is commented out).

The \# command can also be used to produce a whole-paragraph comment; see section 3.3.7
for details of that.

3.3 Paragraph-level commands
This section describes Halibut commands which affect an entire paragraph, or sometimes even
morethan one paragraph, at a time.

3.3.1 \c : Displaying whole paragraphs of computer code

Section 3.2.2 describes a mechanism for displaying computer code in the middle of a paragraph,
a few words at a time.

However, this is often not enough. Often, in a computer manual, you really want to show several
lines of code in a display paragraph.

This is also done using the\c command, in a slightly different way. Instead of using it in the
middle of a paragraph followed by braces, you can use it at the start of each line of a paragraph.
For example, you could write

\c #include <stdio.h>
\c
\c int main(int argc, char **argv) {
\c     printf("hello, world\n");
\c     return 0;
\c }

and Halibut would generate

#include <stdio.h>

int main(int argc, char **argv) {
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