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Unlike many other fields, LATEX has a special connection to the English lan-
guage. Thus, apart from the fact that it was designed, initially, to be used by
English speakers, and then adapted for other languages, there is plenty of doc-
umentation in English, both free and commercial. Moreover, LATEX is used espe-
cially by students and professionals working in mathematics, physics, computer
science and related fields, and, of course, for these English is usually a second lan-
guage. This is why the literature on LATEX which is published in other languages
is most of the time ignored outside the area of that language, and seldom trans-
lated into English. This doesn’t mean, however, that among these books there
aren’t some outstanding examples.

Writing a book on LATEX (and this is true for any field of knowledge) implies,
first of all, making a choice regarding the kind of book you have in mind:

(i) a textbook,

(ii) an encyclopedia,

(iii) a guide,

or any combination of these, as well as a decision regarding the level and the
depth of the book.

For this book, oddly enough, it is quite difficult to make a neat characteriza-
tion and I’ll postpone this until the end of the review.

As I said in the beginning, the book is based on a series of articles written by
the author for a Linux journal, Linux Format. This can be seen immediately, from
the shape and, especially, the length of the chapters: we have 17 short chapters,
many of them relatively independent of each other.

The first thirteen chapters of the book make up a fairly standard (but rapid!)
modern textbook on LATEX. You can find here, roughly, everything you could
expect and need for an average LATEX user: a bit of history and discussion about
the available literature (exclusively that available in Russian), a minimal exposi-
tion of error handling and the LATEX pipeline, the general structure of LATEX files,



typesetting text and mathematics, inclusion of graphics and floating objects, basic
programming ((re)defining commands, counters, the calc and ifthen packages),
the layout of the page and of the document, making presentations (including
an introduction to beamer), lists of symbols, tabular material, index (with both
makeindex and xindy), and bibliography (using BibTEX).

The next three chapters are devoted to applications of LATEX in specific fields:
computer science (writing code documentation and describing algorithms), physics
(e.g. Feynman diagrams, electronic circuits, laboratory works), chemistry, biology,
and also humanities: writing poetry, music, and phonetic alphabet.

The last chapter of the book is really impressive: it includes a description of
most packages included in TEXLive (2007 version). Preference has been given to
the packages that do not require major effort to install or use. What is even more
useful is that the packages are in twelve groups (with many subgroups, as well),
depending on the applications of each package.

The book finishes with an appendix on the installation of TEXLive and with
the usual reference apparatus. It includes a CD with the 2007 distribution of
TEXLive.

So, in the end, what kind of book is this? I think it is a mixture of the three
kinds I mentioned earlier, although it mostly resembles a textbook. I think we
need this kind of book in English, as well. There is a common belief that one
should never buy a LATEX book, except maybe Lamport’s book, because you can
find everything on the Internet. The point is that on the Internet there is far more
material than anyone could master in a reasonable anount of time. Therefore a
book like this one, with few details, agreed, but providing a clear guide on what
you can find (and you don’t have to try hard), is most useful. I have heard similar
comments regarding the Companion series as well: Why do we need them, since
most of the material is from the Internet? Well, try to find it on the internet
(without using the Companions, of course)!

Thus, in the end, this a very interesting and original introduction to LATEX
with a modern view of teaching, and I highly recommend it to any beginner
(who can read Russian, of course).
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