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Introduction

In addition to giving you a bit more information about the EPUB, the main point of this download is to give you some idea of what a raw EPUB looks like - unlike the other downloads, this EPUB relies almost exclusively on the default styling of your reading app. Most reading apps also give you the ability to change typeface, font-size and line-height. Part of the accessibility ethos of the EPUB is that the file should defer to the preferences of the user not the publisher.

You won't receive automatic updates on your reading app of any of the downloads on the site (anthonyhermer.com) but it is possible to distribute EPUBs for free and update them remotely via Apple Books and Google Play Books. 




The Format

EPUB3 has been described by its developers as like 'a website in a box'. The file is built with XML and XHTML, languages very closely aligned with the languages used to build websites. The EPUB's development and specifications are maintained by W3C, the same consortium that sets common standards for the web.

Despite the EPUB having become ubiquitous, the format's official specifications remain universally under implemented but there is now enough support to produce stylised interoperable files.


IMAGES: EPUBs support PNG, JPEG and SVG images, the legacy image formats of the web. The only constraint on image size is a total recommended file size of 500MB for the whole EPUB. EPUBs can also serve as a shell that can take people to image repositories if greater file size is needed.

ACCESSIBILITY: in addition to allowing you to change design aspects like font size, the file offers the highest level of support for assistive technologies. While PDF/UA is usually the legal requirement to meet accessibility guidelines, the EPUB in general remains a much better file for users of assistive technologies.

AUDIO AND VIDEO: for independently distributed files, it's possible to embed audio into EPUBs for Google and audio plus video into EPUBs for Apple.

TEXT-TO-SPEECH: the whole area of text-to-speech is developing rapidly, most of the development is vendor-specific, eg. Apple having their own system for Apple books rather than implementing universal systems, but if the underlying code of an EPUB is semantically correct then EPUBs will work well with all emerging text-to-speech technologies.

DISTRIBUTION: the files are exceptionally easy to distribute. In additional to commercial sales channels they can be distributed via emails, websites and QR codes. 


Protection of assets is an issue. Embedded fonts can be obfuscated which will be acceptable to most type foundries but the file generally offers less protection of assets than a PDF (less protection from pirating). If you are legally bound to use a high level of protection, EPUBs can be distributed for free via Apple or Google and read through their apps.


There's a link to the official overview of the EPUB at the back of this download.
  




Reading Apps


Although based on web technologies, standardisation between reading apps is much lower than between web browsers. Reading apps differ markedly in the support they give to independently uploaded files and in how they implement the official specifications. They also differ in the features they offer readers within the app to do such things as navigate the text or change the layout.


This complex scene changes on almost a daily basis as both the format and reading apps are under constant development.



KINDLE: by far the most widely used reading app due to Amazon's domination of the commercial ebook market. The most highly developed reader interface. Currently offers a minimal level of support for independently uploaded EPUBs. Available on all operating systems. 

APPLE BOOKS: native on all Apple devices since the release of iOS 8. Apple has been a big supporter of the EPUB format and the app offers the highest level of support for independently uploaded files. It also has a highly developed reader interface. Only available on Apple operating systems.

GOOGLE PLAY BOOKS: offers a high level of support for independently uploaded EPUBS. Commercial ebooks sales are not a high priority for Google and this is reflected in its reader interface which is not as highly developed as Kindle and Apple Books. Available on all iOS and Android operating systems.

KOBO: a Canadian rival to Kindle, they are strongly focussed on ebooks and this is reflected in a very high level of support to independently uploaded files and a good user interface. Available on all operating systems.

ADOBE DIGITAL EDITIONS: a familiar name to people working in print and media industries, it offers high level of support to independently uploaded files. Offers a less developed user interface than applications geared around commercial book sales. Available on all operating systems.




Digital Publishing

The EPUB lives in an extremely rich digital publishing ecosystem that makes the file highly suitable for archiving, content management systems, or automated conversion to web, print and specialist PDFs. As content is written in the same basic language as the web, conversion into any format that uses web technologies (such as sites, apps or html emails) is particularly straightforward. 
 
In essence, the EPUB is just a collection of human readable plain text files, so human management is simple and nothing can guarantee the longevity of your content more.


EPUB to Print: this conversion process is based around converting the EPUB into a high-spec PDF/X. EPUB code and PDF code are very different but there are a range of good tools available for conversion. I use my own templates to process the EPUB then Weasyprint for base conversion into PDF then qpdf for post-processing. It is possible to create a very high standard automated EPUB to print system with these tools.
 

EPUB to PDF: conversion into other forms of PDF is more straightforward but you still need to take some degree of care in how you pre-process the EPUB if you want professional output. There are a huge number of tools available for automated EPUB to PDF conversion, including specialist PDFs for accessibility, archiving and engineering.
 

EPUB to Web: I haven't tried automating the EPUB to website conversion process, I am doing the whole process manually, but EPUBs and websites are written in the same languages and it's bound to be a relatively straightforward process to automate.
 

Publishing systems based on the EPUB and open source software can be configured around your needs and situation including your output requirements, size of organisation and level of technical knowledge. While there is a big emphasis on automation and bulk processing in digital publishing, it can also be an approach centred around quality rather than quantity of output.



You can find the official overview of EPUB3 at:


www.w3.org/TR/epub-overview-33/
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