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Bridging Database
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Desktop Publishing Programs

Database publishing (DBP) requires mastery of two rather different dis​ciplines: database publish​ing and desktop publishing. Publishing requires intuition, creativity, a sense of graphic design, strong language and communications skills, while database design requires the abstract thinking of an architect, the soul of a mathemeti​cian and the doggedness of a program​mer.

Until now, very few among us could bridge the two worlds without program​ming skills and a endless supply of as​pirin. Your choices were limited: you could engage the services of a database consultant, or you could scale a steep learning curve with a difficult DBP package, you could lower your stan​dards and settle for a monospaced co​lumnar report, or, could even postpone the project for a brighter day. With Ven​tura DataBase Publisher (Ventura DBP) that brighter day is at hand. It combines the creative control offered by desktop publishing programs with the logic of database products.

While most computer users are at least casual spreadsheet users, few dare to build and manage data with a full​fledged data base management system (DBMS). Databases are harder to un​derstand because few database manage​

ment systems (DBMS's) provide a vi​sual representation of the information they store. Graphical environments like Microsoft Windows and DESQview/X will eventually make databases, like other appliations, more "user friendly." Ventura DBP is a big step toward easier to use and understand DBMS pro​grams. It guides you step-by-step through the process of generating for​matted ASCII text files that you would then load into Ventura Publisher. (Data files can also be created for PageMaker and Interleaf Publisher.)

These are the steps it takes you through (figure 1):

Identifying which datafile you want to process.

Selecting how you want the data to be structured in the text file that Ven​tura DBP creates (columns sepa​rated with spaces, with tabs separating columns, tags for each field, tagged as a Ventura table, or using a custom format you'll design later in the process) (figure 2). Indicating whether you want to pub​lish a subset of the data records and on what basis to extract records Specifying a sort order for the infor​mation.

Choosing which fields will appear in the document (figure 3). Ven​tura DBP lets you view sample
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CLICK HERE FOR HELP

Figure 1: The opening screen for VDBP.
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CLICK HERE FOR HELP

Figure 2: The menu for creating a customized format.
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Figure 3: The field selection dialog box.
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Figure 4: VDBP allows you to view your selected data before you specify it.

[image: image34.png]FIED Puocessine [ Detsbase DPEEN ) [ pmomect |
T e T e e R et




[image: image35.png]



[image: image36.png]



I, Field name SUPPLIER 

field Type: C

Tag Name:
- .. -
TAG as FIELD NAME

Text Before: - Text After:

ld Med 'Tab Fnt 

l;

Options: HIDDEN TEXT
INDEX REF.

HEADING
IF MISSING

AUTO CAPS
NUMERIC FMT
FILE

[image: image37.png]e .
——





[image: image38.png]J =)
s [ il




[image: image39.png]



[image: image40.png]



[image: image41.png]



[image: image42.png]Fiaure 5: The field processinc




[image: image43.png]



[image: image44.png]



[image: image45.png]R —

 dialoa box.




[image: image46.png]



[image: image47.png]



[image: image48.png]



[image: image49.png]



RESET FIELD

Figure 5: The field processing dialog box.
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Figure 6: The field viewer box.

data from the database as a guide (figure 4).

Specifying the typographical details if you requested the CUSTOM for​matting option (figure 5).

Listing any exceptions (such as ex​panded abbreviations, dedicated tags for specified field values, or substituting character strings for those in the datafile and modifying sort sequencing).

Once you've followed these steps, 

Ventura DBP sorts the data in the se​quence you specified and generates a text file containing the appropriate markup codes for the desktop publish​ing program of your choice. The Ven​tura text file contains tags, spacing and typographical codes. I try to cluster all the fields in each record as a single paragraph (figure 6). If you opt for the "all tags" option, Ventura DBP will out​put a tag to go with each field in the database. But if you have 20 fields in a database and more than 400 records, you'll probably run smack into the 8,000-paragraph limitation in Ventura Publisher chapters. If you opt to tag each field separately, be sure to esti​mate the resultant paragraphs.

If you've never entered Ventura codes directly into a word processor data file, I would consult Appendix D of the Ventura Publisher manual. You might also examine a word processor file after you've extensively processed the document with Ventura Publisher. Having an insight into Ventura codes will help you to surmount the 8,000​paragraph barrier. Here are a few tips: •
To design each record as a single

Ventura paragraph, use the field pro​cessing dialog in Ventura DataBase Publisher to specify codes (figure 5). To force a line feed after a particular field, you insert the code: <R> in the area marked "Text After."

To select bold, 15-point Helvetica type, embed <BP15F2> in the "Text Before."

To turn off the typographical changes at the conclusion of that same field, add this compound code:

<DP255F255> in the area marked "text after." (<D> turns off bold, <P255> reverts to the default point size and <F255> reverts to the origi​nal font).

To embed a space between fields, as you would with first name and last name, select the first name field and tap the space bar while the cursor is in the Ventura DBP "text after" op​tion area. If you invoke typographi​cal changes in the midst of a paragraph, be sure to turn them off. There's little penalty for trial-and​error, so work at the design until it comes out the way you want it. If you're an expert at recognizing Ven​tura codes, you won't even have to leave DataBase Publisher to view the results; a file viewer allows you to examine the output text (figure 6). While Ventura Database Publisher 

masterfully turns database contents into desktop publishing-based documents, it has its share of limitations. Its biggest handicap is that it doesn't perform the relational operations that might be needed to give a complete view of the database (See the sidebar on joining data tables). Also there's no neat way to pullout and reprocess segments of database fields; this problem arises when you need to ouput phone num​bers, social security numbers or other formatted information. If your data is stored in a custom-programmed database application, the chances are that the applications developer opted for efficiency and stored the phone numbers without the repetitive format​ting characters.

Let's say, for example, you'd like your final document to display the phone number as (718) 380-1212, but it's stored in the database as 7183801212. The database expert would use programming tools to refor​mat the phone number in reports and data entry screens. But you can achieve this only indirectly with Ventura DBP using its dictionary features which per​form such translations. The dictionaries consist of two columns of text. The
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my list should interest you. Most cus​tom relational database applications store their information in multiple datafiles which get linked as required by their application in order to create a bird's-eye view of the information. Ven​tura DataBase Publisher provides no services to perform these links for you; nor does it it offer a way for you to specify the links manually either. You'll either have to gain more knowl​edge of Paradox, dBASE or FoxPro if you're going to get the job done, or call on a database consultant to help you try this on your won. The sidebar offers ex​amples of how to create relational links). If you do hire a database profes​sional, have that person also reformat character fields while they create the re​lational links to compensate for two key program limiations: formatting character strings and providing a com​posite data file. If you're bidding out future database programming projects, be sure that your consultant includes features for creating a DBP compatible .DBF file.

In Conclusion

One the whole, Ventura DataBase Pub​lisher fulfills my long-held dream: that a major software publisher would pro​duce a product that ably guides non​technical people through the steps toward high-quality documents, incor​porating the power of well-known desktop publishing packages, and pro​viding enough bridges to convert the quirky codes that appear in databases into intelligible text.

Ventura DataBase Publisher passes muster on all those accounts. The ver​sion I reviewed is a GEM application, so long-time Ventura Publisher users should take to the environment with lit​tle fuss. A Windows version is due out shortly (see sidebar, page 38).

This is an eminently usable program that establishes database publishing as a viable pursuit. I'm thrilled at last to have such a product I can recommend and use.

Joining Data Tables

While you may keep simple informa​tion like a phone contact list in a single "flat" datafile, most applications re​quire several files. Sophisticated DBMS products which tout their "rela​tional" features offer ways of linking datafiles to create a cohesive view of the information. There are many rea​sons for adopting this strategy; some of these are highly theoretical, others are easy to grasp.

Say you're visiting the library. On this occasion, you check out six books, three audiocassettes and one video. During the borrowing term, you move. If the library stored everything in a sin​gle datafile, they'd have to update your name, address and phone number in ten separate records (one for each item you checked out). With this method, the system would need far more disk storage than if your identifi​cation information was recorded in just one place. And, of course, human beings are prone to inconsistencies. The checkout clerk could conceivably key in your information differently for each item checked out.

The more sensible approach is to create three datafiles (or tables): PA​TRONS, CIRCULATION and ITEMS. When you check out items, the database will store in the CIRCULA​TION table just two pieces of informa​tion: the code for the item you are checking out and your library card number. That creates the basis for link​ing all the information the library could need to track transactions or to maintain the patron list. If they want to see who has taken out what items, they link the PATRONS file to the CIRCU​LATION file using the library card number as the common linking ele​ment. And if the report required the ti​tles of these items, the database program would also require linking the CIRCULATION table to the ITEMS table using the item number as the link​ing element. These operations are known in relational theory as joins.

Now if you report a new address and phone number, the librarian will simply update a single entry (your re​cord) in the PATRONS table and noth​ing else needs to be done. Disk space is preserved and the human errors in​troduced by redundancy are averted.

Most database publishing packages today offer ways for you to perform joins. dBASE IV, Paradox and FoxPro 2.0 offer variants of the IBM query-by​example (QBE) method. This avoids programming entirely. Let's examine how you'd create a DBF file for use by Ventura DataBase Publisher using dBASE IV and its Control Center.
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Figure 9: The first step is to create a new query.
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Figure 10: Add the "CUST" and "CAT" tables to the query screen through dBASE IV (above and below).
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