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For most readers, the Portable Document
Format (PDF) has been a godsend for de-
livering electronic files to a printer. The
printing industry has gradually embraced
the “all-in-one-container” file format that
alleviated the problems of missing fonts,
EPS files, etc. But PDF has also been
gradually making inroads into the corpo-
rate world, where electronic documents
are stored on servers and delivered via in-
tranets, extranets and websites. For the
most part, these “server-side” PDF files
are downloadable forms for reporting ex-
penses, shipping deliveries, training, and
archival information.

Adobe Systems has a wide variety of
server-side PDF software that it classifies
as Enterprise Solutions. These products
are not sold in stores—they can only be
purchased directly from Adobe, which
has a legion of sales staff whose only pur-
pose is to sell this server-side software to fi-
nancial institutions, drug companies, fed-
eral and local governments, and others
with deep pockets. 

Although you can learn more about
this software on the Adobe website, the
information is so general that it almost
seems as if it’s classified as top secret. No
pricing is provided, and you need to fill
out a request form to get more details—
which are provided by a salesman, either
through a telephone call or a personal
meeting. So I decided to track down the
secrets to this technology which Adobe is
keeping so close to the vest.

Twice each year, a convention dedi-
cated to PDF is held, called the PDF
Conference. According to its website at
www.pdfconference.com, this event is
where you can learn just about anything
that pertains to PDF, and where for al-
most a full week, specialists from all over
the world gather together to teach their
methods of creating and deploying PDF

technologies. It is sponsored by planet-
pdf.com, Adobe, and several other ven-
dors which specialize in server-side PDF. 

A large portion of the program deals
with the implementation of server-side
PDF, so I decided to hop on a plane to Los
Angeles to attend the November event.
But beforehand, I enquired about obtain-
ing a press pass, and after supplying my

At the November, 2003 PDF Conference, held in Los Angeles, California, the focus was on ways
to implement new Adobe Acrobat technologies for server-side PDF creation and delivery.

The power of PDF
“on the The combination of Adobe Document Server and Adobe Reader 

allows users to instantly assemble their own dynamic custom PDFs.
by Bob Connolly
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GX credentials and samples of our compa-
ny’s interactive automotive brochures, the
show manager invited me to present a
“case study” to the attendees—a how-to
session on how our company produced
the 2004 Jaguar XJ interactive electronic
eBrochure (for those of you who follow my
articles, this was described in the July/Au-
gust 2003 issue of Graphic Exchange).

I was surprised to find that the majority
of people who were attending the event
had no interest in using PDF for high end
printing. It seemed that most print people
had decided to attend the Seybold Semi-
nars earlier in the year, whereas the elec-
tronic document producers of the world
had decided that the PDF Convention
was the place to be. 

Most of the audience members weren’t
programmers or developers; the majority
appeared to be from government agencies
which were trying to figure out the best
way to implement an Enterprise PDF serv-
er-side system into their corporate work-

flows. I felt a little overwhelmed by the
amount of information that was being pro-
vided, but it was a good place to meet peo-
ple who had experience with the possibili-
ties and limitations of server-side PDF, and
I met many programmers who made cus-
tomized Acrobat JavaScript plug-ins. One
of them was Leonard Rosenthol, a
server-side PDF sage who seemed
to know more about PDF than
anyone on the planet, including
even the engineers at Adobe. 

According to Rosenthol, al-
though there are several companies
aside from Adobe which produce
server-side PDF software, Adobe
owns patents on certain functions
that allow the free Adobe Reader to be-
come a full-fledged web browser. This is
one feature of the PDF standard that I be-
lieve will become very important to the In-
ternet of the future; in fact, this was the
main reason I was attending the event.

G O O G L E  A N D  P D F
Google, the world’s premier search en-
gine, has recently changed the way it pro-
vides results for key word searches. Some
of you may have noticed that quite a few
PDF files now show up in Google search-
es, and there are also more results ending
with .net and .org. I have also noticed that
sites which use Flash, cascading menus,
and dynamic databases aren’t showing up
at all. 

Google seems to prefer material that’s
more information-oriented and less com-
mercial. This may be the result of the
company’s new direction, wherein “ad

words” and sponsored advertising have be-
come an important component in its
forthcoming IPO. Websites that want to
sell products or services over the Internet
will now need to pay for more referrals,
since it seems Google has decided to re-
turn the Web back to the time when it was

less dynamic, and more HTML link-ori-
ented. Google’s advanced search also al-
lows you to obtain results found in PDFs. 

But with all these PDF files cluttering
up your desktop, there should be a better
way to get the information into one con-
cise container.

C R E AT E  Y O U R  O W N  C U S T O M  P D F  
‘ O N  T H E  F LY ’
Server-side PDF creation allows you to as-
semble your own PDF from a group of
PDFs and then add dynamic content to
the resulting file. Consider the possibilities
for traditional print publications to refor-
mat content from their archives and pro-
vide subscription or advertiser-supported
electronic magazines (or e-zines) via their
websites.

The production process works like this:
First, PDF files are created, using tradi-

tional desktop publishing methods, and
uploaded to a folder on the server, either
locally or through the Internet. These
PDFs may be single pages or multiple
page files and may contain pictures, links
to websites, bookmarks, and embedded
rich media such as video, Flash anima-
tions or virtual reality.

Then, a web page is created to provide
a listing of available PDF files that are lo-
cated on the server, along with short de-
scriptions. Each listing has a check box
that allows the user to select the PDFs that

With Reader Extensions for
Adobe Document Server,
hidden features of Adobe
Reader can be unlocked,
making it possible to
process a PDF file and
allow dynamic information
to flow into the document
from a database without
the use of a web browser.
Forms can also be filled
out, submitted and saved
locally.

fly” Adobe owns patents on
technologies that allow
Adobe Reader to become a
full-fledged web browser —
an important point for the
Internet of the future.
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they want to include in the final file.
Entry “fields” are placed on the web

page that allow users to insert their names
and any additional information that needs
to be “stamped” into the final PDF.

Once the “submit” button on the web
page is activated, the server-side software:

• creates a cover page with the person’s
name embedded into a predeter-
mined text field area (for instance,
“This edition is customized for Jim”); 

• takes the first bookmark from each
PDF file and creates an interactive
table of contents to allow for chapter
selection; 

• combines the individually selected
PDFs with any predesignated re-
quired files into one PDF file, in-
cluding the bookmarks which were
in the original PDFs; 

• inserts or “stamps” page numbers, lo-
gos or dynamic data into predefined
areas of the combined pages; 

• and delivers the final document to
the user’s computer. 

In addition, the PDF server has the

ability to force the PDF to download to
the user’s hard drive instead of loading into
the browser.

Moreover, these server-side capabilities
can be further enhanced with additional
Adobe software that allows the digital mag-
azine to function like a web page if an In-
ternet connection is present. 

R E A D E R  E X T E N S I O N S  A N D  
W E B  S E R V I C E S
Placing web links in PDF files is a great
way to connect a PDF to a specific web
page, but navigation becomes a bit erratic
because the information is provided by
two different sources. But it is possible to
process and unlock a PDF to allow infor-
mation to flow from a Web server directly
into a PDF file without a browser. This
software is called Reader Extensions for
Adobe Content Server. 

One of the biggest problems with print
catalog production is that prices can
quickly become out of date due to a vari-
ety of factors such as changes in inventory,
competitive pricing, or currency fluctua-

tions. However, if an Internet connection
is active, a PDF catalog can allow an
item’s price box to display the current sell-
ing price, or even notify the user that it is
sold out.

Taken to its extreme, this price updat-
ing capability can be used to flow very
large amounts of text into these text
fields—at which point, the PDF file starts
to function like a web page, and becomes
a browser where dynamic content flows
back and forth. If a PDF is made to
launch in full screen mode, all the interac-
tive navigation can be created inside the
file; the portions of the file that require up-
to-the-minute information—such as news

Here is a sample of a custom PDF assembly web
page which offers a library of articles by the author
from past issues of Graphic Exchange (to test it out,
go to www.bcpictures.com/gengxo). First, the user
enters his or her name, which personalizes the final
document (above). Next, PDFs are selected simply by
marking the checkboxes for the desired articles. Once
the list is complete, the “Submit” button initiates the
process of assembling the PDFs, and a file name and

download destination is designated. When the PDF is
saved and opened in Adobe Reader (far right), it
presents a personalized cover page, followed by a
table of contents for the articles chosen by the user,
who can then click on any one of them to go directly
to that article. In addition, a special back page or
interactive form may be added at the end. For the use
of Reader Extensions for Adobe Document Server,
Adobe charges US$2,000 per document.
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reports—can be requested as needed.
That way, the downloaded PDF never be-
comes outdated.

B R O A D B A N D  A N D  R I C H  P D F
Recently, Hewlett-Packard and Compaq
announced that they will be including Ap-
ple’s iTunes on all new HP and Compaq
computers. It looks like the music industry
has finally realized that people want to
download music and make their own
CDs. However, to run iTunes, you need
QuickTime, so the Windows Media versus
QuickTime war should not be an issue if
all new computers have QuickTime just
for music downloads. 

With all this QuickTime tech-
nology at our disposal, it makes it
possible to create electronic docu-
ments that can become a viable so-
lution for Video On Demand
(VOD). Consider all the specialty
channels which have huge libraries
of video that sit unused on produc-
tion company shelves. 

Cooking shows, for example,
could take advantage of server-side
rich media PDFs for their online
visitors, and sponsors could become
involved with this service. Let’s say
that you want to learn all about dif-
ferent meals you can prepare on
your barbecue, so you visit the Food
Channel website and search for
“barbecuing.” This brings up a list
of PDF files that are
basically transcripts
of the TV programs
that they show. Seg-
ments of the epi-
sodes are broken
down into chapters
so that only the
PDFs which con-
tain “barbecuing”
show up in the re-
sult. The show’s
producers can insert or “embed”
the five-minute barbecuing video
segment into the PDF, along with
some text recipes. Or users can se-
lect several PDFs related to different

TV segments that demonstrate various bar-
becue techniques. 

Essentially, users are creating their own
customized TV show, using PDF as the
delivery method. For sponsorship opportu-
nities, producers can program the software
to insert advertising or even TV commer-
cials into the final PDF file. Users could
choose just the text version, which would
allow the PDF to be viewed using Adobe
Reader 4 or higher. However, if embedded
videos are selected to be included in the
document, then Adobe Reader 6 and
QuickTime would be required to view the
segments of the TV show.

Another ideal use for this technology is
in the travel industry. We are all familiar
with glossy travel brochures that can run to
over 100 pages. Usually they are divided
into countries, and offer several hotel
properties for each destination. 

However, if these brochures are con-
verted into PDF files, where each destina-
tion segment is a separate file and each ho-
tel page is a separate file, too, then users
can create their own eBrochures, using
server-side PDF software. And if the hotel
has a video, it can also be embedded right
into the file.

A  N E W  I N D U S T R Y  E M E R G E S
A window of opportunity is opening up for
graphic designers, even those who have lit-
tle familiarity with multimedia. The graph-

ic design community now has a new av-
enue of revenue available to it, in addition
to print. Designers need to understand
that their print jobs can become part of a
bigger production, where documents are
delivered via the Internet, formatted by the
population at large, and even viewed on a
TV screen—using PDF. 

The next PDF Conference will take
place in Washington, D.C. in June. If you
want to network with others who share this
vision of PDF, this is the event you want to
attend. Visit www.pdfconference.com for
more information.

Bob Connolly is a principal in BC Pictures, a new

media production company creating content for

TV, CD-ROM, DVD and Internet websites. He

can be reached at 416-521-7462 or by e-mail at

bob@bcpictures.com. 
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