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• Caveat: I have only used sphinx for one project!
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http://www.sphinx-doc.org/en/stable/


Sphinx Overview
• Write documentation using reStructuredText, organised into “master” 

document and sub pages/sections/chapters in files or via markup


• Write/generate a “conf.py” to control things like styles.


• Run “sphinx-build -b <builder> <opts>”


• “builder” is output format, e.g HTML


• Easy to integrate build with CMake, or use sphinx-quickstart to 
create UNIX or Nmake Makefiles (plus template master/conf files)
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http://docutils.sourceforge.net/rst.html
http://www.sphinx-doc.org/en/stable/config.html
http://www.sphinx-doc.org/en/stable/builders.html


Experience: Documenting CMake
• Since version 3, CMake uses reST and Sphinx for general and API  (cf. 

C++/Doxygen) documentation.


• Used this to document CMake modules in a project that proposed 
updates to FNAL’s “cetbuildtools” CMake system:


•  https://github.com/drbenmorgan/cetbuildtools2


• NB: Doc structure ripped off from inspired by CMake’s approach, so 
probably not optimal for Geant4 use cases


• Combination of direct .rst files and inline markup. Fine for CMake, 
general docs, less suitable for C++ (but see later)
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https://github.com/drbenmorgan/cetbuildtools2


Basic file layout
5

Master page

Subsections/pages

Sphinx Config



Example HTML output with readthedocs styling
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http://drbenmorgan.github.io/cetbuildtools2/


Thoughts/Findings with Sphinx/reST
• Generally very easy to setup and generate nice output.


• reST can be a little bit picky on formatting, especially spaces/indent, but 
errors usually obvious, and sphinx-build usually helpful. Slightly steeper 
learning curve than Markdown, but much nicer than XML!!


• Nice feature is cross-referencing with “intersphinx”


• In cetbuildtools2, could cross-reference to CMake docs


• That should be very useful for Geant4 Application/Physics guides


• Not tried full readthedocs, but basics of sphinx/reST look good 
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http://www.sphinx-doc.org/en/stable/ext/intersphinx.html


Additional Notes
• Sphinx/reST not a direct solution for documenting C++ code inline


• There is “Breathe” which provides a bridge from Doxygen XML output 
to Sphinx:


• https://breathe.readthedocs.io/en/latest/


• Don’t necessarily have to use same system for both, though cross-
referencing from, say App Dev’s guide to the API documentation of a 
class would be extremely useful!


• Hosting should be easy as HTML bundles appear fully relocatable (but 
not looked at Drupal integration yet)
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https://breathe.readthedocs.io/en/latest/

