Markdown to InDesign 1
Simplified
The path from author to InDesign is often fraught. Instructions

Markdown offers writers and InDesigners a smoother path. for the script
Our new script makes this lightning fast. start on page 5

by Steve Laskevitch

If a Microsoft Word user employs styles, and does so reliably and consistently, placing
the Word doc into an InDesign publication is a smooth process. | congratulate the
several people who are able to enjoy this workflow.

The rest of us wrangle content that is formatted erratically, if at all. To be honest, it's
not fair to ask content developers (aka, writers) to interrupt their train of thought to find
formatting toolbars and apply styling. Their eyes are on the words, fingers forming les
mots justes. Markdown is a way for a writer to easily add a few characters here and
there so that someone doing layout with that text can recognize an intended header
from a subhead and what should be bold from what should be italic. The writer should
leave it to us to prettify their finely formed words.

What is Markdown?

In the days of those machines known as “typewriters” (you can find them in museums
and trendy cafés), a writer would create a plain text manuscript that someone later
would “mark up.” A typesetter would consult a style guide to know how each markedup
element should be formatted.

In other words, markup is a way of indicating what a given chunk of text is, whether a
header, a regular paragraph, or some phrase that should be emphasized.
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Markdown Is Markup 2

In modern times, we have other markup. HTML documents of which websites are
made are plain text documents which support no formatting. HTML, Hypertext MarkUp
Language, is a markup “code” that a browser application can interpret and format
appropriately. But HTML is laborious to type. Consider the title of a manuscript. In
HTML. It would be written thus:

<h1>From Pride and Prejudice</h1l>

Try typing that quickly! Some of the “tags” on either side of an element can be verbose,
like the <strong> tag, which usually yields bold type.

Markdown Is Easy to Type

Two decades ago, John Gruber and Aaron Swartz invented Markdown, an easier-to-
type markup that can be converted to HTML if desired. Using Markdown, the top-level
header above becomes:

# From Pride and Prejudice

With Markdown, instead of using in a <strong> tag to make a phrase bold, we use two
underscores or asterisks. Both of the following designate text that should be bold:

**xthis is marked up to be boldx*x

__this 1is marked up to be bold__

Not only is this wrist-saving, but it’s fairly easy to learn and more likely to be
used by content developers. That's why it's become a very popular tool. The basic
syntax of Markdown can be found via the following URL. Much of it assumes
we're converting to HTML. That bit may be ignored for our use in InDesign.
https://www.markdownguide.org/basic-syntax/

What's been missing is a fast and easy way to convert this code to styled text
in InDesign.

Getting Markdown Text Into Indesign

Since Markdown doesn’t have formatting per se, it can be written in any text editor:
Notepad, TextEdit, Scrivener, Ulysses, BBEdit, Word, Apple Pages, and many more.
Some apps even preview with provisional formatting. But the file that’s delivered to the
InDesign user can really be just a plain text file (TXT). You can copy and then paste into
InDesign and this should strip any styles or formatting from the source app. Initially,
the InDesign document’s current default styles can be applied to this text.

Styling Markdown in InDesign

There are many paths for converting Markdown to HTML, since that is what it was

originally developed to do. For other formats, we could use a computer’s command line

(Terminal in macOS, for example) to use a utility known as PANDOC, which can convert UMINOUS

a huge number of formats to almost any other, including Word and InCopy documents. W'I('?;i{mKnS

But the conversion to InCopy sadly misses some common Markdown elements and the J O
conversion to Word requires a lot prep in Word. And still, that text isn't yet in InDesign. A software tip

Also, many of my students lose interest as soon as | mention using the command line!  qnd script from
They (and 1) want something more direct, less code-laden, and less dangerous to the Luminous Works
computer. We can use InDesign itself!


https://www.markdownguide.org/basic-syntax

Find/Change to Style 3

In my classes and in my day-to-day layout work, | regularly use InDesign’s powerful
Find/Change to apply styles. If there’s some “hook” in the text that | can hang the style
on, I'm delighted. For example, in a novel | laid out, each chapter began like “Chapter
Eighteen.” | used a GREP query to find only paragraphs that began with the word
“Chapter” and style them. This worked, since no other paragraphs led with “Chapter.”

Query: [Custom] v o

Text Object  Color

Find what: Direction
AChapter v @, © Forward

AChapter

Sfmh'_ Duime‘",ﬁ inciNext Clicking the rectangle under Change Format
% B . = opens a dialog box from which you can
Find Format: e— choose a Character or Paragraph stlye to

; apply to the found text. I'm using a GREP
query so | can specify that the word “Chapter”
is at the very beginning of a paragraph
by starting the query with a caret “A”

Change to: © O Backward
v @

Change Format: Fewer Options

Paragraph Style: Chapter Header

Change Format Settings

Style Options Style Options

Basic Character Formats

Advanced Character Formats (o FTEa @S [Any Style] v
Indents and Spacing (FIE e B[ Chapter Header M

Keep Options

Span Columns

A GREP query that looks for Markdown is also effective. For example, in Markdown, a
single underscore or asterisk is put on either side of text that should be emphasized
(italized, usually). Double underscores or asterisks are for strong emphasis (bold).

Here’s a text that _should be italized_ and _here’s more_.

The GREP code for “one or more characters” is “. +" (a period means “any character,” the
plus sign means “one or more of those”). Don't worry—the script will be doing this, but

a little GREP is good to know. To style the phrases above, that is, to find one or more
characters bookended with underscores, we might try this query:

But GREP is greedy. It will actually present “_should be italized_ and _here’s more_" as
the result! That's because that is, after all, one or more characters with underscores
on either end. It reminds me of an annoying person who mocks us saying, “l don't care

what you meant, what you actually said was..”. UMINOUS
We want the shortest match that fits that pattern. In GREP, it's an easy fix once you WORKS
know the code! Training O

|
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The plus and question mark combo means “one or more, but shortest match”. No doubt 4 script from
you've noticed that a period, plus sign, and question mark all have special meaning in
GREP? Turns out that asterisks do, too. That's why my examples above use underscores.

Luminous Works



To find a literal character with GREP that usually has special meaning, we put a 4
backslash in front of it. So if the writer uses asterisks instead of underscores (which is
legal in Markdown), our GREP query would be:

An odd-looking string! The Find/Change window would look like this:

Query: | [Custom] = GREP queries can look a bit strange, but
Toxt Object | Color they're wonderfully powerful. Luckily, you

don't have to reinvent them every time:

A UL Riecten you can save queries you use often.

s\ = O Forward

Change to: O Backward

Search: Document Find Next
% B =i B

Find Format:
Change All

Change Format: Fewer Options

Character Style: Italic (markdown)

Change Format Settings

Style Options Style Options

Basic Character Formats

Advanced Character Formats Character Style: [l€Uld ~
Indents and Spacing Paragraph Style: RE-XAASY 0| v

Keep Options

Span Columns

As I've mentioned, the supplied script will be doing many such queries to apply styles,
convert markdown text to tables, and more. To learn more about GREP and scripts in
InDsign, seek out the books by Peter Kahrel. For now, let’s install and use the script |
cobbled together for you.

Doing this dozens of times can get tedious. That’s what scripts are for.
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https://amzn.to/3GjB8B4

The Script S

FindChangeBylistMarkdown Script and its Helpers

For many years, InDesign has shipped with a script called FindChangeByList. It cleans
up many annoyances like double spaces and returns, converts two hyphens to a
single em dash, and more. A courteous feature of this script is its use of a human-
readable text file that non-coders can edit to alter the list of queries it performs.

The text file even has instructions on how to use it. To create my script, | started with
FindChangeByList and my own text file and altered both extensively. The script applies
styles that I'm providing in an InDesign file called MarkdownStyles.indd.

You can then edit those styles to reflect your aesthetic or replace them with styles you
may already have in the destination document. Below, I'll tell you how to do that.

Installing The Script

First, get the script and its assets.

Download from https://luminousworks.com/resources#markdown. This will yield a
zipped folder called Markdown2ID. Inside are several things in addition to this PDF:

» The script (FindChangeBylistMarkdown.jsx) This script and its assets are supplied “AS IS
We make no warranties, express or implied.
The script has performed well for our uses,

e AnInDesign doc called MarkdownStyles.indd but still, use at your own risk.

* The support folder containing the list of queries text file

Let's put these where they're needed.

1. Put the InDesign file somewhere convenient and memorable. The script will prompt
you for this file's location so it can load the styles. You can edit those styles to suit
your taste, but don’t rename or delete any or move them from their
style groups. The script and its support folder together need to go

¢ Scripts

o i > [ Application
somewhere very specific. InDesign can get you there: I —
2. Show (“invoke”) InDesign’s Scripts panel: ~ [l User
Go to Window > Utilities > Scripts. . T e

That panel has three folders: Application, Community, and User. Sufestan cRadect ne: Vel

S0 changeBlendSpace.jsx

3. Inthe Scripts panel, Right-click on the User folder then ' $o Command keyUs2318x i
choose Show in Finder (macOS) or Show in Explorer (Windows). $0 FindChangeByListMarkdown.jsx Ctrl+M
Now you're viewing the contents of a folder actually called Scripts @8 FindChangeSupport
Panel (weirdly, it's not called “User”). S0 go_to_page.jsx Cmd+)

© go_to_page.txt

4. Copy the script (FindChangeBylistMarkdown.jsx) and
FindChangeSupport folder that are in the Markdown2ID folder
and paste them in that Scripts Panel folder.

S0 go_to_parent.jsx Shift+Cmd+)

[i]

5. Go back to InDesign. Those items should now be visible in the

Scripts panel’s User folder (see figure at right).
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Make sure you have an InDesign story with Markdown.

A software tip
and script from
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1. If you have other content that should be left alone, insert the Type tool cursor into
the story with Markdown before running the script.

2. When you're ready, double-click the name of the script in the Scripts panel.


https://luminousworks.com/resources#markdown

3. It will ask you the location of the file MarkdownStyles.indd. Select that file and
choose to load all the styles possibly excepting [Basic Paragraphl].
4. Ifyou're cursor was in a story, the script will then ask you to specify whether you

want to affect the entire document or just the story where your cursor is.

Since | had other text that | wanted unaffected by the script,
| put my text cursor in the Markdown text'’s story before
double-clicking the FindChangeByListMarkdown.jsx script.
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FindChangeByList

S0 BalanceRaggedLines-Specify.jsx
30 BalanceRaggedLines-View.jsx
Fn changeBlendSpace.jsx
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Bl FindChangeSupport
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If the script succeeds, all the Markdown text should have InDesign styles applied. At
this point, you may edit those styles to taste or replace them with styles you already
have in the document.

Replacing My Styles With Yours

If you already have styles in the document to which you've added Markdown, you can
swap out my styles for your versions. For example, you may have a style for body text
that you'd prefer over my style called “Paragraph.” Use the process below to do this
substitution and eliminate unneeded styles at the same time. Do this by deleting the
Style Groups called “markdown” in several panels. The order matters.

1. Table Styles panel: With nothing selected, highlight the folder (Style Group) called
markdown in, first, the Table Styles panel. To replace the table style within it, click
the small trashcan at the bottom of that panel.

2. YouU'll be asked if you want to delete that Style Group. The answer is Yes.

3. If there were tables in the text you just formatted, you can choose a replacement
from table styles that weren't in the markdown group. In the case of the style
niceTableStyle, choose whatever table style you have.

4. Cell Styles panel: highlight the folder (Style Group) called markdown in, first, the
Table Styles panel. Then click the small trashcan at the bottom of that panel then
choose substitutes for each one as prompted.

5. Paragraph Styles panel: Delete the markdown group by highlighting it then
clicking the trashcan. For each of the styles that are actually used, such as the one
called “Paragraph”, you'll choose a replacement from your own styles that weren't
in the markdown group. In the case of the style Paragraph, choose whatever you're
using for body text. Do NOT tick the box to Apply to All!
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6. Character Styles panel: Do exactly as with the Paragraph Styles panel, choosing

your own styles as substitutes for mine.

In the example in the following figures, | used only four Paragraph Styles from that
group, so | had to choose only four substitutes. The rest were deleted without comment.

Deleting the markdown style groups causes InDesign to prompt you to choose substitutes. If you
have any, you can choose them one at a time for each Markdown style supplied in the Snippet.

Adobe InDesign

P Delete the style group "markdown" and its contents?

Q Delete Style Paragraph (markdown)

and Replace With: JJele )]s}

[No Paragraph Style]

[ Apply to All

[Basic Paragraph]
body copy
subhead

Top Header

excerpt

Delete Style Headingl (markdown)

EUCRGTIELA B Top Header

O Apply to Al [No Paragraph Style]
[Basic Paragraph]
body copy
subhead

Top Header

excerpt

My -Top-Header1

Nequi dolut.eosent q

rerrum rem venissit pro mosam volupti doluptat exerum, sit millam eos deribus nes doluptur?

s sunt, et repreri tem fugia nimagnatur?y

) perum, q im quae. Giatem. Empor-mi,
/sunture-p) i di-qu ,-quosti-bl qui-aliqui-odi dolupta tiumqui-des maio-ea sedi-doluptat-acillit.quiam

Subheadery
[Eni di i iundi dollecab illaut qui-omni ferum quaep qui itaestii upta
di iti.dolentursi d.que dolupta voluptil di t et optasperspisci ipsae ide est,cum.
facil et, que nullabor as minihilit, nobis recestiorro beruptatur simagnihil magnatia simodi rest. quo ereptat inctusam
lacestiunt-id-ulliqui-quaestius mi, si qt t-odiuthilid TOVil st-maxim vid-qui-diorum hillaut.
estiber spedit i sendit ia-dolesciis eritat offic.tem fugitiis-eos-et volore voluptum
lut-molori dellent laccustia-que quatiur? Ihiciunt-optatibeat.ilit-vit voluptat.q pudis-ape ratus.dic-t n-corum
llaut dolupti-ossi pedit-eaqui i bora nullori-aperro-eatur. plit iti tus i d-el
di.ium.dipici is at tem is modis-autem.ab t.odi.dol ia volupta spellaut- molupici
Ip! ipta-sp p
mus.

Excerpt.-Sum-quo-estem res-nis-eum-qui-doluptat.pro-etur-si-temo-berchil-et.lit. que sitia-vel maione-
plabium et, -offic. tem-quis - quias - dercili-gnihilictem - exero - to - doluptam - sende - pro -vel .is -asit, -aut
quiaecerunt- moditae - rferoviti - dolorumqui - diorerro - berro - blaborumaqui - alit - earciament - volessunt
aceptas-nos-sequas-ali faci nihit, P tiorro-illest.ace pel- modic-tem-nonse-
pliquid-et.ut pro.ilis-velliqui-sus - doluptur?;

Osas et.eos inctasinimolor aut.verfero.odionsed qui.derspi lupta velitio repti boria qui dol poreperis
ducieni temquos est, q tad ullaborpor.aut idebis nullup ti rum fuga. Offici voluptatquam
qui tet-moll quam | p i llecest ut iunditis nulleca boribus, quam qui.dit, tecturi
sedip. dis-que-sitat ipsant-ea cat-aut-voloria-quiaerr-uptaesectur siti rerument-aut.dolendicab-int
iptatium isvel iundeles enis eati.dol icia-antilil maio et quasit harunt litaspere.quenit hilit, soluptis dem es.con;
et omniendam vol idunt as simod eos p t es dolupta ad et doloria verisqui occus, audictendio
ditat estotas dia.di liq ium liti dolorro vitasi deriam et quae dol tios-denit,ints
Subheadery
Ovit eatur? Qui opturest, ipsunt hit faccus, simus
R d.eic tem reperro.dolorerit. etur maxi lore nimi a f ptur-rerum fuga.-Ut-que
eiur, cuptasi netur, sitat dol ip: bis as dolor e p It-id modi que poria cori.tem re.am-landu=
it-ad-ut-vel min reriste.ea dolutem f lloriam, treceprais.et it elitia delenis sendebis rehendi
tiumque labo. Nam, od qui quae nihilis ped mint quas ium aut della se si porem harum facid que pelentis|
ilid.q ,-volorit-aut-voluptisqui-vellest by lupiet veliatur-as-earitisquis-provit-volupta quaerci-adic-to
Jommolecum-antius:
Hicias ear: ius-ab pore,-as-est. iend ebiscim-que-et-dol test ariats
0Odendicii scient odi dit-quis ni ped ut enimend ebitius cimincidi is endus dit, offici
paribus ex enimporat et utam estendia quia nobis digentia dolupta vollam.q dandi blat da epudipid
it hicaboreris ant omnihil icienda quam intionsed millaut erferfe rnates atate dolupta.q 1 fugitiur, idebi

eictur-aliquun toritatur?
Natem.Pudisnet-vit-aut-am quatume esequatur?:

If you think this script may be useful in the future, you should consider opening the file
MarkdownStyles.indd to edit the styles it contains. (Don't rename them or move them
from the style group folders they're in unless you want to edit the script and helper text
file!) In that way, you can avoid the substitution steps above.

Note: You may assign a shortcut to scripts (and many other things) via
Edit > Keyboard Shortcuts....

Summary

1.

S

Place Markdown text with no formatting in its own story (if there’s other content)

Consider redefining the styles in the supplied document MarkdownStyles.indd

If other text is in the document, put the text cursor in the Markdown text story

Double-click the script FindChangeByListMarkdown.jsx

UMINOUS

Locate the styles doc and set the scope of the script (if prompted)

To replace my supplied styles with your own, delete each Style Group (in the Table,
Paragraph, and Character Styles panels) and choose a substitue style for each

being deleted

With all the assets in place, this process really takes only about a minute! Enjoy!
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