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by Diane Burns
The Western world is more engaged than ever with the Middle East, and the need for pub-
lishing in the languages of that region is growing. In this third and final part of our series 
on world languages, we’ll explore how InDesign works with the various languages of the 
Middle East, including Arabic, Persian (Farsi), and Hebrew, often collectively referred to as 
“ME” languages. 

The composition requirements of Middle Eastern languages are quite different from 
those of European languages. Most notably, the majority of Middle Eastern languages run 
horizontally, like English, but are composed from right-to-left. Additionally, in the Arabic 
alphabet, the form of a letter changes depending on its position in a word, appearing dif-
ferently at the beginning of a word than it does in the middle of a word, for example. The 
Arabic alphabet is widely used, since many languages other than Arabic require it for their
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written version, including Persian (Iran), Urdu (Pakistan, parts of India), Dari and Pashto 
(Afghanistan), and some forms of Malay (Malaysia, Brunei).

Because of these radically different composition requirements, Middle Eastern lan-
guages can’t be typeset in the English version of InDesign. They require InDesign ME. This 
version of InDesign, along with the ME versions of other Creative Suite 2 programs, such 
as Illustrator and Photoshop, are developed by Winsoft S.A., a company headquartered in 
France (www.winsoft.fr/). Winsoft has been part of the development of ME-localized soft-
ware for more than 20 years, partnering with Aldus, the original developer of the venerable 
PageMaker, and with Apple Computer. Winsoft has been the official partner of Adobe for 
all ME versions of Adobe software since 1995.

InDesign ME is available in the United States and Europe, and you can set the user inter-
face (for menus, dialog boxes, etc.) to display in English. This distinguishes it from Adobe’s 
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean versions, which aren’t readily available outside those geo-
graphic regions and don’t offer the option of an English user interface. (For more detail on 
publishing CJK language, see the second article in this series in the June | July 2006 issue.)

Getting Started
You can input ME text, copy and paste it, or import it using the File > Place command. (I 
discussed these options in detail in the first article in this series, which is in the April | May 
2006 issue.) To input ME text, as with other languages, you need to turn on the appropri-
ate input method using the Languages tab of System Preferences in OS X or the Languages 
tab of the Regional and Language Options Control Panel in Windows XP. However, when 

Lions and Ceramics: Right, 
poster for The Chronicles 
of Narnia movie marketing 
campaign. Published by Ophir, 
specialized publishers and 
printers, based in Jordan. 

Far right, poster for ceramic 
designer Samy D. (www.expoze.
co.il/go/samyd), designed by 
Shlomit Heymann.
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you use the English version of InDesign, you can input these characters, but they won’t 
read right-to-left. If you have just a word or two of Hebrew, you could input the characters 
by typing the word backwards, but this isn’t practical when much text is involved. And 
languages that use the Arabic alphabet can’t be input this way at all because the characters 
change form depending on their position in the word. Since you can’t compose the text 
right-to-left, the characters won’t use the correct form.

If you have a Word or RTF document containing Hebrew or Arabic text, you can use the 
File > Place command to import it. The text will keep its right-to-left composition, but you 
can’t do anything with the text, since the English version of InDesign isn’t programmed to 
compose text this way. You can also use the English version to open a file that was created 
in the ME version, but again, you can’t do anything with the text. For these reasons, among 
others, if you’re going to work with text in ME languages, you need the ME version of 
InDesign.

ME Version Features
The ME version of InDesign has a long list of features specific to publishing Middle Eastern 
languages. You can download a fully functional 30-day demo version, which includes a 
document that details these features, from Winsoft’s Web site at www.winsoft.fr/products/
download/AdobeDownloads.html.

The key features include the following:
Bi-directional text flow: The most critical composition requirement of ME languages is 
that they read from right-to-left. Like all languages that read right-to-left, documents 
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are bound on the right side. You choose these binding options in InDesign ME’s New 
Document dialog box or the Document Setup dialog box (Figure 1).

In addition, when ME text contains words in English or other languages 
that flow from left-to-right, those words must read from left-to-right.  To 
provide this capability, InDesign ME actually allows for bi-directional text 
flow, where text can flow in either direction, all within the same sentence!

This bi-directional composition capability is in three different levels: 
Character, Paragraph, and Story. When you draw a text frame, you can 
use special ME text tools to draw a right-to-left frame (Figure 2). When 
drawn with the ME text tool, the text frame has the correct paragraph and 
story direction automatically. You can change the direction of a paragraph 
using icons on the Paragraph palette and the Control palette (Figure 3). 
When you draw a text frame with the ME tool, you can see the right-to-left 

One year through  
the bible: Book jacket of title 
translated and published by 
Jordan-based Ophir, the Middle 
Eastern division of the Dutch 
publisher JONGBLOED.

Figure 1 (below): InDesign 
ME version provides controls 
for the right-edge binding 
requirement of ME languages, 
by setting that option in the 
New Document dialog box. 

Figure 2 (below right): 
Special text tools that allow for 
right-to-left composition are 
found under the Text tool in the 
Tools palette
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      

             
                  
              

           

          
               
                

 

             
               
                 
               
              

  

          
 
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story direction by the position of the in port and out port on the frame. 
Furthermore, in a two-column text frame, for example, the story will begin in 
the right column and flow to the left (Figure 4). 
Context analysis of letterforms: The letters of the Arabic alphabet are cursive, or 
linked, and most letters have four conditional alternate forms for their glyphs, 
depending on whether they fall at the beginning, middle, or end of a word, or if they 

■

Figure 3 (right): The 
Paragraph palette includes 
icons to change the direction of 
a paragraph. 

Figure 4 (far RIGHT): When 
a story is set to run right-to-left, 
text is threaded from the right 
side of a frame to the left side, 
and the in port and out port 
icons are in the reverse position 
of English, or left-to-right, text 
frames.

sex, drugs and  
rock & roll: Special 
Arabic Open Type fonts and 
features are used to create this 
magazine layout from Dubai 
publishing house L’Officiel 
Hommes ME—An ITP Consumer.
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stand isolated (Figure 5).  The application must be able to render the correct form of 
the glyph, depending on its location, as the characters are being typed or imported. 
Characters are initially displayed in their isolated form, and the application then 
infers the correct glyph by the character’s position and the characters that join it. 
Additionally, Arabic consonants can form ligatures, which merge into a new glyph 
with its own four-position forms (Figure 6).
Special ME characters: There are several other features available, including special 
characters specific to ME languages. These include special numbers—Arabic, 
Hindi, or Farsi—that can be used for page numbering, number lists, and footnotes. 
InDesign ME can also include Kashidas, for Arabic justification and the ability to 
control diacritic positioning. For Hebrew, special characters include the Geresh and 
Gershayim, for indicating numbers, and the Maqaf, the Hebrew hyphen character. 

When you install the ME version, several ME fonts are installed as well. 
These include Winsoft Pro, containing glyphs for Arabic and Hebrew in four 
styles (Medium, Italic, Bold and Bold Italic), as well as Adobe Arabic and 
Adobe Hebrew.

About Other Languages
There are several important language groups I haven’t talked about in this series of articles, 
such as the languages of India, including Hindi and Bengali, and those of Southeast Asia, 
such as Thai and Cambodian. Each of these languages have their own special require-
ments, including characters that change form depending on their position, or require 
special ligature forms. Other than its support of Unicode, InDesign doesn’t provide special 

■

Where to Purchase InDesign Middle Eastern (ME) Version
The CJK versions of InDesign are difficult to come by outside regions where those are 
the main languages spoken. Fortunately, InDesign ME version is easy to purchase in the 
United States and Europe. 
In the United States, it’s sold by Fontworld, at www.adobecs2me.com/, or contact INFO@
fontworld.com.

In Europe, there are various resellers for InDesign ME. To find out the contact for your 
region, visit www.winsoft.fr/Shopping/Shopping.html.

You can download a fully functional 30-day trial version at www.winsoft.fr/products/
download/AdobeDownloads.html. 

Figure 5 (above): Most 
Arabic characters can have up 
to 4 different forms, depending 
on its position in a word. Here, 
the character is shown in its 
isolated form (left) and its other 
three forms (right).

Figure 6 (above right): 
Arabic characters without 
Ligatures (left) and with the 
Ligatures option turned on 
(right).
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features that enable typesetting these languages. Special fonts can fulfill some of the needs; 
in other cases, InDesign can be used only with difficulty. 

Despite these limitations, InDesign can contribute to the worthwhile cause of better 
communication—worldwide.

Diane Burns is a pioneer in electronic publishing, founding TechArt International in 1984 as one of the first 
Macintosh-based design firms in the country. Today TechArt is a leader in print and Web design, specializing in 
projects in East Asian languages. She has authored several books on graphics software, including QuarkXPress 
and Illustrator. 

By Fatima DaouD  Photos By NaDiNe ashkar
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عبير "الكلمة في الفنّ" يفوح في المتحف البريطاني 
«الكلمة في الفنّ» تظاهرة فنية يستضيفها المتحف البريطاني في لندن بدءاً من منتصف مايو وحتى مطلع سبتمبر المقبل، تتبارى فيها نخبة الفنانين المعاصرين في المنطقة العربية 
والإسلامية في مجال الخطّ والرسم المتأثّر به. المعرض تنظّمه دبي القابضة بالتعاون مع المتحف، ويشارك فيه 75 فناناً مميزّين، ويتضمّن المعرض أربعة أقسام هي: «الخطوط 
المقدّسة» ويعرض لوحات تركّز على علاقة الخطّ العربي بالدين الإسلامي، «الأدب والفن» وتحتفي أعمال هذا القسم بالموروث الأدبي لمنطقة الشرق الأوسط والشعر العربي والفارسي 
القديم والمعاصر، بالإضافة إلى أعمال الأدباء الصوفيين، و«إعادة تشكيل الكلمة» ويتناول إنجازات المدرسة التجريدية في الخط العربي منذ منتصف القرن العشرين وحتى اليوم، 
أما القسم الرابع فهو «الهوية، التاريخ والسياسة» وتصوّر أعماله ردّة فعل الفنانّ تجاه تجاذبات وصراعات المنطقة خلال العقود الأخيرة. وهنا لوحة «عظمة بغداد» للفنان ضياء 

العزاوي وهي تنتمي للمجموعة الأخيرة من معروضات هذه التظاهرة الفنية، ويجسّد الحرف واللون فيها ملحمة البقاء والوجود كما تعيشها العاصمة العراقية العريقة.  

فنّ

تصميم

موسيقى 

كتب 

سينما

ثقافة

BY AHMAD GHARIB

art and style (Above): Arabic Open Type fonts and features are used to create these 
advertisements and magazines from Dubai publishing house L’Officiel Hommes ME—An ITP 
Consumer.

In the news (LEFT): Cover page from An-Nahar, one of the leading newspapers published in 
Beirut, Lebanon.
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