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Master Pages

About masters, stacking order, and layers

A master is like a background that you can quickly apply to many pages. Objects on a master appear on all 
pages with that master applied. Master items that appear on document pages are surrounded by a dotted border. 
Changes you make to a master are automatically applied to associated pages. Masters commonly contain 
repeating logos, page numbers, headers, and footers. They can also contain empty text or graphic frames that 
serve as placeholders on document pages. A master item cannot be selected on a document page unless the 
master item is overridden.

Masters can have multiple layers, just like pages in your document. Objects on a single layer have their own 
stacking order within that layer. Objects on a master page layer appear behind objects assigned to the same layer 
in the document page.

If you want a master item to appear in front of objects on the document page, assign a higher layer to the 
object on the master. A master item on a higher layer appears in front of all objects on lower layers. Merging all 
layers will move master items behind document page objects.

Master items (top left) appear behind page objects on the same layer (bottom left); moving a master item to a 
higher layer (top right) moves it in front of all objects on lower layers (bottom right).

Tips and guidelines for masters

•	 You can compare alternative design ideas by creating a variety of masters and applying them in turn to 
sample pages containing typical content.

•	  To quickly lay out new documents, you can save a set of masters in a document template, along with 
paragraph and character styles, color libraries, and other styles and presets.

•	 If you change column or margin settings on a master, or apply a new master with different column and 
margin settings, you can force objects on the page to adjust to the new layout automatically. 

•	 Automatic page numbers inserted on a master display the correct page number for each section of the 
document to which the master is applied. 



By default, any document you create has a master page. You can create additional masters from scratch or 
from an existing master page or document page. After you apply master pages to other pages, any changes 
made to the source master carry forward to the masters and document pages that are based on it. With careful 
planning, this provides an easy way to make layout changes to multiple pages across your document.

For a video tutorial on working with master pages, see www.adobe.com/go/vid0069.

Create a master from scratch

   1. Choose New Master in the Pages panel menu.
   2. Specify the following options, and click OK:

•	 For Prefix, type a prefix that identifies the applied master for each page in the Pages panel. You can 
type as many as four characters.

•	 For Name, type a name for the master spread.
•	 For Based On Master, choose an existing master spread on which you’ll base this master spread, or 

choose None.
•	 For Number Of Pages, type a value for the number of pages you want in the master spread (as many 

as ten).

Create a master from an existing page or spread

•	 Drag an entire spread from the Pages section of the Pages panel to the Masters section.
•	 Select a spread in the Pages panel and choose Save As Master from the Pages panel menu.

Any objects on the original page or spread become part of the new master. If the original page used a master, 
the new master is based on the original page’s master. 

Creating a new master spread based on another page or spread
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Base one master on another

You can create a master variation that is based on and updates with another master (called the parent master) 
within the same document. The master spreads based on the parent master are called child masters. For 
example, if your document has ten chapters that use master spreads that vary only slightly, base all of them on 
a master spread that contains the layout and objects common to all ten. This way, a change to the basic design 
requires editing just the parent master instead of editing all ten separately. Vary the formatting on your child 
masters. You can override parent master items on a child master to create variations on a master, just as you can 
override master items on document pages. This is a powerful way to keep a consistent yet varied design up to 
date.

 

Original parent and child masters (left); when the parent master is modified, the child masters are automatically updated (right)

   To base one master on another, in the Masters section of the Pages panel, do either of the following:

•	 Select a master spread, and choose Master Options for [master spread name] in the Pages panel menu. For 
Based On Master, choose a different master, and click OK.

•	 Select the name of the master spread you want to use as the base and drag it onto the name of another 
master to apply it. 

    
  B-Master based on A-Master



Edit the layout of a master

You can edit the layout of master pages at any time; changes you make are automatically reflected on all 
pages with that master applied. For example, any text or graphic you add to a master will appear on document 
pages to which the master is applied.
Note: When you override or detach a master page object on a particular page, that object may not update to reflect changes 
made on the master page.

1.	 In the Pages panel, double-click the icon for the master you want to edit, or select the master page from 
the text box list at the bottom of the document window. The master spread appears in the document 
window.

2.	 Make changes to the master.

InDesign automatically updates any pages using that master.
Use multiple views to see the results of master edits. Choose Window > Arrange > New Window, and then 

choose Window > Arrange > Tile Horizontally or Tile Vertically. Set one view to a page and the other view to 
the master applied to that page. Then edit the master and watch the page update.

Change master page options

You can edit master page options to change the name or prefix of the master, base the master on another 
master, or change the number of pages in the master spread.

   1. In the Pages panel, click the name of a master spread to select the master spread.
   2. Choose Master Options For [master name] in the Pages panel menu.
   3. Change any option, and then click OK.


