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MadCap Blaze: should Adobe worry?
Geoff Hart reviews this tool for publishing long 
documents from a topic-based perspective.

it represents that lie at the heart of this interface. 
Blaze refers to this collection as a ‘project’.

Although Blaze is designed for the production 
of long publications, rather than online help or 
web pages, it relies on the latter interface. The 
Blaze workspace comprises the following main 
elements:
	 At the left, you’ll see Project Organizer and 

Content Explorer windows that (respectively) 
show the project’s contents (all resources 
associated with the project) and a subset of those 
resources, such as the list of topics or graphics.

	 At the centre, you’ll see the information 
you’ve chosen to work on, such as a single 
topic selected from the Content Explorer.

	 Floating but dockable palettes for applying styles, 
adding index entries and so on, as well as support 
tools such as the menu bar and help window. 
All windows and palettes can be repositioned 
and resized, and you can save collections of 
window and palette layouts for future reuse.

MadCap’s Blaze software is a long-document 
solution designed to compete with FrameMaker 
and (to a lesser extent) with Word, which isn’t 
really optimal for long documents. In this review, 
I’ll give you a basic idea of how version 1.3 of 
Blaze differs from its competitors.

What’s different?
Most of the software we use for writing is based 
on individual documents: in the centre of the 
screen, there’s a document window, surrounded 
by a menu bar at the top and various floating 
toolbars or palettes. But it’s the document that is 
at the centre of this model. If you’ve written online 
help or created a web page, you’ve seen a different 
metaphor: the focus is on an ‘organizer’ that 
displays the collection of information you’ll be 
working with, a central area that displays a subset 
of that information while you work with it, and 
miscellaneous floating toolbars and palettes. But 
it’s the organizer and the collection of information 

All Blaze’s functionality takes up considerable space. You’ll be more comfortable with a large widescreen display than a square monitor; 
even my 21-inch square-screen CRT wasn’t large enough to display everything at an adequate size and my 21-inch widescreen LCD, 
though adequate, was more cramped than I would have liked.

For more detail, see 
Geoff’s full review at: 
www.techwr-l.com/
reviews/madcap-blaze-
hart



Communicator Spring 2009

24 Tools

Topics versus documents or stories
Blaze’s approach resembles managing a small 
website or a collection of Help topics more than it 
resembles working with a collection of documents 
or the ‘stories’ used by desktop publishing software 
such as InDesign. The difference is subtle, but 
understanding it is crucial to understanding how 
Blaze is different. Blaze is topic-based, which means 
that you build projects from discrete chunks of 
information that can be mixed and matched and 
assembled into larger publications. Dividing a large 
book created in Word or FrameMaker into individual 
chapters, with one file per chapter, is a step in this 
direction, but Blaze encourages and supports a far 
more granular approach. (Here, ‘granular’ means the 
ability to break things into grains of varying sizes.)

The advantage of this approach is that it lets 
you create collections of information ranging in 
size from the largest elements (individual topics) 
to elements as tiny as one or two sentences (such 
as a standard warning message) or phrases (such 
as your organisation’s name). In some ways, 
the approach is like playing with a large box of 
Lego, except that the building blocks in Blaze are 
defined once and then reused. In fact, Blaze is 
designed from the ground up to let you easily reuse 
information: instead of creating a unique copy 
of each piece of information for each publication 
that contains it, you create that information 
only once and then include it ‘by reference’; only 
a single original copy of the information ever 
exists, and updating that version automatically 
updates all publications that contain it.

For example, a standard organisation-wide 
‘how do I reach technical support?’ page could 
be a mid-sized element of your project, whereas 
your organisation name itself could be a smallish 
element. Should your organisation be acquired 
by a larger one, your technical support page and 
organisation name would both change, but you 
would only need to update the original information 
for all parts of your projects and all projects to be 
automatically updated to use the new information.

You can fake this with other software, particularly 
if it offers a ‘library’ feature, but Blaze fully embraces 
this principle of reuse. In effect, it’s a form of 
single-sourcing, though you can’t create online 
Help with Blaze. (You can, however, open a Blaze 
project in Flare and create Help files that way.)

Building publications
Blaze lets you create multiple publications, such 
as student and trainer versions of a training 
guide, from a single project. To do so, you 
create outlines, which are like shopping lists 
that define what elements should appear in each 
publication and their order. You can also create 
conditional tags, such as ‘student’ and ‘teacher’, 
that specify which elements should only appear 
in certain publications. Blaze also provides 
‘templates’ that define broad collections of 
project settings that go far beyond simple 
gatherings of page layouts and text styles.

Blaze provides familiar tools for defining 
standard page layouts with recurring features such 
as running headers and page numbers that you 
can apply to each topic in a project. You define 
each page’s structure using ‘frames’, which are 
containers that hold subsets of the page’s contents. 
Typical frames include the running headers and 
footers that appear on every page, the body text 
frame that holds the majority of a page’s contents, 
and sidebars. You can also use ‘text boxes’ 
similar to those provided by Word for exceptional 
information that doesn’t fit within the standard 
layout’s frames. There are many nice page design 
features, such as the ability to automatically align a 
page’s components and the ability to mirror pages 
to instantly create matching facing pages. Page 
layouts stored in a project’s Resources section are 
available for use in any topic in the project.

Blaze provides style sheets that store the formats 
for entire paragraphs (paragraph styles) or subsets 
of paragraphs (character styles), and you can define 
multiple style sheets per project. For example, you 
could create separate style sheets for the e-Book 
and print versions of a project. All the standard 
text-formatting options (typeface and type size, 
indentations and spacing, bullets and numbering) 
are available. Blaze isn’t yet in the league of 
InDesign, but you can certainly set credible-looking 
and highly legible type once you learn where all 
the settings are hidden, and can change your 
typography quickly just by changing the style sheet.

Writing, revising and publishing
Blaze provides a basic but effective text editor. It 
isn’t nearly as powerful as Word, but it gets the job 
done. The table editor is good, with nice features 
such as the ability to define a collection of styles for 
an entire table. Blaze’s ‘snippets’, predefined text 
shortcuts, are more powerful than Word’s autotext 
and similar to Dreamweaver’s library items: if 
you create standard snippets such as a copyright 
statement or a standard warning message, editing 
the original snippet automatically updates all 
copies of that snippet in a project. There are 
powerful features for creating numbered lists and 
nested lists that update correctly when you add 
new information in mid-list — unlike those in Word.

If you don’t like the text editor, you can 
do most of your writing and revision in your 
favourite word processor or in FrameMaker. 
If you save these files in Word’s .doc or .xml 
formats, or create FrameMaker files, Blaze can 
import these files for subsequent management 
and publishing, and can use the updated versions 
of these files if you continue to modify them 
outside Blaze. MadCap’s X-Edit family of products 
provides powerful reviewing tools that resemble 
Word’s revision tracking and commenting 
features. The basic X-Edit Reviewer software is 
free for downloading, and you can purchase more 
powerful versions that offer additional features. 
The basic approach is similar to Adobe’s InDesign 
plus InCopy combination, but less expensive.

More information

Adobe InCopy: 
www.adobe.com/
products/incopy

MacroExpress tools 
and macros: www.
macroexpress.com

MadCap Blaze: www.
madcapsoftware.com/
products/blaze

MadCap training: www.
madcapsoftware.com/
training/ 
blazetraining.aspx

MadCap X-Edit 
product family: www.
madcapsoftware.com/
products/xedit
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website. The original source files used to create 
that output remain safely in Blaze: the published 
output contains only what is necessary for the 
audience to use the file on their computers.

Miscellaneous points
Blaze makes good use of embedded (‘dynamic’) 
help that changes to reflect your actions and 
provide orientation (what does this dialog do?) 
or details when you select an option (what 
does it do?). If you find that this gets in your 
way, you can use conventional context-sensitive 
help instead. There’s no printed documentation, 
but comprehensive, well-written PDF files are 
available, including a ‘Getting Started’ manual 
that was sufficiently detailed that I could learn 
the software well enough to create a newsletter 
while I was writing this review. There’s no formal 
tutorial to walk you through the process of 
publishing a collection of sample files, so if you 
don’t like learning software on your own, you 
may need to obtain basic training from MadCap.

Should Adobe worry?
Blaze is a sophisticated, complex, powerful program 
that will take time to master. The payoff for that effort 
will be an ability to create a large family of related 
documents of varying length and complexity from a 
single collection of information, which is something 
you’d be hard-pressed to achieve with document- or 
story-based software. Moreover, it makes the task 
of updating members of that family easier than 
in other programs because modifying the original 
elements will ensure that all instances of those 
elements will be updated throughout the family.

Blaze has rough edges and it isn’t as intuitive 
as Word or InDesign. But even in its current state 
of development, it’s an excellent solution that will 
only improve as it matures. I wouldn’t sell my 
Adobe stock just yet, but were I Adobe, I’d be 
watching over my shoulder from now on. C

Blaze’s underlying document structure is XML, 
a tagging language similar to the HTML used to 
create web pages. Although the XML editor used 
for writing and revising content shows you the XML 
tags for each chunk of text, they’re off to the sides, 
for reference only, and you work in ‘what you see 
is what you get’ mode, so you can ignore the tags 
until you need them. (XML geeks will be pleased to 
learn that Blaze provides basic support for DITA, 
and MadCap is improving this support.) XML lends 
itself naturally to Blaze’s granular, topic-based 
approach, because XML defines a topic’s elements 
based on function (such as ‘title’), not format.

Graphics handling is simple and flexible, 
and you can collect all your graphics in the 
project’s Resources folder rather than inserting 
multiple copies in multiple files. Each image is 
then available for use anywhere, and when you 
update it, all topics that contain the graphic will 
be updated automatically to use the new version.

Blaze can automatically generate tables of 
contents (TOCs) for headings (both for a topic and 
for the overall publication), figures (graphics) and 
tables, as well as indexes and several cross-reference 
formats. The tools vary in their sophistication and 
maturity, but are all generally capable, if not as 
refined as their equivalents in Word and InDesign. 
Unfortunately, Blaze lacks scripting tools or 
macros; you’ll need a third-party tool such as 
MacroExpress to automate repetitive actions.

Once you’ve gathered all your information, 
you can define ‘targets’ that combine the subset 
of the project you want to publish with your 
choice of style sheet and output format (PDF, 
Microsoft’s XPS, XHTML, Word or FrameMaker). 
The final step is to ‘build’ each target, which is 
Blaze jargon for compiling the target’s contents 
into the final product. Once you finish building 
a target, you can issue a simple command to 
publish the project and send the output files to 
a network directory or a destination such as a 
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Geoff Hart is a Fellow 
of STC and works as a 
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