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ALIGNMENT: The positioning of 
text within the page margins. 
Alignment can be flush left, 
flush right, justified, or centered. 
Flush left and flush right are 
sometimes referred to as left jus-
tified and right justified.

ASCENDER: The part of lower-
case letters (such as k, b, and d) 
that ascends above the x-height 
of the other lowercase letters in 
a face.

BASELINE: The imaginary line 
on which the majority of the 
characters in a typeface rest.

BODY TEXT: The paragraphs in 
a document that make up the 
bulk of its content. The body text 
should be set in an appropriate 
and easy-to-read face, typically 
at 10- or 12-point size.

BOLDFACE: A typeface that has 
been enhanced by rendering it in 
darker, thicker strokes so that it 
will stand out on the page. Head-
lines that need emphasis should 
be boldface. Italics are preferable 
for emphasis in body text.

BULLET: A dot or other special 
character placed at the left of 
items in a list to show that they 
are individual, but related, points.

CAP HEIGHT: The height from 
the baseline to the top of the 
uppercase letters in a font. This 
may or may not be the same as 
the height of ascenders. Cap 
height is used in some systems 
to measure the type size.

CENTERED: Text placed at an 
equal distance from the left and 
right margins. Headlines are 
often centered. It is generally not 
good to mix centered text with 
flush left or flush right text.

CHARACTER, CHARACTER CODE: 
The word character is used differ-
ently in different contexts. In the con-
text of modern computer operating 
systems, it is often defined as a code 
with a meaning attached to it. For 
example, the decimal character code 
97 represents the letter a. In most 
operating systems today, character 
codes are represented by an 8-bit 
unit of data known as a byte.: Also 
see character encoding, glyph, key-
board layout.

CHARACTER MAPPING: See 
character encoding.

CHARACTER ENCODING: Char-
acter encoding is a table in a font 
or a computer operating system 
that maps character codes to 
glyphs in a font. Most operating 
systems today represent char-
acter codes with an 8-bit unit of 
data known as a byte. Thus, char-
acter encoding tables today are 
restricted to at most 256 charac-
ter codes. Not all operating sys-
tem manufacturers use the same 
character encoding. For example, 
the Macintosh platform uses the 
standard Macintosh character set 
as defined by Apple Computer, 
Inc., while the Windows operating 
system uses another encoding 
entirely, as defined by Microsoft. 
Fortunately, OpenType fonts (and 
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standard Type 1 fonts) contain all 
the glyphs needed for both these 
encodings, so they work correctly 
not only with these two systems, 
but others as well.: Not all oper-
ating system manufacturers use 
the same character encoding. 
For example, the Macintosh plat-
form uses the standard Macin-
tosh character set as defined by 
Apple Computer, Inc., while the 
Windows operating system uses 
another encoding entirely, as 
defined by Microsoft. Fortunately, 
standard Type 1 fonts contain all 
the glyphs needed for both these 
encodings, so they work correctly 
not only with these two systems, 
but others as well.: Also see char-
acter, glyph, keyboard layout.

COLOR: See typographic color.

CONDENSED: A narrower ver-
sion of a font, used to get a max-
imum number of glyphs into a 
given space.

CONTRAST: A subjective feel-
ing that graphic elements (such 
as fonts) are different but work 
together well. This gives a feeling 
of variety without losing harmony. 
Within a particular font, contrast 
also refers to the variety of stroke 
thicknesses that make up the char-
acters. Helvetica has low contrast 
and Bodoni has high contrast.

COPYFITTING: The process of 
adjusting the size and spacing 
of type to make it fit within a 
defined area of the page.

DESCENDER: The part of lower-
case letters (such as y, p, and q) 
that descends below the baseline 
of the other lowercase letters in a 
font face. In some typefaces, the 
uppercase J and Q also descend 
below the baseline.

DINGBATS: Typefaces that con-
sist of symbol characters such as 
decorations, arrows and bullets.

DISPLAY FONT: A font that has 
been designed to look good at 
large point sizes, often for use 
in headlines. Typically such a 
font is not as readable at smaller 
sizes for large amounts of text. 
If a serif font with optical sizes, 
it will likely have lighter weight 
main stems and much lighter 
weight serifs and crossbars than 
a text-size version of the same 
typeface.

DPI: An abbreviation for dots per 
inch. Refers to the resolution at 
which a device, such as a mon-
itor or printer, can display text 
and graphics. Monitors are usu-
ally 100 dpi or less, and laser 
printers are 300 dpi or higher. 
An image printed on a laser 
printer looks sharper than the 
same image on a monitor.

DROP CAP: A design style in 
which the first capital letter of 
a paragraph is set in a larger 
point size and aligned with the 
top of the first line. This method 
is used to indicate the start of 
a new section of text, such as a 
chapter.

ELLIPSIS: A punctuation char-
acter consisting of three dots, 
or periods, in a row. It indicates 
that a word or phrase has been 
omitted.

EM, EM SPACE, EM QUAD: A 
common unit of measurement 
in typography. Em is tradition-
ally defined as the width of the 
uppercase M in the current face 
and point size. It is more prop-
erly defined as simply the cur-
rent point size. For example, in 
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12-point type, em is a distance 
of 12 points.

EM DASH: A dash the length of 
an em is used to indicate a break 
in a sentence.

EN, EN SPACE, EN QUAD: A 
common unit of measurement 
in typography. En is tradition-
ally defined as the width of the 
uppercase N in the current face 
and the current point size. It is 
more properly defined as half the 
width of an em.

EN DASH: A dash the length of 
an en is used to indicate a range 
of values.

FACE: One of the styles of a 
family of faces. For example, the 
italic style of the Garamond fam-
ily is a face.

FAMILY: Also known as a font fam-
ily. A collection of faces that were 
designed and intended to be used 
together. For example, the Gara-
mond family consists of roman 
and italic styles, as well as regu-
lar, semi-bold, and bold weights. 
Each of the style and weight com-
binations is called a face.

FLUSH LEFT: Text that is aligned 
on the left margin is said to be 
set flush left. If the same text is 
not aligned on the right margin, 
it is said to be set flush left, rag-
ged right. The term ragged right 
is sometimes used alone to mean 
the same thing.

FLUSH RIGHT: Text which is 
aligned on the right margin is 
said to be set flush right. If the 
same text is not aligned on the 
left margin, it is said to be set 
flush right, ragged left. The term 
ragged left is sometimes used 
alone to mean the same thing.

FONT: One weight, width, and 
style of a typeface. Before scal-
able type, there was little dis-
tinction between the terms font, 
face, and family. Font and face 
still tend to be used interchange-
ably, although the term face is 
usually more correct.

FONT FAMILY: Also known as 
family. The collection of faces 
that were designed together and 
intended to be used together. 
For example, the Garamond font 
family consists of roman and 
italic styles, as well as regular, 
semi-bold, and bold weights. 
Each of the style and weight 
combinations is called a face.

GLYPH: The word glyph is used 
differently in different contexts. 
In the context of modern com-
puter operating systems, it is 
often defined as a shape in a font 
that is used to represent a char-
acter code on screen or paper. 
The most common example of 
a glyph is a letter, but the sym-
bols and shapes in a font like ITC 
Zapf Dingbats are also glyphs.: 
Also see character, character 
encoding, keyboard layout.

HANGING INDENT: A document 
style in which the first line of a 
paragraph is aligned with the 
left margin, and the remaining 
lines are all indented an equal 
amount. This is sometimes 
referred to as outdenting. This is 
an effective style for displaying 
lists of information.

HEADLINE: The short lines of 
emphasized text that introduce 
detail information in the body 
text that follows. Also the cate-
gory of faces that are designed to 
work best in headline text.
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HINTS: The mathematical instruc-
tions added to digital fonts to 
make them sharp at all sizes and 
on display devices of different res-
olutions.

ITALIC: A slanting or script-like 
version of a face. The upright 
faces are often referred to as 
roman.

JUSTIFIED: A block of text that 
has been spaced so that the 
text aligns on both the left and 
right margins. Justified text has 
a more formal appearance, but 
may be harder to read.

KERNING: The adjustment of 
horizontal space between indi-
vidual characters in a line of 
text. Adjustments in kerning 
are especially important in large 
display and headline text lines. 
Without kerning adjustments, 
many letter combinations can 
look awkward. The objective of 
kerning is to create visually equal 
spaces between all letters so that 
the eye can move smoothly along 
the text.: Kerning may be applied 
automatically by the desktop 
publishing program based on 
tables of values. Some programs 
also allow manual kerning to 
make fine adjustments.

KEYBOARD LAYOUT, KEY-
BOARD MAPPING: Sometimes 
known as a character mapping, 
a keyboard layout or mapping is 
a table used by a computer oper-
ating system to govern which 
character code is generated 
when a key or key combination 
is pressed.: Also see character, 
character encoding, glyph.

LEADING: (pronounced  ledding) 
The amount of space added 
between lines of text to make 

the document legible. The term 
originally referred to the thin 
lead spacers that printers used 
to physically increase space 
between lines of metal type. Most 
applications automatically apply 
standard leading based on the 
point size of the font. Closer lead-
ing fits more text on the page, 
but decreases legibility. Looser 
leading spreads text out to fill a 
page and makes the document 
easier to read. Leading can also 
be negative, in which case the 
lines of text are so close that they 
overlap or touch.

LETTERSPACING: Adjusting the 
average distance between letters 
in a block of text to fit more or 
less text into the given space or to 
improve legibility. Kerning allows 
adjustments between individual 
letters; letterspacing is applied 
to a block of text as a whole. Let-
terspacing is sometimes referred 
to as tracking or track kerning.

LIGATURE: Two or more letters 
tied together into a single let-
ter. In some typefaces, character 
combinations such as fi and fl 
overlap, resulting in an unsightly 
shape. The fi and fl ligatures were 
designed to improve the appear-
ance of these characters. Let-
ter combinations such as ff, ffl 
and ffi are available in all Adobe 
OpenType Pro fonts and selected 
Adobe OpenType Standard fonts.

MARGIN: The white spaces 
around text blocks. Margins 
typically need to be created on 
the edges of a page, since most 
printers can’t print to the very 
edge. White space also makes a 
document look better and easier 
to read.
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OBLIQUE: A slanting version of a 
face. Oblique is similar to italic, 
but without the script quality of 
a true italic. The upright faces 
are usually referred to as roman.

OPENTYPE: The OpenType for-
mat is a superset of the earlier 
TrueType and Adobe PostScript 
Type 1 font formats. As jointly 
defined by Microsoft and Adobe 
Systems, it is technically an 
extension of Microsoft’s TrueType 
Open format, which can contain 
either PostScript font outlines or 
TrueType font outlines in a sin-
gle font file that can be used on 
both Macintosh and Windows 
platforms. It can also include an 
expanded character set based on 
the Unicode encoding standard 
plus advanced typographic intel-
ligence for glyph positioning and 
glyph substitution that allow for 
the inclusion of numerous alter-
nate glyphs in one font file.

PARAGRAPH RULES: Graphic 
lines associated with a paragraph 
that separate blocks of text. Rules 
are commonly used to separate 
columns and isolate graphics on 
a page. Some desktop publishing 
programs allow paragraph styles 
to be created that include para-
graph rules above and/or below 
the paragraph.

PICA: A unit of measure that is 
approximately 1/6th of an inch. 
A pica is equal to 12 points. The 
traditional British and American 
pica is 0.166 inches. In Post-
Script printers, a pica is exactly 
1/6th of an inch.

POINT: A unit of measure in 
typography. There are approxi-
mately 72 points to the inch. A 
pica is 12 points.

POINT SIZE: The common 
method of measuring type. The 
distance from the top of the 
highest ascender to the bot-
tom of the lowest descender in 
points. In Europe, type is often 
measured by the cap-height in 
millimeters.

RAISED CAP: A design style in 
which the first capital letter of a 
paragraph is set in a large point 
size and aligned with the base-
line of the first line of text. Com-
pare to a drop cap.

REVERSE: The technique of 
printing white or light-colored 
text on a black or dark back-
ground for emphasis. This tech-
nique greatly reduces legibility, 
especially with small type.

ROMAN: Commonly refers to the 
upright version of a face within a 
font family, as compared to the 
italic version.

RULE: A solid or dashed graphic 
line in documents used to sep-
arate the elements of a page. 
Rules and other graphic devices 
should be used sparingly, and 
only for clarifying the function of 
other elements on the page.

SANS SERIF: A type face that 
does not have serifs. Gener-
ally a low-contrast design. Sans 
serif faces lend a clean, simple 
appearance to documents.

SERIF: Small decorative strokes 
that are added to the end of 
a letter’s main strokes. Serifs 
improve readability by leading 
the eye along the line of type.

SET SOLID: Leading that is 
equal to the point size of the font 
in use. Generally used only with 
larger display sizes.
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STYLE: One of the variations in 
appearance, such as italic and 
bold, that make up the faces in 
a type family.

SYMBOL: A category of type in 
which the characters are special 
symbols rather than alphanu-
meric characters.

TABULAR FIGURES: Numerals 
that all have the same width. 
This makes it easier to set tabu-
lar matter.

TRACKING: The average space 
between characters in a block of 
text. Sometimes also referred to 
as letterspacing.

TRUETYPE: A scalable type tech-
nology which, along with Open-
Type, is built into both Windows 
and Mac OS.

TYPE 1: The original interna-
tional type standard for scalable 
type, invented by Adobe Sys-
tems. Type 1 is one of the most 
commonly available digital type 
formats and is often used by pro-
fessional digital graphic design-
ers. It is being superceded by 
OpenType.

TYPEFACE: The letters, num-
bers, and symbols that make 
up a design of type. A typeface 
is often part of a type family of 
coordinated designs. The indi-
vidual typefaces are named after 
the family and are also speci-
fied with a designation, such as 
italic, bold or condensed.

TYPEFACE FAMILY: Also known 
as family. The collection of faces 
that were designed together and 
intended to be used together. 
For example, the Garamond 
font family consists of roman 
and italic styles, as well as regu-

lar, semibold, and bold weights. 
Each of the style and weight 
combinations is called a face.

TYPOGRAPHIC COLOR: The 
apparent blackness of a block 
of text. Color is a function of the 
relative thickness of the strokes 
that make up the characters in a 
font, as well as the width, point 
size, and leading used for setting 
the text block

UNJUSTIFIED: Depending on 
alignment, this term refers to 
text which is set flush left, flush 
right, or centered.

WEIGHT: The relative darkness 
of the characters in the various 
typefaces within a type family. 
Weight is indicated by relative 
terms such as thin, light, bold, 
extra-bold, and black.

WHITE SPACE: The blank areas 
on a page where text and illus-
trations are not printed. White 
space should be considered an 
important graphic element in 
page design.

WIDTH: One of the possible vari-
ations of a typeface within a type 
family, such as condensed or 
extended.

WORD SPACING: Adjusting the 
average distance between words 
to improve legibility or to fit a 
block of text into a given amount 
of space.

WYSIWYG: An acronym for 
What You See Is What You Get. 
Macintosh, Windows, and some 
UNIX environments provide a 
WYSIWYG screen display. What 
you see on the screen is what 
you will get on printed output, 
as accurately as the screen can 
render it.
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X-HEIGHT: Traditionally, x-height 
is the height of the lowercase let-
ter x. It is also the height of the 
body of lowercase letters in a 
font, excluding the ascenders and 
descenders. Some lower-case let-

ters that do not have ascenders 
or descenders still extend a little 
bit above or below the x-height as 
part of their design. The x-height 
can vary greatly from typeface to 
typeface at the same point size.

The quick 
brown fox 
jumps over 

the lazy dog.

CrossbarBaseline

Descender

Stroke/Stem

CounterSerif

Leg

Beardline
Link

X Height

Leading

Ear

Meanline
CaplineAscender

Shoulder

Eye

Spine

Arm
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Different projects call 
for different type 
choices and combina-

tions. Are you working on a 
book? Is the book a novel, or 
is it a coffee table book that 
includes lots of pictures and 
explanatory text? Are you 
working on a brochure, a 
catalog, a magazine, a poster, 
an invitation? Each project 
has different requirements as 
to readability, legibility, and 
impact. Your first task is to 
determine which part of your 
project needs readability, 
which needs legibility, and 
which needs impact.
n The lengthiest text needs to 

be the most readable.
n The text that people will 

skim through, such as 
items in a catalog or head-
lines in a newsletter, needs 
to be the most legible.

n The text that’s designed to 
catch someone’s eye in a 
hurry and create an in-
stant impression needs to 
be the most impactful.
One project might include 

all three of these possibili-
ties. For instance, you might 
have an annual report that 
has lots of boring copy that 
you hope people will read, 
many headlines they’ll skim 
through to find what they 

want, and some brave text 
here and there (like on the 
cover or section heads) that 
will grab their attention in the 
right way  — ”right” meaning 
in a way that’s appropriate to 
that particular audience.

So let’s begin by looking at 
some guidelines — then we’ll 
branch out from there.

Readability
Readability refers to how 

easy it is to read long blocks 
of text. The more text, the 
less you want the typeface 
to grab the reader’s interest; 
the more unbroken the text, 
the more invisible the type-
face should be. For instance, 
in a novel a reader wants to 
get to the end of the novel 
without being interrupted by 
quirky letterforms; we don’t 
want anything to take us 
out of the story and make us 
think of something as silly as 
the interesting shape of the 
letter g.

The most invisible typefac-
es are in the oldstyle cate-
gory, possibly because when 
that typeface structure was 
set in hot metal in the 1500s 
(based on ancient Roman let-
terforms), there wasn’t any-
thing except books to use the 
type for — no billboards, no 
magazine ads, no packaging. 

Chapter 2

Designing With Type
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Whether it’s because over the 
centuries we have become 
most familiar with oldstyles 
or because the actual struc-
ture of the letterforms is 
more conducive to the read-
ing process, oldstyles turn 
out to be the easiest to read 
in long blocks of printed text. 
I use Garamond, Warnock, 
or Jenson, and my prefer-
ence is still toward certain 
versions of Garamond as 
being the most readable face 
on the planet.

Design for audience
Starting with the premise 

of classic oldstyle for lengthy 
copy, expand your text face 
options depending on the 
project. Is it a formal project, 
such as an annual report or 
scholarly tome? Use the most 
invisible typeface you can 
find. Is it a newsletter? You 
can get away with a typeface 
with a little more character. 
Is it a brochure? Depending 
on who it’s for, you can ex-
periment with quite a range 
of text faces and even move 
into sans serif fonts because 
the columns are typically 
narrower in a brochure.

Legibility
While readability refers to 

how easy it is to read lengthy 
text, legibility refers to how 
easy it is to instantly rec-
ognize short bursts of text 
such as headlines, freeway 

signage, catalog entries, etc. 
It turns out that sans serif 
faces are the most legible 
for short bursts of text. 
Apparently the clean and 
distinctive letterforms make 
it easier for the words to 
go straight into our brains 
when we need to get small 
amounts in a hurry.

Among sans serifs, you 
can find very strict, simpli-
fied forms, or ones that have 
a more casual edge to them 
by adding curves and quirky 
characteristics. As with read-
ability, however, the quirkier 
it is, the less legible (that’s 
why you don’t see freeway 
signage set in Peignot). The 
extreme light weights and 
bold weights of sans serifs 
are also less legible.

General Type Guidelines
Oldstyles are great for long, unin-
terrupted text such as in a book or 
lengthy articles in magazines. The 
more invisible (the fewer quirks), the 
more sedate will be the overall impres-
sion. The smaller amounts of continu-
ous text you have in the project, the 
more you can use quirkier oldstyles.

Times New Roman
Moderns are less desirable for 
lengthy text because those thin 
strokes at body copy sizes (9 to 12) 
get too small to see or print clearly; 
they’re best used when you can set 
them a little larger than body copy or 
use them in small amounts for spe-
cial text. Set large, moderns have a 
stunning classic beauty.

Bodoni
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All caps
Remember, type set in all 

caps reduces the legibility 
and the readability of any 
text. We don’t read letter by 
letter — we read in groups. 
Entire words go into our 
eyes, straight to our brains. 
We recognize those words by 
their shapes. Once you put 
words in all caps, all their 
shapes are the same and we 
have to go back to reading 
letter by letter.

I’m not suggesting that you 
never use all caps — just 
keep the reduced legibili-
ty in mind. Sometimes, of 
course, your design calls for 
those rectangular forms of 
words in all caps, and you 
know they’re not impossible 
to read. If you can put into 
words why that rectangular 
form is important to your 
design and why it’s okay to 
accept a little less legibility/
readability, then carry on 
with all caps.

Impact
For the display text that 

constitutes the main ele-
ments of something like a 
book cover, poster, invitation, 
brochure, etc., it can be even 
more daunting to find the 
right typeface because it’s that 
typeface that’s going to set the 
mood. One thing you must do 
is trust yourself — you know 
what feeling is evoked from a 
particular typeface. Your gut 

reaction to a chosen font is 
probably the same as that of 
your audience.

But what I encourage you 
to do is experiment beyond 
your initial reaction to type 
choices. For instance, per-
haps you have to create a 
poster for a local gym. You 
might initially think you 
need a macho, thick, strong, 
bully face. But today, gyms 
cater to all sorts of different 
clientele — one might be 
limited to just women, just 
gay people, just mothers and 
pregnant women, just ma-
cho males, just seniors, etc. 
What is it about this gym 
that the owner wants to em-
phasize? The friendly atmo-
sphere, the female-ness, the 
high energy, the low energy? 
Find the essence of what you 
want to evoke, not the sur-
face cliché.

A high-tech brochure 
doesn’t need those awful 
“computery” fonts, the ones 
that look like computer type 
on old PCs from the ’70s. Ap-
ple, one of the highest tech of 
all high-tech companies, for 
decades used a slightly con-
densed version of an oldstyle 
Garamond font originally 
created in about 1530. Rath-
er than evoke a “computer” 
look, they went for a look 
that captured classic ele-
gance, elitism, stability. Lots 
of white space helped, too.

High-tech, high-end prod-



Fall 2017 13

ucts tend to have a crisp, 
clean, sharp look. Children’s 
products tend to be color-
ful and energetic; new age 
products tend to have warm, 
earthy tones; scientific and 
scholarly works tend to be 
very conservative. But you 
already know that — what 
you need to do is take those 
ideas that you already know 
and experiment with typefac-
es that convey that feeling in 
slightly new or different ways.

In praise of clichés
Keep in mind, however, 

that sometimes the obvious 
is the best solution. With 
platitudes, everyone knows 
exactly what you’re talking 
about: blood dripping off the 
type on a horror poster, a 
lovely script for a wedding 
invitation, grungy type for a 
skateboarding poster. There’s 
a certain comfort for the 
reader in knowing what to 
expect; so don’t try to make 
everything so new and differ-
ent that the basic meaning 
gets confused. Things become 
clichés precisely because they 
work so well.

Experiment
Once you have an idea of 

how to narrow down your 
choices, experiment. Go to 
someplace like Veer.com or 
MyFonts.com where you can 
choose categories of type, and 
then enter your own text and 

point size so you can see how 
different faces might look.

For body copy, take a 
paragraph of text from your 
project, set it in at least five 
different fonts, and narrow 
it down to a couple that you 
like. Then using those two or 
three faces, experiment with 
the point size and leading 
values. Even such miniscule 
changes as tenths of a point 
in both font size and leading 
values can change the look of 
the piece. Don’t rely on your 
monitor when making a text 
face decision — you must 
print out the samples before 
you make a final choice.

Make a decision as to what 
part of your design will set 
the tone, the impact. It might 
be the title, or the headlines, 
or the body copy. For in-
stance, in a lengthy article 
that you want people to read, 
start with the body copy 
and its settings. From there, 
work with the guidelines in 
“Choosing Type Combina-
tions” to find typefaces that 
will combine beautifully with 
your chosen face, plus sup-
port the essence of what you 
want to convey. For a poster, 
experiment with fonts for 
the largest text on the page 
before you begin to make de-
cisions for the smaller text. 
Choose some fonts you might 
not think are appropriate 
and see what happens.

There’s no quick-and-easy 
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solution to font choices, 
and having thousands of 
fonts to choose from doesn’t 
make it any easier. Keep in 
mind, however, that there 
isn’t one perfect choice, but 
thousands of perfect choices. 

With a conscious eye and 
thoughtful combinations, 
your problem won’t be to 
find the perfect solution, but 
which one of your many per-
fect solutions to choose for 
the final piece.

GENERAL TYPE GUIDELINES
Slab serifs are a little too heavy for lengthy text, but create a good strong impres-
sion for smaller amounts of text such as newsletters or brochures. When set re-
ally large, slab serifs can be gorgeous and classy and make strong statements. 
Experiment with the light weights and heavy weights in combinations.

Black Oak
Sans serif, as I mentioned earlier, is terrific as headlines, signage, bullet copy, 
etc. It can also be used for short blocks of body copy, especially if you add extra 
linespace and try to keep the lines a little shorter in length. You might have an 
individualist desire to set a novel in sans serif, but I suggest you control yourself 
if you want people to actually read it. Save your anarchy for something else.

Helvetica
Scripts and decoratives are like cheesecake — absolutely divine in small doses. 
But these fonts are the most fun to play with! And because they’re so powerful 
in small doses, they’ll create a strong impact with minimal use. You might use a 
decorative font in your main title — try picking it up again in initial caps or special 
headlines as an element of repetition and unity.

Script   Decorative
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Character Widths
For the smoothest appear-

ance, an alphabet’s char-
acters should have simi-
lar widths. Reading has a 
natural rhythm; an alphabet 
such as Futura with wide-
ly varying character widths 
disrupts it.

Height-to-Width Ratio
We identify letters by their 

physical characteristics—
stems, bars, loops, curves, 
and so on; the clearer they 
are the more legible the 
letter. As letters are com-
pressed (or expanded), these 
features get distorted—di-
agonal strokes, for example, 
become quite vertical—and 
so are harder to identify.

Text type is more common than any other. Text makes 
up the acres of gray in books, magazines, reports, and 
hundreds of other documents. When reading is the 

primary goal, it’s the designer’s job to ensure that the text 
is smooth, flowing, and pleasant to read. The hallmarks of 
good text type are legibility and readability. Legibility refers 
to clarity; it’s how readily one letter can be distinguished 
from all others. Readability refers to how well letters interact 
to compose words, sentences, and paragraphs. When evalu-
ating the choices, the operative word is medium.

Chapter Three

Text Type

Pick a typeface with 
similar character widths

Medium height-to-width ratio
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X-height
The x-height of a typestyle is the height 

of its lowercase characters. The larger the 
x-height, the denser the type will appear. 
You want medium; unusually tall or short 
x-heights are better suited for specialty 
projects.

Stroke Weight
The best text faces have stroke weights 

that vary somewhat, which make con-
verging lines that help the eye flow 
smoothly. But avoid extremes. Modern 
styles (left) vary too much; at high reso-
lution their beautiful, superthin strokes 
disappear in a dazzle. Sleek geometric 
styles (far right) vary little or not at all, so 
are too uniform.

Mirrors
Geometric typestyles are so uniform 

that their letters are often mirror images. 
For text, this isn’t ideal—the more dis-
tinct each letter is, the more legible whole 
words will be. Look for typestyles that 
don’t mirror.

Counters
Counters are the enclosed spaces inside 

letters. Avoid typestyles whose counters 
are very large in relation to the stroke 
weight. In the case of Avant Garde (right), 
note how much greater the space inside 
the letters is than the space outside. This 
will slow the reader. Set in text (far right), 
Avant Garde looks like Swiss cheese!

Type Quirks
Typographic sprites are fun to look at 

and great for heads, but in text they wear 
out their welcome fast. Why? The extra 
swashiness gives the eye too much to 
follow and is very tiring. Avoid quirkiness

Medium x-height

Look for small 
variations 

in stroke weight

Watch out for 
mirrors

Avoid overlarge 
counters
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One of the most chal-
lenging—but also one 
of the most satisfy-

ing—aspects of designing 
with type is choosing several 
typefaces that “look great 
together.” But who’s to say 
what looks great together? 
Often you choose several fac-
es and after experimenting 
for a while, you instinctively 
know that a particular com-
bination “works.” But since 
we’re all so busy and under 
such deadlines, we need to 
find type solutions quickly. 
To do that, it helps tremen-
dously to be able to put into 

words exactly why a particu-
lar combination doesn’t work 
and what to look for when 
trying to find faces that com-
plement each other.

First, follow the Holy Font 
Guideline #1 when choos-
ing different typefaces for a 
piece: Concord or contrast, 
but don’t conflict.

That is, either stick with 
different styles in the same 
typeface family (concord), 
or choose completely differ-
ent faces (contrast). Do not 
choose typefaces that are 
similar (conflict).

Chapter Four

Type Combinations

To feel confident about which font combinations concord, contrast, 
or conflict, it helps to first train your eye to categorize typefaces. We 
can break down type families into six broad (very broad) categories:

1. OLDSTYLE: Slanted serifs, a 
moderate transition between the 
thick and thin strokes of a letter-
form, and a diagonal stress (the 
angle of a line drawn through the 
thinnest parts of curved letters).

2. MODERN: Thin, horizontal ser-
ifs, a radical difference between 
the thick and thin strokes of a 
letterform, and a vertical stress.

3. SLAB SERIF: Thick, hori-
zontal serifs, little to no differ-
ence between the thick and thin 
strokes, and a vertical stress.
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CONCORD
For a concordant look, 

choose one type family from 
any category. Use only the 
fonts from this one fami-
ly. As you can see in Fig-
ure 1, a concordant look 
can be quite elegant if you 
don’t use a lot of contrast; 
it stays rather sedate and 
comfortable.

Now, if you want a juicier 
yet still concordant feeling, 

you can add a little contrast, 
such as a contrast of size or 
weight, as shown in Figure 
2 (more about contrast in a 
minute).

Limiting yourself to one 
type family is always safe. It 
can actually be a fun chal-
lenge to create something 
provocative from a limited 
type family. But typically we 
tend to use more than one 
family in any design.

Fig. 1: This example uses the 
Bauer Bodoni family, a modern 

typeface—Bauer Bodoni Regular, 
Italic, and Bold.

Fig. 2: Using the same copy and 
type family, in this example I mere-

ly emphasized the differences.

4. SANS SERIF: No serifs, and most 
often monoweight (the strokes are 
pretty much one thickness).

5. SCRIPT: Anything with a flow-
ing, handwritten style.

6. DECORATIVE: Whimsical and 
fun. Grunge faces are a subcat-
egory in that they are definitely 
decorative, but lawless and edgy, 
breaking the rules, trashy and 
trendy.
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CONFLICT OR  
CONTRAST?

The trick to combining dif-
ferent faces is to choose fonts 
from different categories. In 
other words, don’t combine 
typefaces from the same cat-
egory—don’t use two differ-
ent sans serifs on the same 
page, or two moderns, or 
two scripts, or two oldstyles, 
or two decoratives. Choos-
ing from different categories 
gives you a basic contrast of 
structure (how the typeface 
is built). The reason this is a 
fail-safe guideline is because 
of Holy Font Guideline #2: It’s 
the similarities in typefaces 
that create conflict. When you 
see a designed page with a 
font combination that makes 
you twitch, I guarantee it’s 
because of the similarities—
not the differences.

Take a look at these three 
examples, and listen to your 
eyes.

Figure 3 uses the regular 
roman font of an oldstyle 
family with the italic of the 
same family as a subtle em-
phasis. Nice and concordant, 
your eyes are at peace.

In Figure 4, can you feel 
your eyes twitch as they notice 
the change in font? Your eyes 
twitch because they know it’s 
a different font, but it’s so sim-
ilar that they can’t quite figure 
out what’s going on (is it really 
different? is it the same? is it 

trying to tell me something? 
am I missing the point? aac-
ckk!). So it’s a little befuddling 
and annoying and you quickly 
scurry on just to get away from 
the confusion.

In Figure 5, your eyes feel 
much more comfortable and 
peaceful because they under-
stand the change in font. It’s 
clear, it’s obvious, your eyes 
know what’s going on, and 
they feel secure. Listen to 
your eyes.

CONTRAST
The key to strong, bold, 

clear communication is in 
the differences, the contrast. 
Start with fonts from differ-
ent categories; for instance, 
a sans serif headline with 
oldstyle body copy. That’s 
the first place to begin, but 
it’s rarely enough. 

Fig. 3: This is a concordant com-
bination with italic in the same 
font (Brioso Pro) for emphasis.

Fig. 4: These two oldstyles (Brio-
so Pro and Palatino) in the same 
point size have too many similar-

ities, creating conflict.

Fig. 5: This oldstyle (Brioso Pro) 
contrasts well with the bold sans 

(Myriad Pro Black)—the struc-
tures are very different, the stroke 
weights are very different, and the 

stresses are very different.
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In Figure 6, you see a sans 
serif headline with an old-
style body copy—fonts from 
two different categories. It’s a 
good start for a combination, 
but in the example there are 
too many other similarities 
causing conflict: their sizes 
are similar, their weights are 
similar, and their forms (ital-
ic vs. roman; caps vs. low-
ercase) are similar. So you 
need to juice up the contrast, 
as in Figure 7.

You see, Holy Font Guide-
line #3 is about contrast: 
Don’t be a wimp. Don’t 
contrast semibold with bold, 
or light with regular. Don’t 
contrast 10-point type with 
11-point type. If it’s not go-
ing to be the same (concord), 
then dammit, make it differ-
ent (contrast).

You might have a modern 
face as a large headline, and 
choose the body copy from 
another category, such as 
slab serif. These two families 
have great contrasts in their 

stroke structures and serif 
shapes, but because they’re 
both serif faces, you’ll need 
to emphasize their contrasts. 
Moderns are particularly 
gorgeous when set large so 
everyone can admire their 
elegant structures, so take 
advantage of that..

So how exactly do you 
emphasize the differences? 
There are six forms of typo-
graphic contrast, many of 
which I’ve alluded to already:
1. STRUCTURE: The structure of 
a typeface is how it’s built. Imag-
ine you have to create a type-
face out of the materials in your 
office. A font made out of pencils 
would have a different structure 
than a font made out of printer 
cables or staples. Whatever you 
use creates its structure. The 
different categories of type each 
have different structures.

2. SIZE: You know what different 
point sizes are. Follow Holy Font 
Guideline #3 when combining sizes.

3. WEIGHT: How thick the strokes 
are in a typeface determines its 

Fig. 6: Here we have a good com-
bination of structure with a head 
from the sans serif category and 
the body copy from the oldstyle 

category. But it’s not enough.

Fig. 7: The contrast of structure 
is the best place to start, but we 
need to strengthen the contrast. 
Here I used a heavier weight in 
the head and a lighter weight in 

the body copy.
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weight. It’s always good to have a 
couple of really heavy weights in 
your font collection.

4. FORM: The form of a letter is 
its shape. For instance, a capital 
F has a very different form/shape 
from a lowercase f, even though 
they might have the same struc-
ture (same font, even). A capital F 
has a very different form from an 
italic f, even though, again, they 
might have the same structure.

An easy way to think of a con-
trast of form is italic vs. roman 
(which simply means type that 
is straight up and down), or all 
caps vs. lowercase.
A conflict of form would be two 
italic fonts used together, or a 
script with an italic, because 
they both have flowing, usually 
slanted forms. Two different fac-
es both in all caps have poten-
tial for conflict.
5. DIRECTION: I don’t mean 
a slanted direction, although 
that’s sometimes useful. Type 
automatically has a direction 
when set in lengthy headlines or 
narrow columns, for example. If 
you see a contrast of direction 
happening in your design, take 
advantage of it, emphasize it.

6. COLOR: Typographers have 
always referred to color in text, 
even when all the text is black. It 
refers to the impact of blocks of 
text. Squint at a page in a novel 
and you can see the even gray 
tone; in a newspaper, notice the 
darker colors of the headlines 
compared to the gray stories. 
You might call out words in the 
main text by using a different 
color, even if the “color” is a sans 
serif bold in black.

Looking back at Figure 8, 
you’ll see that I created or 
emphasized four different 
contrasts:
n SIZE: 40 point vs. 9 point (in 
the original graphic).

n STRUCTURE: Modern vs. slab 
serif.

n DIRECTION: The heading is 
horizontal, while the small col-
umns have a vertical emphasis.

n COLOR: A dark plum vs. gray.

To avoid a potential con-
flict in Figure 8, I used the 
warm color for the words 
that I wanted to catch the 
eye of someone skimming 
the page (warm colors at-
tract the eye), thus empha-
sizing the headline. If I had 
used the warm color in the 
small body copy, it would 
conflict with the headline 
in that the small body copy 
would be calling attention to 
itself in one way (the dark 
plum), but the headline 

Fig. 8: “The Shakespeare Pa-
pers” is in a modern font (Didot), 

set horizontally, with several 
short vertical body copy seg-

ments in a slab serif (Clarendon)
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would be calling attention to 
itself because it’s so much 
bigger. Be careful that your 
contrasts themselves don’t 
conflict with each other!

Take a look at the beau-
tifully designed headlines 
in this magazine. Put into 
words the contrasts the 
designer employed and it will 
become very clear exactly 
why the headlines are pleas-
ing, dynamic, interesting, 
and communicate clear-
ly: There are three lines of 
type—the title of the article, 
a subtitle, and the byline. 
In these three lines there 
are contrasts of size, weight, 
color, and form (lowercase 
vs. all caps). Make sure you 
can point out where each 
contrast is happening.

Take a particular look at 
the byline. When using caps 
vs. lowercase as a contrast 
of form, you run a risk when 
the smaller text is in all 
caps: The two pieces of text 
have the potential to conflict 
in that the larger type says, 
“Ha ha! I’m bigger!” and the 
smaller text says, “Well, you 
might be bigger, but I’m 
in all caps!” However, the 
designer of these particular 
headlines avoided that disas-
ter by strongly emphasizing 
the size and weight differenc-
es so there’s no competition, 
plus he added letterspacing 
to the text in all caps to fur-
ther emphasize the difference 

between it and the other two 
lines, especially the main ti-
tle with its extra-tight letter-
spacing. Contrast is the key.

Now, if you’re really ty-
pographically astute, you’ll 
say, “But in those three lines 
of the article titles, there 
are two different sans ser-
ifs (Trebuchet and Cronos)! 
Doesn’t that break the Holy 
Font Guideline #1?” Well, 
yes it does, and it just goes 
to show you what a good de-
signer can do with contrast. 
Take note.

LISTEN TO  
YOUR EYES

Look carefully at every 
great piece of design that 
catches your eye. Get in the 
habit of putting into words 
where the designer used con-
trast in the typography. Also 
notice pieces where the type 
is not so great—exactly what 
is the problem? Name it and 
you can fix it.

Remember, if you feel that 
the typefaces in your design 
conflict, take a look at what 
is similar—that is probably 
where your problems lie. If 
you absolutely must use the 
particular type combination 
that you’re working with (a 
corporate style sheet, for 
instance), emphasize the 
contrasts.

The other issue of conflict 
might be that you’ve used 
contrast, but the contrasts are 
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competing with each other. 
Decide how you want to lead 
the reader’s eye around the 
page. Use contrast to do it, 
but always keep in mind the 
order in which you want infor-
mation to be read. You, as de-
signer, have almost complete 
control of a reader’s eye.

Also keep in mind that 
contrast doesn’t always 
mean big and heavy. It’s 
merely a reference to the 
elements around it. Small 
and thin might be the most 
appropriate and effective 
contrast on a field of empty 
white space; a small splash 

of red type might be exactly 
what you need amongst a lot 
of other text.

RULES?  
WHAT RULES?

Rules, of course, are made 
to be broken. The trick about 
breaking the rules is to be 
able to articulate in words 
why you’re breaking them—
then break them with gusto. 
Don’t just break a rule a 
little bit, for heaven’s sake. If 
you’re going to be a maver-
ick, then do it with glee, do 
it with panache. But that’s 
another story.
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A basic assumption 
that makes type 
work—and the key to 

which issues of spacing and 
proportion hinge—is that 
it’s black on a white back-
ground. Computers make it 
easy to reverse type, to make 
it appear white on black, but 
in doing that, you’re bucking 
the system, and some ad-
justments are necessary.

Black type appears to lean 
out into the white space 
surrounding it, and when it’s 
reversed, the black back-
ground tends to crowd in 
on the white type, making it 
look pinched. To boot, black 
ink does spread, encroaching 
into white areas, especially 
when the paper is absorbent.

How to create  
reversed type

To create a reverse, select 
the Type tool (T) and any 
font and click the white 
swatch named [Paper] in 
the Swatches palette (Win-
dow>Swatches). This won’t 
really create white type—
there is no opaque white 
ink outside of screen print-
ing. Instead, your program 
uses the type’s outlines as 
cutout stencils, through 
which you can see the back-

ground color of the paper 
you print on. If that paper 
is green, your type will be 
green too, even if there are 
intervening layers of color 
behind the type frame. This 
is not evident on screen.

Avoid the small
The most obvious strategy 

in reversing type is avoiding 
small type, finely propor-
tioned graphics (such as 
hairlines), and typefaces 
with unusually thin fea-
tures. A modern face such as 
Bodoni, for example, isn’t a 
good candidate for reverses 
because its thin serifs and 
wispy hairlines (the thinnest 
parts of a character’s stroke) 
tend to look too thin or fill 
in with ink (a problem called 
plugging). The same goes for 
very thin sans-serif faces or 
any face that has high con-
trast between thick and thin 
strokes.

Consider bumping up the 
size of reversed text type by a 
point. This makes the type’s 
fine features more robust 
and resistant to breaking up 
so it’s easier to read. Another 
option is increasing the type-
face’s weight.

In general, the problems 
surrounding reversed type 

Chapter 5

Reverse Type
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fade to zero as type size in-
creases. By the time you get 
to headline size, reversed 
type can be handled like 
any other.

Mind the spacing
Because we’re used to 

seeing the black as the 
foreground image, negative 
space—the “air” around 
characters—takes on a pos-
itive force in reversed type, 
and variations in spacing 
become more eye-catching. 
For example, the variations 
in word and character spac-
ing that typify justified type 
become more obvious, and 
spacing that looks okay in 
black on white can look slop-
py when reversed. The solu-
tion: Avoid reversing justified 
type over narrow measures 
(line lengths).

Likewise, leading tends 
to look pinched in text-size 
reversed type, so add a point 
or two of added leading, par-
ticularly over wide measures.

Finally, loosen up the 
tracking of reversed type, ex-
cept in display sizes, where 
it can stand its own. How 
much to loosen depends on 
the typeface you’re using 
(italics profit by relative-
ly looser tracking) and the 
point size you’ve chosen. 
Kern display type after it’s 
been reversed, not before.

The only way to judge 
your success is with printed 
proofs, at as high a resolu-
tion as possible. Your com-
puter’s screen, which com-
pounds problems by making 
reversed type glow white, is 
no place to judge the even-
tual printed appearance 
of reversed type. On inkjet 
printers, use glossy photo 
paper—copier paper is too 
absorbent and exaggerates 
ink spreading.

Poor practice
To increase legibility the 

typeface weight has been 
stepped up from regular 
to bold in addition to in-
creasing point size. Lead-
ing has also been upped 
by 1 point, and tracking 
has been increased as 
well.

Best practice
To increase legi-

bility the typeface 
weight has been 
stepped up from  
regular to bold in 
addition to increas-
ing point size.  
Leading has also 
been upped by 1 
point, and tracking 
has been increased 
as well.
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Screens, tints,  
and colors

White type on black is 
the simplest of all of revers-
es. When backgrounds are 
tinted or other ink colors are 
used, things get worse.

Reversing type out of a 
tint is dicey because tints 
in print are created using 
an array of halftone dots. 
Unless the screen density of 
the tint is quite high (say, 
120 lines per inch and up), 
the white matrix among the 

screen dots can merge with 
the white of the reversed type 
to create a hazy edge to the 
characters, possibly caus-
ing adjoining characters to 
merge (see Fig. 2.). This is 
hard to proof on the desktop, 
because most printers don’t 
use the screen patterns used 
for commercial printing. It’s 
best to pull a true dot proof, 
which produces the same 
dot pattern as the RIP used 
by your service bureau’s or 
printer’s imagesetter.

Best practices
The most obvious strategy in reversing type is:
n Avoid small type
n Typefaces with unusually thin 

features. A modern face such 
as Bodoni, for example, isn’t a 
good candidate for reverses be-
cause its thin serifs and wispy 
hairlines (the thinnest parts of 
a character’s stroke) tend to 
look too thin or fill in with ink (a 
problem called plugging).

n The same goes for very thin 
sans-serif faces or any face that 
has high contrast between thick 
and thin strokes.

Small type bad

Bigger type good

MODERN
FACES BAD

THIN, CONDENSED 
FONTS BAD
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the practice of typography, if it eb followed faithfully, is 
hard work—full of detail, full petty restrictions full of  
drud gery, and not Greatly reworded as men now count 
rewards: There are times when we need to bring to it, all the 
history and art and feeling that w can, to make it bearable. 
But in the light of history and of art, and of knowledge and 
of mans achievement, it is as interesting a work as exists—a 
broad and humanizingemployment which can indeed be fol-
lowed merely as a trade, but which if perfected into an art, 
or even broadened into a profession, will perpetually open 
new horizons to eyes our and opportunities to our hands.

– D. B. Updike

Chapter 6

Proofreading

delete

insert space

insert

don’t change

insert period

insert comma

insert apostrophe

Proofreading Marks

Light face

Bold face

Close up space

Paragraph

transpose position transpose

capitalize

Lower Case
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