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t y p o g r a p h y  t h e  b a s i c s

w h a t  i s 
t y p o g r a p h y ?

ty pog ra phy is the vi sual com po nent of the writ ten word.

a text is a se quence of words. 
a text stays the same no mat ter how it’s ren dered. con sider 
the sen tence “i like pizza.” i can print that text on a piece 
of pa per, or read it aloud, or save it in a file on my lap top. 
it’ll be the same text, just rendered dif fer ent ways—vi su ally, 
au di bly, digitally.

but when “i like pizza” is printed, ty pog ra phy gets involved. 
all vi su ally displayed text in volves typography—whether it’s 
on pa per, a com puter screen, or a billboard.

is ty pog ra phy an art? that’s like ask ing if pho tog ra phy is an 
art. cer tainly there are pho tog ra phers and ty pog ra phers 
whose ideas and tech niques raise their work to the level of 
art. but at their core, both pho tog ra phy and ty pog ra phy 
per form a util i tar ian func tion. the aes thetic com po nent 
is sep a rate. be ing an ef fec tive ty pog ra pher is more about 
good skills than good taste.

The visual 
component of the 

written word.
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m o r e  d o e s n ’ t  m e a n  g o o d

f o n t s  a c r o s s 
t h e  w e b .

typography is the art and technique of arranging type. 

it’s central to the skills of a designer and is about much 
more than making the words legible. 
your choice of typeface and how you make it work with your 
layout, grid, colour scheme, design theme and so on will 
make the difference between a good, bad and great design.

but good typography is often down to creative intuition.

there’s an astonishing array of paid-for and free fonts 
to choose from online. Just because you can choose from 
a vast library doesn’t mean you have to; there’s something 
to be said for painting with a limited palette, and tried 
and tested fonts like helvetica continue to serve us well.

but with 
great power 
comes great 

responsibility.
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w h o  i s  t y p o g r a p h y  f o r ?

r e a d e r  o v e r 
w r i t e r

ty pog ra phy is for the ben e fit of the reader, not the writer.

this is ob vi ous if you’re a de signer who didn’t write the text 
you’re work ing with. then you ap proach the project as a 
spe cial kind of reader—one whose job it is to create the 
vi sual com po nent of the text so it re in forces the meaning.

it’s a more dif fi cult prin ci ple if you’re a writer who has to 
han dle your own ty pog ra phy. then you have to ne go ti ate the 
con flict be tween your pri mary per spec tive as a writer and 
a sim u lated per spec tive as a reader.

al ways be ask ing your self: what does my reader want? 
ty pog ra phy has to be ori ented to your ac tual read ers, 
not ide al ized ones. writ ers of ten get at tached to ide al ized 
read ers be cause those read ers are eas ier to please. 
don’t be lazy. work hard to see your text as an ac tual reader 
will. you won’t get it per fectly right. 
but a rough ap prox i ma tion is bet ter than no ap prox i ma tion 
at all.

Readers, 
not writers.
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w h a t  i s  g o o d  t y p o g r a p h y ?

al most all texts com mu ni cate a set of points. some times 
a text also needs to in struct the reader. other texts of fer 
warn ings or ad mo ni tions. in every case, good ty pog ra phy 
sup ports and re in forces the mes sage. good ty pog ra phy 
makes the text more effective.

three sub sidiary propo si tions flow from this:

01 // good ty pog ra phy is mea sured by how well it re in forces 
the mean ing of the text, not by some ab stract scale of 
merit. ty po graphic choices that work for one text won’t 
nec es sar ily work for an other.

02 // for a given text, there are many ty po graphic so lu tions 
that would be equally good. ty pog ra phy is not a math 
prob lem with one cor rect answer.

03 // your abil ity to pro duce good ty pog ra phy de pends on 
how well you un der stand the goals of your text, not on taste 
or vi sual train ing.



0 4  / / 
w h a t  i s  g o o d  t y p o g r a p h y ?

g o o d 
t y p o g r a p h y

ty pog ra phy is vi sual, so it’s easy to con clude that it’s pri mar ily an artis tic or aes-
thetic pur suit. not so. ty pog ra phy is pri mar ily utilitarian.

there fore, good ty pog ra phy is mea sured on a util i tar ian yard stick. ty pog ra phy 
that is aes thet i cally pleas ant, but that doesn’t re in force the mean ing of the text, 
is a fail ure.

does that mean that ef fec tive ty pog ra phy can be ugly? no.

Reinforces 
the meaning 

of the text.
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b a d  r u l e s  o f  t y p o g r a p h y

w h e r e  d o 
t h e  r u l e s 

c o m e  f r o m ?

what pro fes sional writ ers know about ty pog ra phy can 
usu ally be traced back to un re li able sources. i’m sure 
they were all lovely resources, but chances are they were 
unprofessional.

so it’s not sur pris ing that bad ty pog ra phy habits get passed 
along. what’s sur pris ing is how tena cious these habits can 
be.

this wasn’t al ways true. for a long time—the type writer era 
and then the early com puter era—pro fes sionals could af ford 
type set ting and print ing de vices that were sub stan tially 
bet ter than what in di vid u als could af ford. hence the 
ty po graphic stan dards of pro fes sional pub lish ers were far 
out of reach.

this is no longer the case. 
type set ting tech nol ogy avail able to in di vid u als comes 
nearly up to the stan dards of pro fes sional type set ting. on 
the screen, there’s no dif fer ence. tech no log i cal ex cuses are 
no longer acceptable.

Professional 
typography.
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g o o d  r u l e s  o f  t y p o g r a p h y

r u l e 
n u m b e r  0 1

this is a bold claim, but i stand be hind it: if you learn and fol low these five 
ty pog ra phy rules, you will be a bet ter ty pog ra pher than 95% of pro fes sional 
writ ers and 70% of pro fes sional de sign ers.

the ty po graphic qual ity of your doc u ment is de ter mined largely by how the body 
text looks. why? be cause there’s more body text than any thing else. so start 
every project by mak ing the body text look good, then worry about the rest.

in turn, the ap pear ance of the body text is de ter mined pri mar ily by 
four ty po graphic choices.

Body text 
over the rest.
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g o o d  r u l e s  o f  t y p o g r a p h y

r u l e 
n u m b e r  0 2

point size is the size of the let ters. in print, the most com fort able range 
for body text is 10–12 point. on the web, the range is 15–25 pix els. not every 
font ap pears equally large at a given point size, so be pre pared to ad just as 
necessary.Small is better than too 

big.
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g o o d  r u l e s  o f  t y p o g r a p h y

r u l e 
n u m b e r  0 3

line spac ing is the ver ti cal dis tance be tween lines. it should be 120–145%
of the point size. in word proces sors, use the “ex act” line-spac ing op tion 
to achieve this. the de fault sin gle-line op tion is too tight; the 1½-line op tion 
is too loose. in css, use line-height.Vertical distance.
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g o o d  r u l e s  o f  t y p o g r a p h y

r u l e 
n u m b e r  0 4

line length is the hor i zon tal width of the text block. line length should be 
an av er age of 45–90 char ac ters per line (use your word-count func tion) or 2–3 
low er case al pha bets, like so:

abcde fghijklmnopqrstu vwxyz abcde fghijklmnopqrstu vwxyz abcd

in a printed doc u ment, this usu ally means page mar gins larger than the 
tra di tional one inch. on a web page, it usu ally means not al low ing the text 
to flow to the edges of the browser window.

Horizontal width.
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g o o d  r u l e s  o f  t y p o g r a p h y

r u l e 
n u m b e r  0 5

and fi nally, font choice. the fastest, eas i est, and most vis i ble im prove ment 
you can make to your ty pog ra phy is to ig nore the fonts that came free with your 
com puter (known as sys tem fonts) and buy a pro fes sional font. 
a pro fes sional font gives you the ben e fit of a pro fes sional de signer’s skills 
with out hav ing to hire one.

you can still make good ty pog ra phy with sys tem fonts. but choose wisely. and 
never choose times new ro man or ar ial (except arial black), as those fonts are 
fa vored only by the ap a thetic and sloppy. not by ty pog ra phers. not by you.

Fonts, yes fonts!
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s u m m a r y  o f  k e y  r u l e s

k e y  r u l e s 
t o  t y p e  t h e m 

a l l .

06. 
avoid goofy fonts, 

mono spaced 
fonts, and sys tem 

fonts.

that’s it. as you put these five rules to work, you’ll no tice your doc u ments to 
start looking more like pro fes sion ally pub lished material. if you want to achieve 
more, let’s look at more rules.
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0 7 . 
q u o t a t i o n 

m a r k s
“ q u o t e ”

use curly 
quo ta tion marks, 

not straight ones.
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0 8 / 0 9 . 
s p a c e s “ o n e  t w o ”

“ o n e   t w o ”

here’s a para graph with one space be tween 
sentences:

i know that many peo ple were taught to put two 
spaces be tween sen tences. i was too. 

but these days, us ing two spaces is an 
ob so lete habit. some say the habit orig i nated 
in the type writer era. oth ers be lieve it be gan 

ear lier. but guess what? it doesn’t mat ter. 
be cause ei ther way, it’s not part of to day’s 
ty po graphic prac tice. if you have to use a 

type writer-style font, you can use two spaces 
af ter sen tences.

the same para graph, with two spaces be tween 
sentences:

i know that many peo ple were taught to put 
two spaces be tween sen tences.  i was too.  but 

these days, us ing two spaces is an 
ob so lete habit.  some say the habit orig i nated 
in the type writer era.  oth ers be lieve it be gan 

ear lier.  but guess what?  it doesn’t mat ter.  
be cause ei ther way, it’s not part of to day’s 
ty po graphic prac tice.  if you have to use a 

type writer-style font, you can use two spaces 
af ter sen tences.  (these are also known as 

mono spaced fonts.)  oth er wise, don’t.

put only one 
space be tween 

sen tences.

don’t use 
mul ti ple word 

spaces or other 
white-space 

char ac ters 
in a row. how  t

o
pis s of

f _  a  
d e signer
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1 0 . 
s y s t e m 

u n d e r l i n g

q u o t e

q u o t e

never use system 
un der lin ing 

(un less 
it’s a hyperlink),
make your own.
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1 1 .
t e x t 

a l l i g n m e n t
“ q u o t e ”

“ q u o t e ”
“ q u o t e ”

use cen tered text 
sparingly.
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s u m m a r y  o f  k e y  r u l e s

1 2 .
b o l d  v s  

i t a l i c
“ q u o t e ”
“ q u o t e ”
“ q u o t e ”

use bold or 
italic as lit tle as 

possible.
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1 3 . 
a l l  c a p s

o n e  t w o
o n e  t w o

she got me loving in the morning. 
got me singing in the pouring rain. 

got me wrapped around her finger. 
i’m perfect in the palm of your hand. 

message couldn’t be much clearer. 
like a metaphor of make-believe. but 

somebody wouldn’t pinch me. that 
would be the end of this dream.

well pardon my manners. Just 
something about you turns me to a 

savage. if imma be honest i can’t help 
but to stay. yeah, i’m losing my balance. 

got me running into circles around 
you to please you. i do what i need to. 

she got me loving in the morning. got me 
singing in the pouring rain. got me wrapped 
around her finger. i’m perfect in the palm 
of your hand. message couldn’t be much 
clearer. like a metaphor of make-believe. but 
somebody wouldn’t pinch me. that would be 
the end of this dream.
well pardon my manners. Just something about 
you turns me to a savage. if imma be honest 
i can’t help but to stay. yeah, i’m losing my 
balance. got me running into circles around 
you to please you. i do what i need to. so 
pardon my manners. Just something about you 
turns me to a savage.

all caps are fine 
for less than one 

line of text.



0 7  / / 
s u m m a r y  o f  k e y  r u l e s

1 4 . 
s m a l l  c a p s

o n e  t w o
o n e  t w o

easy goes
easy does

easy goes
easy doesif you don’t have 

real small caps, 
don’t use them 

at all.
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1 5 / 1 6 . 
k e r n i n g

o n e  t w o
one two

she got me loving in the 
morning. got me singing in the 

pouring rain. got me wrapped 
around her finger. i’m perfect 

in the palm of your hand. 
message couldn’t be much 
clearer. like a metaphor of 

make-believe. but somebody 
wouldn’t pinch me. 

she got me loving in the morning. 
got me singing in the pouring rain. 
got me wrapped around her finger. 
i’m perfect in the palm of your hand. 
message couldn’t be much clearer. 
like a metaphor of make-believe. but 
somebody wouldn’t pinch me.

use 5–12% ex tra 
let terspac ing 
with all caps 

and small caps. 

kern ing should 
al ways be turned 

on.
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1 7 / 1 8 . 
i n d e n t a t i o n

o n e   a n d  t w o 
t h r e e  a n d  f o u r 
f i v e  s i x  s e v e n 
e i g h t  n i n e  t e n

o n e   t w o  t h r e e 
f o u r  f i v e  s i x 
a n d  s e v e n  e i -

g h t  n i n e  t e n

use first-line 
in dents that are 

one to four times 
the point size of 
the text, or use 

4–10 points of 
space be tween 

para graphs. but 
don’t use both.

if you use 
jus ti fied text, 

also turn on 
hy phen ation.

she got me loving in the morning. got me 
singing in the pouring rain. got me wrapped 
around her finger. i’m perfect in the palm of your 
hand. message couldn’t be much clearer. like a 
metaphor of make-believe. 

she got me loving in the morning. got me 
singing in the pouring rain. got me wrapped 
around her finger. i’m perfect in the palm of your 
hand. message couldn’t be much clearer. like a 
metaphor of make-believe. 

she got me loving in the morning. got me sin-
ging in the pouring rain. got me wrapped around 
her finger. i’m perfect in the palm of your hand. 
message couldn’t be much clearer. like a me-
taphor of make-believe. 

she got me loving in the morning. got me sin-
ging in the pouring rain. got me wrapped around 
her finger. i’m perfect in the palm of your hand. 
message couldn’t be much clearer. like a me-
taphor of make-believe. 



0 7  / / 
s u m m a r y  o f  k e y  r u l e s

1 9 / 2 0 .
l i t t l e  g l y p h s

q u o t e ! t h e 
r e s t  i s  J u s t 

a l l  q u o t e .
b e c a u s e 

q u o t e  &  q u o -
t e  a i n t  a s 

c o o l  a s  q u o -
t e  a n d  q u o t e .

use am per sands 
spar ingly, 

un less in cluded in 
a proper name.

in a doc u ment 
longer than three 

pages, one 
ex cla ma tion point 

is plenty.
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s u m m a r y  o f  k e y  r u l e s

e l l i p s e s
21. use proper trade mark and copy right sym bols—not 
al pha betic approximations. 
® © ™

23. make el lipses us ing the proper char ac ter, not pe ri ods 
and spaces. An el lip sis is a se quence of three dots used to in di cate an 
omis sion in quoted material. El lip ses are fre quently ap prox i mated by typ ing 
three pe ri ods in a row, which puts the dots too close to gether, or three pe ri ods 
with spaces in be tween, which puts the dots too far apart. So use the el lip sis 
char ac ter, not the approximations.

24. make sure apos tro phes point downward.

25. make sure foot and inch marks are straight, not curly. 
Foot and inch marks—also known as minute and sec ond marks or prime 
and dou ble prime marks, de pend ing on what they’re la bel ing—are not 
curly. Use straight quotes for these marks. Ty pog ra phy purists would 
point out that proper foot and inch marks have a slight north east-to-
south west slope to them: – 1 1 8 °  1 9 '  4 3 . 5 "

In cer tain con texts it 
may be com mon to 

in di cate in ter rupted 
di a logue with an 

el lip sis. But in most 
writ ing, the em dash is 

preferred.

“Yes, that’s true, but …” 
nay

“Yes, that’s true, but—” 
yay
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