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height Attempts to standardize the 
measurement of type began in the eighteenth 
century. The point system is the standard used 
today. One point equals 1/72 inch or .35 
millimeters. Twelve points equal one pica, the 
unit commonly used to measure column widths. 
Typography can also be measured in inches, 
millimeters, or pixels. Most software applications 
let the designer choose a preferred unit of 
measure; picas and points are standard defaults.

 nerd	alert: 
 abbreviating Picas and Points 
 8 picas = 8p 
 8 points = p8, 8 pts 
 8 picas, 4 points = 8p4 
 8-point Helvetica with 9 points of line spacing =  
 8/9 Helvetica

width A letter also has a horizontal measure, 
called its set width. The set width is the body of 
the letter plus a sliver of space that protects it 
from other letters. The width of a letter is intrinsic 
to the proportions and visual impression of the 
typeface. Some typefaces have a narrow set width, 
and some have a wide one. 
 You can change the set width of a typeface by 
fiddling with its horizontal or vertical scale.  
This distorts the line weight of the letters, 
however, forcing heavy elements to become thin, 
and thin elements to become thick. Instead of 
torturing a letterform, choose a typeface that has 
the proportions you are looking for, such as 
condensed, compressed, wide, or extended.

size

12 points
equal 1 pica

6 picas  
(72 points) 
equal 1 inch

60-Point scala
A typeface is measured 
from the top of the 
capital letter to the 
bottom of the lowest 
descender, plus a small 
buffer space.

In metal type,  
the point size  
is the height of  
the type slug.

Wide load

tight wad

tight Wad

interstate black 
The set width is the body of the letter  
plus the space beside it.

interstate black comPressed 
The letters in the compressed version of the typeface  
have a narrower set width.

type	crime	  
horizontal & vertical scaling 
The proportions of the letters have been  
digitally distorted in order to create wider  
or narrower letters.

Big

Wide load

38 | thinking with tyPe  
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When two typefaces are set in the same point size, one often  
looks bigger than the other. Differences in x-height, line weight,  
and set width affect the letters’ apparent scale.

Mrs Eaves rejects the twentieth-century appetite 
for supersized x-heights. This typeface, inspired 
by the eighteenth-century designs of Baskerville,  
is named after Sarah Eaves, Baskerville’s  
mistress, housekeeper, and collaborator.  
The couple lived together for sixteen years 
before marrying in 1764.

Like his lovely wife, MR EAVES has a low waist 
and a small body. His loose letterspacing also 
makes him work well with his mate.

The size of a typeface is a matter of context. A line of text that 
looks tiny on a television screen may appear appropriately 
scaled in a page of printed text. Smaller proportions affect 
legibility as well as space consumption. A diminutive x-height is a 
luxury that requires sacrifice.

12/14 mr eaves

8/10 mrs and mr eaves

The x-height of a typeface affects its 
apparent size, its space efficiency, 
and its overall visual impact. Like 
hemlines and hair styles, x-heights 
go in and out of fashion. Bigger type 
bodies became popular in the mid-
twentieth century, making letterforms 
look larger by maximizing the area 
within the overall point size. 

Because of its huge x-height, Helvetica can remain 
legible at small sizes. Set in 8 pts for a magazine 
caption, Helvetica can look quite elegant. The same 
typeface could look bulky and bland, however, standing 
12 pts tall on a business card.

 

Typefaces with small x-heights, such as  
Mrs Eaves, use space less efficiently than 
those with big lower bodies. However, their 
delicate proportions have lyrical charm. 
12/14 mrs eaves

12/14 helvetica

8/10 helvetica

Do I look fat in this paragraph?

32-Pt scala Pro 32-Pt interstate regular 32-Pt bodoni 32-Pt mrs eaves

The default type size in many software applications is 12 pts.  
Although this generally creates readable type on screen displays,  
12-pt text type usually looks big and horsey in print. Sizes between 9 
and 11 pts are common for printed text. This caption is 7.5 pts.

32-Pt helvetica 32-Pt mrs eaves 32-Pt mr eaves

letter | 39

big bottoms are an efficient use of resources

Mr. Big versus Mrs. & Mr. Little
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All the typefaces shown below were inspired by 
the sixteenth-century printing types of Claude 
Garamond, yet each one reflects its own era.  
The lean forms of Garamond 3 appeared during 
the Great Depression, while the inflated x-height 
of ITC Garamond became an icon of the 
flamboyant 1970s.

1930s: Franklin D. Roosevelt, salvador dalí, Duke  

Ellington, Scarface, chicken and waffles, shoulder pads, radio. 

1970s: Richard Nixon, Claes Oldenburg, Van Halen, 

The God father, bell bottoms, guacamole, sitcoms. 

1980s: Margaret Thatcher, barbara kruger, Madonna, 

Blue Velvet, shoulder pads, pasta salad, desktop publishing. 

2000s: Osama Bin Laden, Matthew Barney, the White 

Stripes, The Sopranos, mom jeans, heirloom tomatoes, Twitter. 

18-Pt garamond 3, designed by Morris Fuller Benton and Thomas Maitland Cleland for ATF, 1936

18-Pt itc garamond, designed by Tony Stan, 1976

18-Pt adobe garamond Premiere Pro medium subhead, designed by Robert Slimbach, 2005

18-Pt adobe garamond, designed by Robert Slimbach, 1989

Grapes of Wrath
30-Pt garamond 3 30-Pt itc garamond

size

garamond	in	the	twentieth	century:	variations	on	a	theme
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A

headlines are slim, high-strung prima donnas.

subheads are frisky supporting characters.

Text is the everyman of the printed stage.

Captions get heavy to play small roles.
27-Pt adobe garamond Premiere Pro caPtion 

A type family with optical sizes has different styles 
for different sizes of output. The graphic designer 
selects a style based on context. Optical sizes 
designed for headlines or display tend to have 
delicate, lyrical forms, while styles created for text 
and captions are built with heavier strokes.

27-Pt adobe garamond Premiere Pro disPlay  

27-Pt adobe garamond Premiere Pro regular  

27-Pt adobe garamond Premiere Pro subhead 

8 Pt 80 Pt

A display or headline style looks 
spindly and weak when set at small 
sizes. Display styles are intended for 
use at 24 pts. and larger.

In the era of metal type, type designers created a different 
punch for each size of type, adjusting its weight, spacing, and 
other features. Each size required a unique typeface design.

When the type design process became automated in 
the nineteenth century, many typefounders 
economized by simply enlarging or reducing a base 
design to generate different sizes.
 

This mechanized approach to type sizes 
became the norm for photo and digital type 
production. When a text-sized letterform is 
enlarged to poster-sized proportions, its thin 
features become too heavy (and vice versa).
adobe garamond Premiere Pro caPtion 

adobe garamond Premiere Pro disPlay  

adobe garamond Premiere Pro regular  

Basic Text styles are designed 
for sizes ranging from 9 to 14 
pts. Their features are strong 
and meaty but not too assertive.

Caption styles are built with 
the heaviest stroke weight. 
They are designed for sizes 
ranging from 6 to 8 pts.

optical	sizes

10 Pt 

No Job Too Small

48-Pt bodoni 8-Pt bodoni

type	crime
Some typefaces that work well 

at large sizes look too fragile 
when reduced.

A
A

size is relative to context
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scale

Scale is the size of design elements in comparison  
to other elements in a layout as well as to the 
physical context of the work. Scale is relative.  
12-pt type displayed on a 32-inch monitor can look 
very small, while 12-pt type printed on a book 
page can look flabby and overweight. Designers 
create hierarchy and contrast by playing with the 
scale of letterforms. Changes in scale help create 
visual contrast, movement, and depth as well as 
express hierarchies of importance. Scale is 
physical. People intuitively judge the size of 
objects in relation to their own bodies and 
environments.

tHe 
world 
is FlAt

tHe 
world 

is FlAt

type	crime	  
Minimal differences in 

type size make this 
design look tentative 

and arbitrary.

scale contrast
The strong contrast between  
type sizes gives this design 
dynamism, decisiveness,  

and depth.

the xix amendment Typographic installation at Grand 
Central Station, New York City, 1995. Designer: Stephen Doyle. 
Sponsors: The New York State Division of Women, the 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority, Revlon, and Merrill 
Lynch. Large-scale text creates impact in this public installation.
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blow-uP: PhotograPhy, cinema, and the brain  
Book cover, 2003. Designers: Paul Carlos and Urshula 
Barbour/Pure + Applied. Author: Warren Niedich. Cropping the 
letters increases their sense of scale. The overlapping colors suggest 
an extreme detail of a printed or photographic process.

Niedich_6cover.indd   1 12/12/09   2:55:30 PM

make it bigger
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K E R N I NG
Kerning is an adjustment of the space be-
tween two letters. The characters of the Latin 
alphabet emerged over time; they were never 
designed with mechanical or automated 
spacing in mind. Gaps occur, for example, 
around letters whose forms angle outward or 
frame an open space (W, Y, V, T). In metal 
type, a kerned letter extends past the lead 
slug that supports it, allowing two letters to 
fit more closely together. In digital fonts, the 
space between letter pairs is controlled by a 
kerning table created by the type designer, 
which specifies spaces between problematic 
letter combinations. Working in a page layout 
program, a designer can choose to use metric 
kerning or optical kerning as well as adjust-
ing the space between letters manually where 
desired. A well-designed typeface requires 
little or no additional kerning, especially at 

text sizes.
M E T R IC  K E R N I NG 
kerning tables that are built into the typeface. 
When you select metric kerning in your page 
layout program, you are using the spac-
ing that was intended by the type designer. 
Metric kerning usually looks good, especially 
at small sizes. Cheap novelty fonts often have 
little or no built-in kerning and will need to 
be optically kerned.
OP T IC A L  K E R N I NG 
executed automatically by the page layout 
program. Rather than using the pairs ad-
dressed in the font’s kerning table, optical 
kerning assesses the shapes of all characters 
and adjusts the spacing wherever needed. 
Some graphic designers apply optical kerning 
to headlines and metric kerning to text. 
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K E R N I NG
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T R AC K I NG
Adjusting the overall spacing of a group of 
letters is called tracking or letterspacing. By 
expanding the tracking across a word, line, or 
entire block of text, the designer can create a 
more airy, open field. In blocks of text, track-
ing is usually applied in small increments, 
creating a subtle effect not noticeable to the 
casual reader. Occasionally, a single word 
or phrase is tracked for emphasis, especially 
when CAPS or small caps are used within 
a line. Negative tracking, rarely desirable in 
text sizes, can be used sparingly to help bring 
up a short line of text. White type on a black 
background is considered more legible when 
it is tracked.
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L E A DI NG
The distance from the baseline of one line 
of type to another is called line spacing. It is 
also called leading, in reference to the strips 
of lead used to separate lines of metal type. 
The default setting in most layout and imag-
ing software is 120 percent of the type size. 
Thus 10-pt type is set with 12 pts of line spac-

ing. Designers play with line spacing in order 
to create distinctive typographic arrange-
ments. Reducing the standard distance cre-
ates a denser typographic color, while risking 
collisions between ascenders and descenders. 
Expanding the line spacing creates a lighter, 
more open text block. As leading increases, 
lines of type become independent graphic 



Source: Typographic Design: Form and Communication:  Rob Carter, Meggs, Day, Maxa, Sanders 

H I E R A RC H Y 
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H I E R A RC H Y 

Typographical hierarchy is the order of 
importance in a body of text (such as the 
sections and subsections of a book). Hi-
erarchy arranges lettering so that impor-
tant words clearly stand out to readers 
who are scanning for information.

TERMINOLOGY:
As a general rule, your typography have 
at least three levels of hierarchy.
Primary – The most noticeable text on 
the page, usually bigger and a brighter 
color than the other layers of text. Be-
cause it’s so powerful, this level should 
be sparse – reserve it only for headlines 
and decks (known as ‘furniture’).
Secondary – Less noticeable than the 
primary level, but more noticeable than 
the main content, the secondary level 
handles everything in between.
This level features some minimal but 
distinct elements in size
and color, and typically includes sub-
heads, captions, pull quotes, infograph-
ics, or supportive blocks of text separate 
from the main content.
Tertiary – This is the main content, the 
most common, and the least noticeable. 
It should be simple and not flashy – the 
goal of the other layers is to attract atten-
tion; the goal of this layer is to encour-
age the reader to become immersed in 
the text, hence less distraction.
Other – Smaller levels of hierarchy can 
be created by sparingly applying italics, 
color, bolding, underlining, and other 
effects to tertiary type.
These levels might include underlined 
links, a few bolded words for emphasis 
within paragraphs, etc. Text that shows 
up in banners, logos, or other back-
ground graphics also fall in this category.

Source: Typographic Design: Form and Communication:  Rob Carter, Meggs, Day, Maxa, Sanders 
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Type Anatomy

Ascender
The lowercase character stroke which extends above 
the x-height.

Ascender Line
The invisible line from where the ascender rises. It 
marks the height of the ascender.

Aperture
Opening at the end of an open counter.

Apex
The portion of letters A, M, and N where two strokes 
meet to form a peak. The point created by joining two 
diagonal stems (apex  above,   vertex  below).

Arm
The diagonal or horizontal stroke that is not connected 
at one or both ends. Examples would be top of the 
capital T, the horizontal strokes of the F and the diago-
nal strokes in K.

Axis
An imaginary line drawn from top to bottom of a 
glyph bisecting the upper and lower strokes is the axis.
Also known as stress, angle of stress, design axis.

Baseline
The imaginary horizontal line to which the body, or 
main component, of characters rest.

Beak Terminal  or Beak
A decorative stroke at the end of the arm of a letter. 
Found is Serif typefaces particularly on the f, and also 
often on a, c, j, r and y bottom of cap E

Body Size
 The height of the face of the type, which in letterpress 
terms is the depth of the body of the type. Originally, 
this was the height of the face of the metal block .

Bowl
The fully closed curved or circular part of a character 
like B, e, g, o.

Bracket
A curved line connecting the serif to the stroke.
The joining of the stem of a letter to the serif. This is 
also referred to as a fillet.

Cap Height
Height of the capital letter from the baseline.

Cap Line
A line marking the height of uppercase letters within a 
font.

Characters
The basic typographic element is called a character, 
which is any individual letter, numeral, or punctuation 
mark. The capital letters are called caps, or uppercase 
(u.c.) characters. Small letters are called lowercase (l.c.) 
characters. Numbers are called numerals or figures.

Character components
Typographic characters have basic component parts. 
The easiest way to differentiate characteristics of type  
is by comparing the structure of these components. 

Chin
The angled terminal of a “G“.

Contrast
The amount of variation in between thick and thin 
strokes.

Crossbar
The horizontal stroke in a letter like A’, ‘H’, ‘T’, ‘e’, ‘f ’, ‘t’.
Also called bar

Cross Stroke
The horizontal stroke that intersects the stem in t and f.

Crotch
Acute angle made on the inside where 2 strokes meet.

Counter
The completely or partially enclosed area within a let-
ter. Letters A, B, D, O, P, Q, R, a, b, d, e, g, o, p, and q. 
Letters containing open counters include c, f, h, i, s etc.

Descender
The lowercase character stroke which extends below 
the baseline.



Descender Line
The invisible line that marks the end of the descender. 
It marks the maximum height of the descender.

Diacriticals
The accent marks used on some characters ~`’

Ear
Ear is a decorative stroke projecting out from the up-
per bowl of lowercase g.

Eye
In side counter space of a lowercase e.

Finial
The tapered curved end of the letter as in c and e.

Font 
A selection of characters of one size and design of type.

Glyph
All the written characters representing one specific let-
ter lower case, cap,  italic etc.

Italic 
A sloped or cursive variation of roman. Not a just 
slanted version of the roman face, a true italic font is 
drawn from scratch and has unique features not found 
in the roman face. Also called oblique, tilted, slanted.

Jot
A small round mark on top of i, j, also called tittle, dot

Hairline
The thin strokes of a serif typeface.

Hook
A curved, protruding stroke in a terminal. Usually 
found on a lowercase f.

Leg
Short, descending portion of a letter.
The lower, down sloping stroke of  K, k, is called a leg. 

Ligature 
Two or more letters tied into a single character.

Link
A stroke connected the loop and the bowl of a g.

Lobe
Rounded projecting stoke attached to the main struc-
ture of a letter,, p, b.

Loop
The counter below the baseline. It is connected to the 
bowl with a link. The bottom part of the lowercase ro-
man ‘g’.

Lowercase
The little letters or non-capital letters of the alphabet 
are lowercase glyphs. Also called small letters, or more 
formally minuscule.

Meanline
Half the distance from the baseline to the cap height. 
This may or may not be the x-height, depending on the 
design of the lower case letters.

Old-Style Figures
Numbers with varying heights, some aligning to the 
baseline and some below.

Overshoot
Ascenders extending into the space of a following 
character like cap F, T. 

 Quaint
An antiquated sort or glyph, used to recreate the typo-
graphic flavor of a bygone age.

Sans Serif
From the French, meaning “without serif ”. A typeface 
which has no serifs. Sans serif typefaces are typically 
uniform in stroke width.

Serif
Tapered corners on the ends of the main stroke. Serifs 
originated with the chiseled guides made by ancient 
stonecutters as they lettered monuments. Some serif 
designs may also be traced back to characteristics of 
hand calligraphy. Note that serif type is typically thick 
and thin in stroke weight. Usually added at the begin-
ning and end of the stroke.

San Serif  
From the Latin sans serif without serifs. Typeface with 
no serifs.



Shoulder
This is the transitional section a curved stroke coming 
from the stem.

Slope 
The angle of inclination of the stems and extenders of 
letters. Not to be confused with axis.

Special characters
Math signs Punctuation marks Accented characters 	
Reference marks.

Spine
The main stem stroke that is curved or angled, diago-
nal of the letter s.

Spur
A small projection from a rounded stroke. Bottom 
right corner of capital G , end of a C. Smaller that a  
serif

Stem
A main stroke which is vertical or diagonal from which 
all strokes  branch  out from.

Stress
The direction in which a curved stroke changes weight.
Look at  a serif of to see where thin strokes align. Types 
of stress:
Oblique, or angled, stress	
Semi-oblique stress
Vertical stress 

Stroke 
Typeface component which defines the typeface struc-
ture. The straight (vertical, horizontal, diagonal) and 
rounded strokes.

Swash
A flourish addition replacing a terminal or serif.
 Typographical flourish on a glyph, like an exaggerated 
serif.

Tail
The decorative stroke that descends downwards in Q .

Terminal
The end of a stroke which does not terminate in a serif.
tear-drop terminal, bulbous terminal.

Tittle
A small round mark on top of i, j, also called jot, dot.

Uppercase
Capital letters of the alphabet are uppercase glyphs. 
Also called capital letters, capitals, caps, large letters, or 
more formally majuscule.

Vertex
The outside point at the bottom or top of a character 
where two strokes meet.

X-height
The height of the body, minus ascenders and descend-
ers, which is equal to the height of the lowercase ‘x’.
Varies among typefaces in the same point size and 
strongly effect readability and gray value of text blocks.
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Typography basics: Anatomy of letterforms

 

Understanding the fundamental principles and concepts of typography is the first step to being a successful typog-
rapher. The most basic component of typography is the letter, and each letter of the alphabet is distinguished by its 
unique shape, or letterform. This technical guide includes definitions for and illustrations of the individual parts that 
compose letterforms, as well as the boundaries by which letterforms are delineated.

 

Boundaries

 

baseline

 

The imaginary horizontal line upon which the majority of the characters in a typeface sit. 

 

capline

 

The imaginary horizontal line resting upon the tops of the uppercase letters.

 

meanline

 

The imaginary horizontal line that designates the height of lowercase letters.
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x-height

 

Traditionally, the height of the lowercase letter x. As a general rule, x-height is the height of the body of lowercase 
letters of a typeface, excluding the ascenders and descenders. Some lowercase letters may extend a little bit above or 
below the x-height as part of their design, even without ascenders and descenders. X-height can vary considerably 
among typefaces with the same point size, which is based on the width of certain uppercase letters. 

 

Letterform parts

 

apex

 

The peak of an uppercase A.

 

arm

 

A horizontal portion of a letterform, one or both ends of which are unattached to the vertical portion(s).

 

ascender

 

The portion of a lowercase letterform (e.g., k, b, or d) that ascends above the x-height of the typeface. Contrast 
descender.
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cross stroke

 

The horizontal part of a letterform that intersects the vertical part.

 

descender

 

The portion of a lowercase letterform (e.g., y, p, or q) that descends below the baseline in a typeface. In some 
typefaces, the uppercase J and Q also descend below the baseline. Contrast ascender. 

 

ear

 

The small decorative projection from the upper right side a lowercase g.

 

eye

 

The enclosed portion of a lowercase e. Similar to a counter.

 

hairline

 

The thinnest line of a typeface made of varying line weights.
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spur

 

The projection that extends from the end point of the curved portion of a letterform (e.g., from the top or bottom 
of an uppercase or lowercase S or C). A spur is smaller than a serif.

 

stem

 

The main vertical or near vertical portion of a letterform.

 

stroke

 

The main diagonal portion of a letterform, though this term is often used to refer to any of the main portions–
vertical, near vertical, or diagonal–of a letterform.

 

tail

 

The stroke or loop at the end of a letterform, such as the tail of an uppercase Q or the stroke on an uppercase R.

 

terminal

 

The end, or termination, of a stem or stroke with no serif.
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beak

 

Akin to a spur, but slightly larger, the projection that extends from the end points of an uppercase L, T, or E.

 

bowl

 

A curved portion of the letterform that encloses a counter. The exception in the lower curved part of a lowercase g 
(see loop).

 

bracket

 

The curve that connects the serif to the stem or stroke. May also be referred to as a fillet.

 

counter

 

The negative space of a letterform. A counter may be either fully or partially enclosed.

 

crossbar

 

The horizontal part of a letterform that connects, for example, a stem to a hairline.
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leg

 

The lower, angled stroke of a k.

 

link

 

The part of a lowercase g that connects the loop to the bowl.

 

loop

 

The curved part of a lowercase g that encloses the lower counter. Similar to a bowl.

 

serif

 

Small decorative lines added to the end of a letterforms's stem and stroke. Serifs improve readability by leading the 
eye along a line of type. 

 

spine 

 

The main portion of the letter S—both lowercase and uppercase—that curves from left to right.












