
Typography
an introduction



What is typography?









What is typography? It is an art form that has been 
around for many hundreds of years. Words and text are 
all around us every day. In every piece of type we see, 
somebody has considered how the letters, sentences and 
paragraphs will look in order for it to be read by us, or 
how it will make us feel when we look at it. Sometimes it 
is done well, but often not. Typography takes time and it 
can be difficult to get right. Good typography comes from 
paying attention to tiny details.



“No other design discipline requires so much learning 
and training as fontography, and by no other aspect can 
amateurs be so easily distinguished from professionals. 
To be font literate, a designer has to study the history 
and the principles of font design.”

Dmitry Kirsanov



The basics.



What is the difference between a typeface and a font?  
A typeface is a family of fonts (such as Helvetica Regular, 
Helvetica Italic, Helvetica Bold, Helvetica Black, etc.) but 
a font is one weight or style within a typeface family (such 
as Helvetica Regular).



Typeface classifications. There are many different 
classifications and sub-classification of typefaces, but the 
most common two types are:
Serif – these typefaces are the more traditional ones. 
They are distinguished by a short line or finishing stroke 
on the end of character strokes and stems (as shown in the 
anatomy diagram to follow) and; 
Sans-serif – as the name suggests, these are 
distinguished by their lack of any Serifs. They became 
popular in the nineteenth century and are therefore 
considered modern forms. Standard typeface 
classifications are as follows:





Anatomy. These are some of the basic elements that make 
up typographic characters.



Kerning and Tracking.  
Kerning is the adjustment of the spacing between individual 
characters.  

KERNING 
Tracking is the spacing between a group of characters.  

T R A C K I N G 
These two are often confused, but the way to remember 
them is that
kerning sounds like kernel, which is an individual object,
whereas 
track ing  sounds l ike  a  long l ine  of  rai lway t racks 
which is  a  group of  objec ts .



Alignment. Generally text should be left aligned, simply 
because we are used to reading that way. Only consider 
centering or right aligning text if it is a small amount, 
such as a heading or caption. Also, justifying text (where 
it has a straight edge on both sides) should be used in 
moderation too. Too much of it will make a layout look 
rigid and it can create irregular spacing between words 
and letters if not crafted carefully.



Measure. This refers to the length of lines of text in a 
paragraph or column. Most people tend to just refer to 
it as column width. Measure is an important thing to get 
right in typography as it can be crucial to the readability 
of the text. If the measure is too wide the text may be 
difficult to read as the eye has to move a lot more after 
each line is read. If it is too narrow it can also be tiring 
as the eye is constantly moving back and forth. As a rule 
there should be no less than 60 characters and no more 
than 72 characters per line (including the spacing) in 
body copy.



Leading. Vertical line spacing is referred to as leading in 
typography and print. This is because when printing was 
mechanical, type was set in blocks and strips of lead were 
inserted between the lines according to how much space 
was required. Leading’s role in typography is to generate 
sufficient space between the lines to make it readable.  

As with all matters of typography, it is a balance between 

reading comfort and aesthetic style. As a general rule for 

legibility your leading (the space between lines) should 

never be less than the space between your words.



Grids. A Grid is a guide by which designers and art 
directors can organise copy and images in a flexible way. 
They form the basis of good typographic layout so it’s 
good to get into the habit of using them in your work. 
Look at examples such as newspaper, magazine or website 
layouts to see how the type has been positioned and 
structured. The diagram below is intended to show in a 
basic way how different pieces of type can be positioned 
on a grid, and what the main parts of a grid are called.



Widows and Orphans. If a single word or very short line 
is left at the end of a column it is called a Widow. Likewise 
if the same is left at the top of the following column this 
is called an Orphan. They cause distracting shapes in a 
block of type and are considered poor typography. They 
can be fixed by reworking the line breaks in the column  
or by editing the copy.



Hierarchy. This is the term used to describe the 
variation in typographic elements such as headings 
and text. Variation in the sizes and weights 
between headings and body text makes the 
information easier to digest as does position and 
colour. Hierarchy doesn’t have to be in a set order 
from top to bottom. It should just define the order 
in which we read or look at things, and signify 
their importance in terms of communication.



Rules. Typography is a highly valued craft. You can 
only break the rules once you’ve learnt them.

So how will you learn them?



Become a typography magpie. Your task for the rest of 
your life is to collect examples of typography that you 
admire. It will help and inspire you. You should save 
examples in a book or folder and categorise them.

Reference everything you can find out about their origin. 
That could be the typographer/designer/art director 
responsible for the typographic layout, the design of the 
original typeface, the date it was created, the country of 
origin, the publication, what inspired the typeface, etc.



Inspiration. You don’t have to look far to find some 
beautiful examples of well crafted typography.







































Some useful websites:

monotype.com

typocircle.com

atypi.org


