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Typography 

After studying typography for some time, you’ll 

never look at a billboard, brochure, or book the same 

way again. You might start snapping pictures of ride 

signage at theme parks, rather than your kids. 

Pondering whether the entrées in a restaurant menu 

are set in Cantoria or Meyer Two may become more 

interesting than choosing between the entrées 

themselves. The study of typography is one that 

draws many people in ... and never lets them go! 

Consider yourself warned. 

In order to unlock the potential of type, we must first 

understand it. Admittedly, this is no easy task. The 

minute details of letterforms and the spaces around 

them have been carefully calculated over centuries of 

investigation and practice. In the early days of print, 

every letter of every typeface had to be carved into 

wood or cast from lead, inked, and then pressed into 

paper. This was a handcrafted profession requiring 

exacting attention to detail. Even though the 

practicality of this practice has long been surpassed 

by modern printing methods, many colleges and 

universities offer classes in letterpress, so that future 

graphic designers can both appreciate the benefits of 

working with type on a computer, and see the 

potential for typographic exploration. 

When it comes to the Web and choosing fonts 
for text that will be displayed in a browser, it 
doesn’t matter if you have five, or 5,000, fonts 
installed; you have to think in terms of the 
lowest common denominator. 

The number of font families that are supported, 

by default, across both major operating systems 

is very small. This list of nine font families in 

Figure 1 (top of next column) is commonly 

known as the safe list. 

he downside to the safe list is that there’s limited 

variety within each font category. If you need a 

standard sans-serif[8] font, you have to choose 

between Arial, Trebuchet MS, and Verdana. For 

someone who hasn’t been exposed to many 

fonts, that may seem like a reasonable variety, 

but for those of us who know the nuances of 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

other sans-serif fonts like Helvetica Neue, 

Futura, and Univers, using one of the safe fonts 

can be like using a screwdriver to drive in a nail. 

Fortunately, the font-family property of CSS 
allows you to choose multiple fonts in order of 
preference. This is referred to as a font stack. If 
the first font is unavailable, the second font will 
be used; if the second font is absent, the third 
font will be used, and so on. Let’s say that you 
want your section headlines to have a serif font. 
You think the best font for the job is Calisto MT, 
so you specify that first—for the few people that 
have it installed. Your second choice is your first 
backup plan, and for this you choose Georgia.  

If users don’t have Calisto MT installed, they’ll 
see Georgia. Even though Georgia is on the safe 
list, some people may not have it installed. 
Times New Roman is a close equivalent, so you 
decide that you might as well add it as your next 
alternative. To finish off the preferential list, to 
cater to users who don’t have any of those fonts 
installed, you add what the W3C calls a generic 
font family. The generic font families are serif, 
sans-serif, cursive (similar to script or hand 
lettering), fantasy (or novelty), and monospace.  

Figure 1 
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All your font choices so far have been from the 
serif family, so that’s the generic family you 
specify. In summary, your font stack would look 
like this: 

font-family: 'Calisto MT', Georgia, 

'Times New Roman', serif; 

Remember:  Any font family names that include 
spaces must be quoted, either using single (') or 
double (") quotes. 

The key to creating an effective font stack is 
knowing which fonts are most similar and, more 
importantly, which ones are installed by default 
in each operating system. For a handle on the 
first part, I recommend reading Nathan Ford’s 
2008 article, “Building Better Font Stacks.” A 
great resource for checking on the prevalence of 
specific fonts in various operating systems is 
Code Style’s interactive Font Stack Builder. 

In 1998, a system was created using CSS, called 
@font-face to enable web designs to use fonts 
that are not installed on the viewer’s computer.  
This has not worked well, because organizations 
that create/own fonts (called “font foundries) do 
not want to share their intellectual property for 
free and different devises process font formats 
differently. 

Typeface Distinctions 

Everybody knows what a font is.  It’s a set of 
letters that appear in a certain style; they come 
pre-installed on your computer.  And you change 
the font when you want your text to look 
different. 

Fonts that come installed on computers are 
grouped together into font families, with each 
font within the family representing a different 
variation of the core font.  Every font family has 
its own unique, identifiable characteristics.  
Figure 2, at the top of the next column shows 
different variations used for the letter G. 

Serif Fonts 

Historians believe that the serif has its origin in 
Roman stone carving. There is much debate over  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the original purpose of these ornamental 
strokes, but in more recent history, they’ve been 
proven to increase legibility in large blocks of 
text by providing a horizontal line of reference. 
When most designers try to choose a serif font, 
Times New Roman is the first one that comes to 
mind. However, there’s a great variety of serif 
fonts from which we can choose. To help us with 
that decision, it’s a good idea to first decide what 
type of voice we want our text to have. 

Take a look at the Garamond text in Figure 4.14. 
Garamond is an old-style serif font. Old-style 
serif fonts are adapted from the brush strokes of 
Italian scribes and can be recognized both by the 
smooth transitions between thick and thin 
strokes, and by their rounded serif edges. When 
I see an old-style serif font, it seems to me to 
have a hint of historic, handcrafted charm. At 
the same time, fonts like Garamond are 
extremely versatile. They’re not so old-fashioned 
that they can’t be used in modern applications, 
but this isn’t their forte. 

The second font in Figure 4.14 is Baskerville, a 
transitional serif font. The curved angle that 
connects the terminal of the stroke to the serif is 
known as a bracket. The brackets of transitional 

Figure 2 



Excerpted From:  Principles of Beautiful Web Design, by Jason Beaird Page 3  

serif fonts are rounded but the edges of the serifs 
are squared off. The simple addition of 90-
degree angles and perfectly straight lines gives 
this category of font a more modern and 
mechanical voice. This category of serif fonts is 
known as transitional because it provides a 
transition between old-style and modern serif 
fonts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Figure 3 above, the font Didot is a modern 
serif font. Modern serif fonts provide a large 
amount of contrast between the thick and thin 
strokes, and their serifs are often completely 
unbracketed. Modern serif fonts were 
introduced during the Industrial Revolution as a 
radical alternative to the transitional serif style. 
Today, these fonts have an association with 
elegance, sophistication, and fashion. They 
represent timelessness more than they suggest 
cutting-edge modernity. 

Because of their fine-line details, modern serif 
fonts are really only suitable for use in headlines. 
The logo for Vogue magazine, which you can see 
in Figure 4.15, is a classic example of modern 
serif font use. Other famous magazines that use 
modern serif fonts faces for their mastheads 
include Brides magazine and Harper’s Bazaar. 

The consistent use of Italian Didot for the Vogue 
magazine logo helped to establish both the font 
and the company as icons of style. 

In the later part of the 1800s, as advertising, 
posters, and flyers became more common, a 
bolder variation of modern serif fonts was 
needed to catch people’s attention. It was at this 

time that slab serif fonts were introduced. Slab 
serif faces like Rockwell, which you can see in 
Figure 4 (below), have an industrial voice of 
strength and fortitude. These faces were 
designed to be extremely readable from a 
distance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Sans Serif Fonts 

At the time when typographers began 
experimenting with slab serifs, the idea of 
eliminating the serif altogether seemed like a 
huge mistake. Serifs were a tradition and 
removing them was typographic castration. The 
initial sans serif fonts were so loathed in the 
1800s that they were referred to as grotesque. 
Eventually, though, people began to warm up to 
the idea of serif-less typefaces and by the 1920s 
some argued that the serif would soon be 
eliminated. 

Although serif fonts are still used extensively, 
the popularity and versatility of the sans serif 
font category continues to grow. These types of 
fonts have a cleaner and more contemporary 
feel. They stand out as headlines, especially 
when placed near body text that’s set in a serif 
face. This has long been a standard practice in 
print design and is a tip that I was taught in 
college. However, on the Web, the opposite has 
become true as designers use sans serif fonts for 
body text, contrasted with serif-font headlines. 
This trend can be seen on the homepage of 
Coudal Partners in Figure 5 (top of next page). 

he shift toward using sans serif body text on the 
Web was born mainly of the limitations of older 
monitors and laptop screens. The image quality 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 
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of display devices has improved much over the 
years, but the stroke variation and minute detail 
of serif fonts can make them almost unreadable 
at small sizes on lower resolution displays. The 
solution is either to increase the size of the font 
to compensate, or to use a sans serif font that 
has less detail. As small sizes, sans serif fonts are 
more readable at small sizes. 

Regardless of how they’re used, sans serif fonts 
are extremely legible and practical for almost 
any purpose. The most-often used sans serif 
fonts are Arial and Verdana. Each of these font 
families exists in the default font sets of both 
major operating systems, but in the design 
world, these families have a reputation for being 
overused and generic (and in the design 
community, Arial has the added stigma of being 
widely considered the poor cousin of Helvetica).  

This makes them great for body text, where 
voiceless legibility is the goal, but for headlines 
and artistic applications, a more unique feel is 
often required. Sometimes a stronger serif font, 
or a more distinguished sans serif, will do the 
trick, but there are certainly more options 
available outside these two categories. 

Handwritten Fonts 

Before the invention of movable type systems, all 
text had to be carved, brushed, or written by 
hand. The downside to handwritten text — 
especially my own — is that achieving a 
uniformity of letterforms, alignment, and 
spacing can be frustrating. And as a result of 
these challenges, handwritten text can be very 
difficult to read. Yet the wonderful thing about 
handwriting is that it acts as a symbol of 
humanity, and gives a tangible personality to the 
text it represents. Just look at the text in Figure 
5 at the top of the next column. Each line was 
written to represent the personality of the font in 
which it is written. 

Handwritten fonts provide personality without 
the human error factor. The lettering and 
alignment in a handwritten font will be 
consistent, and if the font is well designed, the 
spacing should be good, too. As with any font, 
you cannot rely on site visitors to have your 

selected handwritten fonts installed, so to use 
them on the Web, you’ll need to convert your 
handwritten text to images, or use some type of 
replacement technique, such as sIFR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fixed-width Fonts 

You may have noticed by now that in most fonts, 
each letter takes up a different amount of space. 
For instance, the capital "W" takes up a large 
area, while the letter "l" has a very narrow 
footprint. To illustrate this point in plain text, 
take a guess which of the following sentences has 
more characters. 

Which of the following sentences has more 
characters? 

 

 

That was a trick question: they actually have the 
same number of characters! So why does the 
first sentence appear so much longer than the 
second? The explanation for this phenomenon is 
that the majority of fonts are proportionately 
spaced. Associated with each character of each 
font are rules that determine not only the width 
of the character, but also the amount of space 
that will appear around each character. Take a 
look at those two sentences again, this time, 
displayed in the font Courier: 

Figure 4 
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Those two sentences again: 

 

The reason the two sentences appear to be the 
same width now is that Courier is a fixed-width 
or monospaced font. This category of fonts has 
uniform spacing, and the letterforms are 
designed so that they are similar in width. Fixed-
width fonts were initially designed around the 
technical limitations of typewriters.  

Since early typewriters weren’t capable of 
moving the typed page a different distance when 
a "w" was typed, rather than an "i", specialized 
fonts were developed for these devices. These 
fonts had to remain readable despite the fact 
that the spacing was the same for every letter. 
Early computer displays employed fixed-width 
fonts as well, but it wasn’t long before computers 
were able to display much more legible variable-
width (or proportional) fonts. 

So why are fixed-width fonts still around today? 
Mainly for the sanity of coders and accountants. 
When these professionals write code or display 
tabular data as text, it’s important that 
characters line up from row to row and column 
to column. If you’re reading this book, you’re 
probably already familiar with fixed-width fonts. 
They’re used in terminal windows, as we’ve 
already seen, as well as text editors and 
calculators. 

Novelty Fonts 

Novelty fonts, which are also known as display 
or decorative fonts, represent the vast majority 
of the fonts that are available for free online. 
Some of the fonts in this category, such as those 
in Figure 5 at the top of the next column are 
modified versions of popular serif or sans-serif 
fonts, and some are completely off-the-wall 
ideas that would be better described as 
conceptual art than a font face. By their very 
nature, these fonts are less legible than their 
traditional counterparts, but when used  

sparingly, they can add a wealth of personality 
and flair to a design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Novelty fonts often make good starting blocks 
for logo design and decorative type elements. If 
you take a look at many different websites, he 
screenshot of the web site for Scandinavian 
design company Guilago in Figure 6 on the next 
page, you’ll notice two different novelty fonts. 
These fonts are used to create the company’s 
logo. 

As with all design choices, before you use a 
novelty font, you should think about your client’s 
requirements and target audience. Most clients 
will already have some form of branding in 
place, and choosing a bizarre or offbeat novelty 
font may tarnish the company’s image. Even so, 
it’s best to keep an open mind when you’re 
coming up with themes for a web site design. It 
may be that the company you’re working with 
wants to stray away from its corporate image. 
Perhaps your clients want to create something a 
little more "personal." It seems this was the case 
for HP, given the font the company used in its 
"The Computer is Personal Again" ad campaign, 
shown in Figure 6 at the top of the next page. 

 

Figure 5 
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Dingbat Fonts 

When you’re looking for illustrations and 
artwork to incorporate into the design of a web 
site, one resource that shouldn’t be ignored is 
dingbat or symbol fonts. In the early days of 
print, dingbats were ornamental characters that 
were used to separate printed text and fill 
whitespace. Original dingbat fonts consisted 
mainly of flourishes and commonly used 
symbols. However, the concept of dingbat fonts 
changed radically with the digital font 
revolution. Now, any series of graphics can be 
assigned as characters in a dingbat font. 

While these fonts may not seem worthwhile 
from a typesetting perspective, they can be 
useful as supportive graphics and icons. Since 
fonts consist of scalable vector shapes, dingbat 
glyphs can be set to any size without becoming 
blurry. The only problem is that, to use these 
fonts, you have to know where to find the glyph 
you’re after. Occasionally, I’ll remember an 
arrow or symbol from a dingbat font and type 
out half the alphabet before I find the one I 
want. Fortunately, though, most dingbat fonts 
have a theme, so it’s easy to remember which 
font the glyph is in, even if the specific character 
is hard to find. 

When people think about dingbats, the first sets 
that come to mind are Wingdings and Webdings, 
the dingbat fonts that come pre-installed in 
Windows. There are actually hundreds of other 
dingbat fonts available on the Web. A few 
examples are in Figure 7 in the next column. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Choosing the Right Fonts 

Even if you understand all the technical aspects 
of letterforms and typeface categories, and have 
access to all the fonts in the world, you can still 
have difficulty choosing the right ones. That’s 
because font selection is based just as heavily on 
artistic license and emotional association as it is 
on technical issues. So, where do we begin? 

In order to start your quest for the perfect font, 
you should first define the feelings you’re trying 
to evoke in the members of your target audience. 
Are you trying to show that the company the web 
site represents is hip and young, or would you 
rather portray an aura of steadfast wisdom? Do 
you want to create something themey, like a 
Luau or a Mexican fiesta, or are you trying to 
convey a more formal identity? By asking 
yourself these kinds of questions, and thinking 
about fonts on an emotional level, you should be 
able to decide reasonably easily whether a given 
font is appropriate for your application. If you 
don’t think you could answer those questions 
about a particular font, make up your own 
questions. The fact is that you’ve probably seen 
billions of letters and millions of words in your 
lifetime — you just feel some emotional 
connections on which you can base your font 
choices. Think back to the logos, the album 
covers, the textbooks, and the signage you’ve 
seen. How have those typographic elements 

Figure 6 

Figure 7 
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affected your perception of the entities they 
represent? 

Now, let’s take that idea and work backwards, 
using a generic entity like Joe’s Restaurant. The 
font that you choose for this design will play a 
crucial role in the way potential diners perceive 
the attitude and identity of the restaurant. Take 
a look at Figure 8, and try to choose some fonts 
that make you think of a casual Italian bistro. 
Okay, now pick fonts that suggest a metropolitan 
restaurant serving five-star cuisine. How about a 
tacky dockside bar? There’s no right answer for 
any of these scenarios, but there are definitely 
some fonts that just don’t work in each case. 
First, try to narrow the field down to a few good 
candidates, then try to refine your choices again, 
until you find one that works well. 

20 Different Fonts to Make  
You Want to Eat At Joe's 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Remember that there are no bad fonts — just 
inappropriate ones. While a particular font may 
not work for one purpose, that doesn’t mean it 
can’t be used for another. Just try to keep an 
open mind, and if you can narrow the field to a 
few possibilities, try asking a friend or coworker 
the question "Which one makes you feel more 
adjective?" replacing adjective with the feeling 
you’re aiming to elicit. 

Finally, when you’re choosing fonts, it’s 
important not to choose too many. As a rule of 
thumb, try not to use more than four different 
fonts in a web site design. Also, try to avoid 
combining two different serif fonts or two 
different sans serif fonts in the same project. 

Related to typography is the spacing used between 

letters, words and lines.  Kerning refers to the 

spacing between letters. Leading (pronounced 

“ledding” refers to the distance between the 

baselines of lines of text.  Word spacing is the 

distance between each word.  All can be adjusted 

using CSS styles and HTML coding. 

Figure 8 


