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The Anatomy of Letter-forms
The letters of all alphabets, whether classical or modern, 
display the same basic structural characteristics and adhere 
to similar conventions in drawing and detail.

The specific proportions, contrast of stroke thickness, and 
drawing details may change, but the essential architectural 
framework of their structure always remains the same.

Being able to recognize tiny differences between forms helps 
designers understand why letters act a certain way.
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Typeface Classification
The individual characteristics of a typeface’s design are what 
distinguishes it from other typefaces. These characteristics 
are linked to the technology of the times. Archaic methods 
such as early Roman chisels or midievel brushes gave way 
to casting lead letters in the mid 1500s thus much greater 
precision was possible. Advances in technology and style 
have since evolved toward a more rational aesthetic.

Classifying typefaces can be difficult and many innovative 
typefaces of the last thirty years do not fit neatly within 
recognized historical styles.
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Archaic 
Pre-fifteenth century; includes Black-letter (Fraktur) and 
Incised (Antique). The origin of the serif, the small “feet” 
at the terminals of the strokes is the chisel used by stone 
carvers and later emulated by scribes. These scribes are 
responsible for creating a secondary set of forms — the 
minuscules — these less formal letters later became modern 
lowercase letter-forms.

Old English
trajan pro	
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These letter-forms were created by 
chisel. From“Trajan's Column” 
located in Rome, Italy. 
ca. AD 113

-Inspired the typeface Trajan Pro 

The variation of strokes and soft 
terminals indicate that these let-
ter-forms were created with a 
brush. From Pompeii, Italy some-
time before the city was buried in 
volcanic ash in AD 79
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Old Style 
Serifs from the late fifteenth century onward. Drawing 
inspiration from Archaic forms but refined in their structure 
and expression. Characterized by Roman proportion, 
organic contrast — inspired by brush or pen drawing with an 
angled, or oblique axis and small x-height.

Bembo	
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Transitional 
Serifs from the mid-eighteenth century onward. Transitional 
types evolved out of old-style but are structurally refined as 
they move away from the written model. Stroke contrast 
is less derivative of writing tools, rationally applied and of 
greater variety. The x-height is larger and while the axis is 
still oblique, is more upright and the serifs are sharper. 

Baskerville	
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OO
Bembo

old-style
Baskerville

transitional
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MM
Bembo

old-style
Baskerville

transitional
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Modern 
Also referred to as Didone; serifs from the late eighteenth 
century onward. Reference to the hand drawn form is 
completely diminished. The stroke contrast is extreme 
with thin strokes reduced to hairlines and paired with 
radically thicker strokes. The forms are upright and brackets 
connecting the serifs are completely removed. 

Bodoni	
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Slab Serif 
Sometimes referred to as Egyptian; serifs from the late 
eighteenth century onward. Slab Serifs are characterized by an 
overall consistency in stroke weight and they are usually wider 
than what is considered normal. These display types are used 
to grab attention and work well as headlines. Their sturdy 
construction makes them less effective when used as body text.

Rockwell	
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Sans Serif 
First introduced in the nineteenth century; these simplified 
forms continued the evolution of the rational letter. They 
are designed to be bold with their stripped down features 
standing out amongst the crowd. Sans serif literally translates 
to “without serif ” and since their inception have become 
immensely popular for a variety of uses.

Helvetica	
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Neue Grafik, the International Review 
of graphic design and related subjects, 
was initiated by designer Josef Müller-
Brockmann and published between 
1958 and 1965 by an editorial collective 
consisting of him, Richard Paul Lohse, 
Hans Neuburg und Carlo Vivarelli.

From a historical point of view, Neue 
Grafik can be seen as an effective 
publishing organ of Swiss graphic 
design. The Swiss school, also called 
International Style, became exemplary 
for the conceptual approach to 
corporate design of globally operating 
corporations and greatly influenced the 
graphic design industry.

Neue Grafik is an important point of 
reference in the recent history of graphic 
design. After the heights of the digital 
revolution now follows a renewed 
concern for matter-of-fact concepts and 
clear form languages.
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Monospaced 
Also called fixed-width, or non-proportional font, each of 
these letterforms occupy the same amount of horizontal 
space. This contrasts with variable-width fonts, where the 
letters and spacings have different widths.

Andale
 Courier	
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Script
From the late eighteenth century onward, can be sub-
categorized into Formal, Casual and Calligraphic styles.

Edwardian
The Whahabi
The Carpenter	
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Decorative
As their name suggests, decorative typefaces should be used 
for decorative or ornamental purposes. They can be powerfully 
evocative if used sparingly and in the appropriate situation.

Curlz
Wedgie
woodbadge	
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Alphabet Variation
There are five aspects of form that distinguish one typeface 
from another and that create the contrast in rhythm and 
feeling that typographers depend on to add dimension to 
text and composition.	
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Case
Each letter in the alphabet has two forms: an uppercase, or 
capital form, and a lowercase form. Uppercase letters are 
the original forms used by Romans for imperial inscriptions. 
They serve several functions including starting sentences 
or creating acronyms. Lowercase forms are more varied in 
shape and are distinguished by ascenders and descenders. 

Dd  Gg  Mm  Rr
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Weight
The overall thickness of strokes is called weight. Variation 
in weight within a typeface is what determines a basic type 
family. A designer may choose different weights to enhance 
rhythm or to emphasize words or phrases. Contrast in stroke 
weight often indicates a particular typeface’s origins. 

E  E  E  E  E  E  E
Proxima Nova Type Family

thin light regular semi-bold bold extra-bold black
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Posture
The vertical orientation of a letter-form to the baseline is 
referred to as posture. Upright letters that rest 90˚ to the 
baseline are called roman. Letters that slant are called italic. 
True italics have been drawn at an angle and are used to add 
emphasis to a particular word or phrase.

MM  KK  NN  GG
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Width
How wide letter-forms in a typeface are in relation to their 
height is referred to as their width or extension. A typeface 
in which letter-forms are narrower than regular are referred 
to as condensed or compressed; a face that is wider than regular 
is referred to as extended or expanded. 

NK   NK
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Style
This is a broad term that refers to several aspects of a 
typeface's aesthetic properties. First, style can be divided into 
two categories: Serif and Sans Serif. Second, style can refer to 
the subtle characteristics of a typeface based on its historical 
context. We will focus on these two aspects for the purposes 
of this class.

Hh Pp  Ww Xx
sans serif / humanist serif /old style
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The sans-serif type used in 
this presentation and on 
our course documents is 
Proxima Nova — featuring 
humanist proportions while 
maintaining a somewhat 
geometric appearance, this 
type family includes an array 
of font weights that work in 
harmony with each other.

    

Proxima Nova

Proxima Nova

Proxima Nova 

Proxima Nova
Proxima Nova
Proxima Nova
Proxima Nova

Thin

Light

Regular 
Semi-bold
Bold
Extra-bold
Black
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Adobe’s first historical 
revival, Adobe Garamond 
Pro (1989) is a digital 
interpretation of the roman 
types of Claude Garamond 
and the italic
types of Robert Granjon. 
This old-style serif type-
family is suitable for the 
most demanding 
typesetting projects. 

    

Garamond Pro
Garamond Pro
Garamond Pro
Garamond Pro

Regular
Italic
Bold
Bold Italic
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Serif Structures

H H H H
Garamond
Old Style
Bracketed
Round

Baskerville
Transitional
Bracketed
Flat

Bodoni
Modern
Hairline
Flat

Rockwell
Modern
Slab
Flat

typeface
classification

serif type
terminal
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Ligatures
Two or more letters combined into one character make a 
ligature. In typography ligatures are used primarily to avoid 
certain characters from overlapping.

fi Th ff ffl ct
Art	   Café   Quest	

adobe garamond pro
standard ligatures

voyage
discretionary ligatures
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Swashes
A typographical flourish, such as an exaggerated serif, 
terminal, tail, entry stroke, etc. on a glyph.

A		K		T	  Z
Going  Too   Far

adobe garamond pro
swashes

voyage
swashes
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Lining Figures
The most common type of figures, they are usually the same 
height (but not always) as the CAPS in a particular typeface.

0123456789

top 100 in 2015

TOP 100 IN 2015

lining figures
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Old Style Figures
These figures are designed to act more like lowercase letters. 
Some fall within the x-height, some descend below the 
baseline and others ascend.

0123456789

top 40 in 2015

TOP 40 IN 2015

old-style figures
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Tabular & Proportional Figures
Tabular figures are set on a fixed width, so that every figure 
occupies the same amount of horizontal space. Proportional 
figures are set on varying widths

$15,624.86
$19,867.23

$15,624.86
$19,867.23

proportional figures

tabular figures
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A final note on Figures
Whether figures are lining or old-style is separate from 
whether they’re tabular or proportional. In fact, some fonts 
(like Proxima Nova) have all four possible combinations—
lining proportional, lining tabular, old-style proportional, 
and old-style tabular.

Proportional figures are preferred in body text because they 
tend to have more even spacing and a more consistent ap
pearance. But tabular figures are essential for vertically 
aligned columns, like you find in grids of numbers.
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True Italics vs. Faux Italics
Never skew letter-forms to give the appearance of italics. 
True italics are letter-forms that are specifically drawn to 
slant. 

Typography
Typography
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Ornaments
Typographic ornaments are decorative embellishments such 
as graphics, pictures or symbols. Some are designed to work 
in harmony with a particular typeface while others are stand 
alone typefaces.  

adobe garamond pro ornaments
found within the glyphs panel

1  2  3
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Small Capitals
Capital letter-forms designed to blend with lowercase text 
are referred to as small capitals. They're usually slightly taller 
than lowercase letters and their strokes are drawn slightly 
heavier than capital letters. They function as an alternative to 
bold or italic when used to create emphasis.

Watch as THE GREAT HOUDINI performs his greatest tricks.

Watch as THE GREAT HOUDINI performs his greatest tricks.

real small capitals

faux small capitals
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Small Capitals continued
Small capitals sometimes come in their own font file while 
other times they are included as open type features via the 
glyphs panel. Using paragraph or character styles is a 
good way of applying the small cap style without the tedious 
process of looking for them each time. Adding a bit of 
tracking is also good practice when using small capitals.

Small Capitals
•	 I generally do not like the aesthetic of mixing Captials & 

Small Capitals. However, this is largely personal preference. 
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Punctuation
Today’s computer keyboards depict the available charac
ters in almost the same way as a manual typewriter. But this 
depiction is misleading. The computer keyboard can pro
duce many more characters than the ones visible on its keys. 
These include accented characters, math symbols, and white-
space characters — invisible markers that are useful for get
ting consistent typographic results.

Good typography starts with good typing. Typing is second 
nature for most of us. Habits are ingrained. After years of 
doing things one way, it can be hard to learn a different way. 
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Quotation Marks vs. Prime Marks
Quotation marks are the curly quote marks used for 
quotations. There are four curly characters: the opening sin
gle quote (‘), the closing single quote (’), the opening double 
quote (“), and the closing double quote (”).

Prime marks are the vertical marks used for labeling feet and 
inches. There are two prime characters: the straight single 
prime (') indicating feet, and the straight double prime (") 
indicating inches.

“That’s a ‘magic’ ball.” / 4' 10"
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Hyphens & Dashes
Hyphens (-) have three uses… 

1.	 A hyphen appears at the end of a line when a word bre-	
	 aks onto the next line.

2.	 Some multi-part words are spelled with a hyphen,  
	 non-profit

3.	 A hyphen is used in phrasal adjectives,  
	 listener-supported radio, five-dollar bills
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Hyphens & Dashes
Dashes come in two sizes — the en dash and the em dash.
The em dash (—) is wider, about as wide as a capital H
The en dash (–) is shorter, about half as wide

•	 En dashes are used to indicate a range of values,  
1964 –1979 or pages 296 – 324

•	 Em dashes are used to make a break between parts of a 
sentence. For example…

The em dash puts a nice pause in the text — and is underused 
in professional writing.
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Ellipsis
An ellipsis is a sequence of three dots use to indicate an 
omission in quoted material. It’s also common to use an 
ellipsis to indicate an interruption in the text. Never use 
three periods in place of an ellipsis.

From a … to z
From a... to z

correct use of the ellipsis

incorrectly using three periods 


