
What’s in a Letter
All the parts and their names.
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What’s in a Letter
Every serious subject has a language of its own. Typography is 

no exception. The following diagram shows a few terms used to 

talk about letterforms. Many more appear in the Glossary of 

Typographic Terms at the end of this document. These terms let 

you discuss type like an expert. 
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Serif and Sans Serif
The serif, or cross-line at the end of a stroke, probably dates from 

early Rome. Father Edward Catich proposed in his seminal work, 

The Origin of the Serif, that the serif is an artifact of brushing letters 

onto stone before cutting them. Serif types are useful in text because 

the serifs help distinguish individual letters and provide continuity 

for the reader’s eye.

Serifs come in many styles. Compare the tapered serifs of Kepler® 

to the slab serifs of Chaparral® and the wedge serifs of Warnock.™

Kepler Chaparral Warnock
Typefaces without serifs are called sans serif (sans is French for 

without) designs. The fi rst sans serif type design is credited 

to William Caslon in England in . Sans serif designs are also 

sometimes referred to as gothic or grotesque designs. 

Myriad® Cronos® Ocean Sans™

x-height
Traditionally, x-height is the height of the lower case letter x. It affects 

the feel of a typeface, how many characters fit on a line, and 

depending on how the type is set, how easily your text can be read. 

At very small point sizes, a font with a larger x-height is easier to 

read, everything else being equal. Compare the following examples 

of Adobe Jenson,™ Utopia,® and Minion,® all at a point size of :

You can’t really talk about type without talking about x-height. 
Simply put, x-height is the height of the lowercase letters, 
excluding the ascenders and descenders. Unlike point size, x-height 
is not a unit of measurement. Rather, it’s a proportional description 
of the lowercase letters. A typeface with a large x-height simply 
means the lowercase letters are proportionally large in relation to 
the ascenders and descenders.

Adobe Jenson 10-point type / 13-point leading (10 /13)

You can’t really talk about type without talking about 
x-height. Simply put, x-height is the height of the 
lower-case letters, excluding the ascenders and 
descenders. Unlike point size, x-height is not a unit of 
measurement. Rather, it’s a proportional description 
of the lowercase letters. A typeface with a large 
x-height simply means the lowercase letters are 
proportionally large in relation to the ascenders and 
descenders.

Utopia 10 /13

You can’t really talk about type without talking about x-height. 
Simply put, x-height is the height of the lowercase letters, 
excluding the ascenders and descenders. Unlike point size, 
x-height is not a unit of measurement. Rather, it’s a proportional 
descrip tion of the lowercase letters. A typeface with a large 
x-height simply means the lowercase letters are proportionally 
large in relation to the ascenders and descenders.

Minion 10 /13
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Measuring Type

TYPE HEIGHT
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Measuring Type
To understand how type works, you must know how it is measured. 

Basically, typefaces are measured in two ways: height and width. 

Type Height

In earlier times when type was cast in metal, it was sold in dis crete 

sizes that were mea s ured in points. Today’s digital fonts can be 

enlarged or reduced by simply selecting, or specifying, a point size.

Originally, the term point size referred to the height of the 

metal body that held the characters. This was slightly larger than 

the distance from the highest to the lowest feature in the design.

 A traditional point is approximately 1/72 of an inch or . inch. 

With the advent of desktop publishing, the point became exactly 
1/72 of an inch. Picas are another unit of measurement used for type; 

one pica equals  points, and six picas equal an inch. 

This method of measuring is still used for digital type. Typefaces 

that have very long ascenders and descenders look smaller than 

other typefaces when both are printed at the same point size. This 

incongruity is illustrated below. 

26pt Postino®

26 �oint Bickham Scrip� ®

Type Width

In addition to height, a typeface is commonly identifi ed by its width. 

The width of a typeface is often expressed in the font’s style name, 

such as condensed or extended. Other expressions of width include 

compressed, expanded, and wide.

Jimbo® Regular Condensed
  Jimbo Reg Extended

Variations on a Theme
A type family generally contains three variations on the regular face: 

italic, bold, and bold italic. However, many families have been 

designed to include variation in weight from ultra light to ultra black; 

variation in width from condensed to extended; multiple character 

sets, such as small capitals, titling capitals, swash capitals, oldstyle 

figures, alternates; and more. 

This variety enables you to achieve just the look you want and 

allows for a good deal of flexibility. For example, it is often necessary 

to make a given amount of type fit into a predeter mined amount of 

space on the page. When space is an issue, a condensed or extended 

version of a typeface can be a real lifesaver! 

Times*
Roman
Italic
Bold
Bold Italic

Adobe Garamond®

Regular
Italic
Semibold
Semibold Italic
Bold
Bold Italic
�wash �apitals
small capitals

Titling capitals
 

��
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Letter Spacing and Kerning
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Word and Letter Spacing

You can also adjust word and letter spacing to improve legibility. 

Although typefaces are designed with the correct spacing between 

characters for general use, special situations can result in the type 

looking crowded or too loose. For example, words printed in all 

UPPERCASE tend to look too tight because the designer assumed 

that uppercase and lowercase letters would be mixed. If your 

application allows you to adjust letter spacing, you should add a 

small amount of letter space to words printed in all uppercase. 

LETTERSPACE LETTERSPACE

Some letter combinations, particularly in words set in capitals, 

result in awkward spacing unless they are kerned. Kerning is the 

adjustment of space between pairs of letters. Kerning is especially 

important at large point sizes. As the characters are enlarged, 

so is the space between them. 

AVOID
AVOID
Task Toolkit 118
Task Toolkit 118

Word spacing, the space between words, should be constant in 

flush left, flush right, or centered text. However, for justified text, 

word spacing varies from line to line to keep margins even. 

To aid readability, it’s important to keep word spacing as consistent 

as possible—even if it means hyphenating words. Tight word 

spacing lets you place more text on the page, but can make it 

difficult to distinguish words from each other. Loose word spacing 

fills up a page with a small amount of text, but the text becomes 

harder to read as the words begin to look disconnected.

When you justify a column of 
type, never allow letterspac-
ing to vary. Each letter is 
designed with just the 
amount of space it needs to 
look right and be most leg-
ible. Watch that word spaces 
don’t create awkward gaps or 
rivers. They are disruptive to 
comfortable reading. Choose 
a column width, typeface, 
and point size that work to 
enhance readbility. 

Uneven word spacing

When you justify a column of type, never allow letter-
spacing to vary. Each letter is designed with just the 
amount of space it needs to look right and be most leg-
ible. Watch that word spaces don’t create awkward gaps 
or rivers. They are disruptive to comfortable read ing. 
Choose a column width, typeface, and point size that 
work to enhance readbility. 

More consistent word spacing, better typographic color
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LETTER SPACING

KERNING



Leading

Leading is the space between lines of copy.

Good

Too Little

Too Much

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis am, velent 
autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim diat, quam, commy nos, 
quismol orpercil iure min vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci 
el ut num dio dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobortie.

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis am, velent 
autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim diat, quam, commy nos, 
quismol orpercil iure min vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci 
el ut num dio dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobortie.

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis am, velent 

autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim diat, quam, commy nos, 

quismol orpercil iure min vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci 

el ut num dio dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobortie.



Measure

Measure is the length of a line of copy.

Good

Too Long

Too Short

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis am, velent 
autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim diat, quam, commy nos, 
quismol orpercil iure min vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci 
el ut num dio dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobortie.

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis am, velent autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim diat, quam, commy nos, 
quismol orpercil iure min vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci el ut num dio dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobortie. 
Utpat velisi. Suscipis nulput exero er alisi bla feugiat endre del il eros adignissed et, quis amet in vel et la core tat. Exense tat.

Riliquipsum 
deliscilla 
aliquat. Duis 
dolor aciliquis 
am, velent 
autpat. Pis 
nulla augait, 
cor adignim 
diat, quam, 
commy nos, 
quismol 



Widows and Orphans
Widows are single words at the end of a paragraph. Orphans are 
single lines at the beginning or end of a column. Avoid them.

Good

Bad

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis 
am, velent autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim 
diat, quam, commy nos, quismol orpercil iure min 
vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci el ut num dio 
dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobore. 
Uptat. Ut nibh eugueratem elit atet, vullan ulla faci 
el illuptat. Ut iniam iure con ver.

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis 
am, velent autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis 
am, velent autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim 
diat, quam, commy nos, quismol orpercil iure min 
vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci el ut num dio 
dolore volor vullan ulla faci el illuptat. Ut iniam 
ver.

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis 
am, velent autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim 
diat, quam, commy nos, quismol orpercil iure min 
vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci el ut num dio

diat, quam, commy nos, quismol orpercil iure min 
vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci el ut num dio 
dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobore.

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis 
am, velent autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim 
diat, quam, commy nos, quismol orpercil iure min 
vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci el ut num dio 
dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobore. 

dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobore.

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis 
am, velent autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim 
diat, quam, commy nos, quismol orpercil iure min 
vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci el ut num dio 
dolore volore molore do del ut prat. Odolobore. 



Clean Rags

When setting unjustified text make sure to keep your uneven side balanced.

Good

Bad

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis am, velent 
autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim diat, quam, commoy, 
quismol orpercil iure min vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci 
el ut num dio dolore volore molore do ut prat. Odolobore.
Aci blamcon eum dolore magna feu feuisl dolore magnibh eun 
eum adignibh ea consenit, sum venit prat velis atet wismod 
dolor in et ad min essenisi.Odolum dolorem inis dolobor sus.

Riliquipsum deliscilla aliquat. Duis dolor aciliquis am, velent
autpat. Pis nulla augait, cor adignim diat, quam, 
quismol orpercil iure min vercillut alisciduip exer sim alit aci 
el ut num dio dolore volore molore do ut prat. Odolobore. Aci blamcon 
eum dolore magna feu feuisl dolore magnibh eun 
eum adignibh ea consenit, sum venit prat velis atet 
wismod dolor in et ad min essenisi.Odolum dolorem inis dolobor sus.


