
This book is a guide to the many and varied terms 
used frequently within typography. From Accents
to X-height and Apex to Word shape, this book will prove
an invaluable resource to anyone interested in
typography and graphic design. Each term is explained
and contextualised, giving the reader an enhanced
understanding of typographic terminology. More than
250 common typography terms are distilled and
illustrated. From practical terms such as Baseline,
Kerning and Serif to movements and styles
such as De Stijl, Postmodernism and Utilitarian, this
book contains both modern terminology and the
traditional terms still in current usage. 
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4How to get the most out of this book

This book is an easy-to-use reference to the key terms
used in typography. Each entry comprises a brief textual
definition along with an illustration or visual example of
the point under discussion. Supplementary contextual
information is also provided.

72C Counter

see Bowl 44, Majuscules 159, Minuscules 167

73

see Hand drawn 126, Overprinting 190, Weight 268

Proficiency in doing or making something. In design terms, craft
is the use of the designer’s skill to fashion something exquisite

and precise. Design craft can be seen in the production of
detailed engravings or filigree, the screen-printing of complex

multi-coloured images, and the drafting of new fonts, such as in
this book cover by Andy Vella. The layering of hand-drawn

typography and subtle overprinting creates a rich tapestry of
type and image.

C Craft

The empty space inside the body stroke of
a character. Counters are seen in

minuscule (lower case) a, b, d, e, g, o, p
and q characters, as well as in many of

their majuscule (upper case) counterparts.

Pictured is a design by Holly Wales,
where the counters have been

intentionally removed. 
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Key areas addressed in 
this book are those terms
commonly used in reference
to the study of typography.

Entries are presented in
alphabetical order to
provide an easy reference
system.

48B Branding 49B Broadside
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A symbol, mark, word or phrase that identifies and differentiates a
product, service or organisation from its competitors. Brands are
created to help us distinguish between similar product offerings

through perceptions of quality and value. The brand then becomes
a recognisable symbol for a certain level of quality, which aids our
buying decision. Brands often craft a ‘personality’, which represents 
a set of values that appeal to their target consumers; for example, 

foods are represented as ‘healthier’, or sauces ‘tastier’ than 
their competitors.

This identity, created by To The Point, uses a numeral as a letter to differentiate
the brand.

see Numerals 180
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c.1398–1468
Johannes Gutenberg
A printer who is
credited with
developing the first
printing press and
moveable type.
Although it is known
that other nations and
printers had done
similar exercises, it
was his persistence
that led to the
widespread use of
printing in this way.
His system used a
‘casting’ of individual
letterforms that could
be reused. He also
created an ink with
sufficient ‘tack’ to
stick effectively to
these metal forms.

1150–1500
Black letter
Black letter is a form of script
in common usage throughout
Europe (though most notably
in Germany, where it was in
use for over 500 years). Also
called Textura, relating to the
woven appearance it made on
a page, Black letter has
several variants. Rotunda is a
more open character variety
common in Southern Europe.
Batarde, a mix of Black letter
and Rotunda was common in
England, France and parts of
Northern Europe. Although
we now perceive it as hard to
read, it was in its day
considered perfectly legible.

150 BC
Paper
Paper was invented in China in 150
BC and is considered one of the Four
Great Inventions of Ancient China,
along with the compass, gunpowder
and printing. Paper was a cheap
alternative to silk and allowed for the
production of printed items.
Consequently, it also meant that
China could export more silk (as it
wasn’t being used for a writing
surface) and this lead to increased
wealth and prosperity. Around this
time, early paper mills were formed
in China and Japan, and the use of
paper spread around the world
(although it didn’t reach Europe for
nearly 900 years).

1st Century BC
Etruscan
The development 
of the carved
letterform began 
with the Etruscan, 
and later Roman
carvers working in
marble. This period
saw the development
of stroke variation and
changes in the vertical
weight and proportion
of characters.

1436
Moveable type
A system of printing that used
individually, when formed
characters to create lines,
paragraphs, and pages of text.
The characters could be set,
used, dismantled and reused,
leading to a cost-effective way of
printing en mass. This form of
printing was extensively used
well into the twentieth century.
Many printing terms in use
today are a reference to this
technology. For example
leading, a term used today to
describe the space between
lines of type, which, in
moveable type, was formed of
thin slithers of metal.

1170–c.1250
Fibonacci numbers
The Fibonacci number sequence is named after Leonardo of Pisa, who was
also known as Fibonacci. His number series is constructed with each
number being the sum of the previous two. The sequence can be used to
create a sense of harmony and proportion to a design. The sequence,
starting at 0 is as follows:

0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8 13, 21, 34, 55, 89, 144... 

These numbers might be used when designing grids, or when selecting
appropriate proportional relationships between type sizes, for example.

31A Appropriation

The act of acquiring something, often without the permission of

the owner. Designers may appropriate typography from other

designs, the built environment or antique books.

This poster was created by Why Not Associates for The Art of Lost Words exhibition at

the text/gallery, London. Organisers asked 47 participants to contribute original work

that used a forgotten word from the English language. This design appropriates a

poster style from the early twentieth century.
see Punctuation 207, Scientific characters 224 

A punctuation character used in many languages that use

the Latin alphabet. It is used in the English language to 

indicate the omission of letters from a word, or 

the possessive case. 

The apostrophe is also used in other languages to represent

the omission of a sound in a word; to mark the point at which

a word is divided into its root and its affixes; to represent 

palatisation (where certain vowels have an effect on nearby

consonants) and to represent the glottal stop (the voiceless

noise represented by the hyphen in the English word uh-oh). 

The prime symbol (') is often confused with the apostrophe

due to its similar appearance and the fact that many fonts

offer one character for both purposes. However, a prime is a

separate character that is used to designate various units, as

well as mathematical and scientific expressions.

This is an apostrophe. This is a prime. 

A Apostrophe 30

A timeline helps to provide
historical context for
selected key moments in
the development and
evolution of typography.

Each page contains a single entry and, where appropriate, a printer’s hand symbol � provides
page references to other related and relevant entries.

TB
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6Introduction

Left: This book cover was
created by Andy Vella and
features sans serif typography
to create a youthful visual
impression. The text is styled
to appear as though it has been
burnt into the wood, which adds
a rawness that is in keeping
with the subject matter. Image
copyright Andy Vella.

Opposite: This staff booklet,
by To The Point for Moneycorp,
demonstrates the clarity of a
simple, enforced hierarchy.
Hierarchy is discussed on
page 130.

Welcome to The Visual Dictionary of Typography,
a book that provides textual definitions and visual
explanations for common terms found in typography
and related disciplines.

This book aims to provide a clear understanding of the
many terms used within typography and graphic design.
As you might expect, visual explanations and 
examples from key graphic design studios are given,
from the traditional and the classic to the contemporary
and experimental.
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Above: 
These book covers created
by Andy Vella feature
negative leading and slab
serifs to produce a solid-
looking block of type.
Leading is discussed on 
page 149. Image copyright
Andy Vella.

Left: 
This brochure created
by Unthink features a
headline with negative
leading overprinting a
dramatic image. Headlines
are discussed on page
178, and overprinting 
on page 190.
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9

Typography communicates through a range of visual
devices, from words constructed by a chain of letters to
messages formed by the visual appearance of letters on
a page.

A clear understanding of the key terms and concepts
used in typography will enable you to better articulate
and formalise ideas, and will ensure greater accuracy
in your communication of those ideas to others. 

With the benefit of technological developments,
the field of typography is flourishing and represents a
powerful, vibrant and constantly evolving and expanding
applied visual form. It is a media with a long history
and noble heritage, but it is also a vital, dynamic and
contemporary means of expression, interpretation and
communication, which conveys ideas and messages
with compelling form in any media.

TB

Right: 
This CD artwork was
created by Frost Design
for Sheesham and Lotus.
It features a tapestry
of letterpress typography
sizes and typefaces to
represent the oldtime,
ragtime and folk music 
the record contains.
Letterpress is discussed
on page 153.
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The following text provides thought-provoking, compact
and basic definitions, and instructive insights into
important fundamental principles, methods, materials,
equipment, technical advances, techniques and
movements in typography and art and design. 

The book also includes a timeline charting the
evolution of and developments in the field of 
typography and covers work by such notable figures
as William Caxton, Johannes Gutenberg, Giambattista
Bodoni and John Baskerville.

Left: 
Texture can add to the 
visual impact of typography.
Texture is discussed on 
page 250.

Opposite: 
This experimental design by
The Zek Crew features a
re-invention of the serif,
with dots used rather
than glyphs. Serifs are
discussed on page 226
and glyphs on page 117.
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Anatomy 26
Ancillary characters 27
Animation 28
Apex 29
Apostrophe 30
Appropriation 31
Arabic 32
Architectural typography 33
B
Baseline 34
Baseline shift 35
Baskerville, John 36
Bauhaus 37
Bespoke typography 38
Bézier 39
Bitmap/Bitmapped fonts 40
Black letter 41
Bodoni, Giambattista 42
Body copy 43
Bowl 44
Brace 45
Brackets 46
Braille 47
Branding 48

Broadside 49
Bullets 50
C
Calligraphy 51
Cap height 52
Capitalisation 53
Caption 54
Carving 55
Caxton, William 56
Cinema 57
Clarendons 58
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Clothing 60
Collection 61
Colour 62
Column 63
Comma 64
Commission 65
Complementary 66
Condensed 67
Constructed 68
Constructivism 69
Contrast 70
Corporate typography 71
Counter 72
Craft 73
Cross head 74
Crystal Goblet, The 75
Currency symbols 76
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D
De Stijl 78
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meaning 79
Didot point 80
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13

Display fonts 84
Drop caps 85
Dual language 86
E
Eclectic 87
Ellipsis 88
Em and en 89
Embossing and debossing 90
Emigre 91
Emoticon 92
Environmental typography 93
Ephemera 94
Ethics 95
Expert sets 96
F
Face/Family 97
Fat face 98
Fibonacci series 99
Fist 100
Fixed width 101
Fleurons 102
Flourish 103
Foil 104
Folio 105
Font/Typeface 106
Font libraries 107
Footer 108
Footnotes 109
Fractions 110
Fraktur 111
Frutiger’s grid 112
G
Geometric 114
Gill, Eric 115
Glyphic 116
Glyphs 117
Gothic 118
Grids 119

Grotesque 120
Guillemets 121
Gutenberg 122
Gutter 123
H
H&J 124
Hairline 125
Hand drawn 126
Hang line 127
Hart’s Rules 128
Header/Running head 129
Hierarchy 130
Hot metal 131
House style 132
Humanistic 133
Hyphen 134
Hyphenation 135
I
Identity 136
Indents 137
Indexes 138
Inline 139
Inspiration 140
International style 141
Italic 142
K
Kerning 143
Kerning pairs and tables 144
L
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Latin typefaces 146
Layers 147
Leader 148
Leading 149
Leg 150
Legibility 151
Letraset 152
Letterpress 153
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Magazine 158
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Mix 168
Modern 169
Modernism 170
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Moving image 172
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Music 175
N
Names 176
Naming 177
Newspapers 178
Non Latin 179
Numerals 180
O
Old Style 181
Opacity 182
OpenType 183
Optical illusions 184
Organisations 185
Orientation 186
Ornaments 187
Outline 188
Overdot 189

Overprinting 190
P
Pastiche 191
Perimeter 192
Personification 193
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Pilcrow 195
Point size 196
Politicise 197
Poster 198
Postmodernism 199
Press passing 200
Print finishing 201
Printing 202
Proofs 203
Propaganda 204
Publications 205
Pun 206
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Q
Quotation marks 208
R
Ragged left and right 209
Readability 210
Recto and verso 211
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Reference 213
Relative units 214
Reverse out 215
Reversed apostrophe 216
Rivers 217
Roman 218
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Roundel 220
Rules 221
S
Sans serif 222
Scale 223
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TB

18A Abbreviations

Abbreviations are formed by omitting the end of
a word or words. Contractions (formed by omitting

the middle of a word or words) and acronyms
(formed from the initial letters of words) are

also forms of abbreviation. 

Abbreviations present a typographical challenge
in terms of achieving consistency, conveying the
required, unequivocal meaning and producing

a clean design. Rules regarding the use of upper-
/lower-case letters and full points vary widely so

in terms of typography, consistency and convenience
are the most important factors. Variations in

UK English include:

A.M. vs am (a contraction of antemeridian)
Prof. vs Prof (an abbreviation of Professor)

Acronyms never carry full points. For example:
NASA (National Aeronautics and Space

Administration)

see Acronyms 21, Minuscules 167
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TB

19A Abstraction

A CONCEPT OR IDEA THAT IS NOT ASSOCIATED WITH ANYTHING
SPECIFIC. PEOPLE GIVE MEANING TO ABSTRACT DESIGNS BY

COGNITIVELY APPLYING WHAT THEY HAVE LEARNED FROM THE
IMPLIED AND LITERAL MEANINGS OF OTHER THINGS. 

THIS DESIGN BY FUTRO FEATURES TYPOGRAPHY THAT HAS BEEN
ABSTRACTED THROUGH THE USE OF FILLED COUNTERS, ZERO

TRACKING AND LETTER SPACING. THIS ABSTRACTION MAKES THE
WORDS MORE DIFFICULT TO READ, BUT CREATES A STRONG,

ABSTRACT VISUAL STATEMENT.

see Counter 72, Denotive and cognitive meaning 79
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TB

20A Accents and diacritics

Various diacritical marks indicate how the sound of a letter is
modified when pronounced. Accents are rarely used in English but
are relatively common in other languages. Pictured below are the
main accents used in European languages, together with their
common names in English. They are available for lower case, upper
case and small capitals. Standard fonts include some letters that have
accents already positioned above them, but it may sometimes be
necessary to construct these manually. To do this, position the
accent (a glyph) after the letter and kern it back until it is 
correctly positioned.

see Glyphs 117, Kerning 143, Overdot 189, Small capitals 235
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The U.S. government plans to send a
manned spacecraft to the moon. The NASA is

tasked with making this happen.

The U.S. government plans to send a
manned spacecraft to the moon. The nasa is

tasked with making this happen.

TB

21A Acronyms

An abbreviation formed using the initial letters of a phrase
or name. Acronyms are pronounced as words themselves.

For example:

NASA, NATO, UEFA, Aga, Fiat, scuba, laser

Acronyms do not take full points and may be set in small
capitals as shown below:

see Abbreviations 18, Small capitals 235

(1) Small caps generated by layout software – notice the lighter small capitals

(2) Specific small caps cut of the original font – notice the matched font weights
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Range left
Flush left, ragged right

alignment follows the principle

of handwriting, with text tight

and aligned to the left margin

and ending ragged on the right.

Centred 
Centred aligns each line

horizontally in the centre to form

a symmetrical shape on the page.

Line beginnings and endings are

ragged. Raggedness can be

controlled to a certain extent by

adjusting line endings.

Justified
Justified text sees each line

extend from the left to right

margin by varying the space

between words and breaking

them. This can allow the

appearance of rivers of white

space and plagues of

hyphenation to appear.

Range right
Flush right, ragged left alignment

sees the text aligned to the right.

This arrangement is less common

as it is more difficult to read, but

is sometimes used for picture

captions and other accompanying

texts as it is clearly distinct from

body copy.

F o r c e d
Forced alignment is similar to justified but each line is forced to extend

fully between the right and left margins, even short lines of text. Forced is

rarely used but can sometimes be seen in newspaper copy.

22

TB

A Alignment

see Rivers 217, Text blocks 246

The horizontal position of type within a text block.
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TB

23A Alphabet

A set of letters, characters or symbols used to write or represent a language.

Most alphabets represent consonant and vowel sounds. However, in some

systems, symbols are used to represent whole words. Egyptian hieroglyphs are

an example of these non-alphabetic representations. Most modern-day

European alphabets are derived from the modern Latin alphabet (a descendant

of the Phoenician alphabet). The modern Latin alphabet consists of 52 upper-

case and lower-case letters, with ten numerals and a variety of other symbols.

However, different languages use various combinations of these.

The Phoenician alphabet is derived from ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs 

and some of the symbols are shown here. Each letter’s name begins with 

the letter itself, and in many cases, the symbols represent the objects 

they are named after.

see Arabic 32

Z

Zayin

(Weapon)

W

Waw

(Hook)

H

He

(Window)

D

Daleth

(Door)

G

Gimel

(Camel)

B

Beth

(House)

'

Aleph

(Ox)

N

Nun

(Fish)

M

Mem

(Water)

L

Lamedh

(Ox-Goad)

K

Kaph

(Palm)

Y

Yodh

(Hand)

T

Teth

(Unknown)

H

Heth

(Fence)

T

Taw

(Mark)

S

Shin

(Tooth)

R

Resh

(Head)

Q

Qoph

(Monkey)

S

Sadhe

(Fishhook)

P

Peh

(Mouth)

'

Ayin

(Eye)

S

Samekh

(Support)

1st Proof Title: VD of Typography : AVA
Job No: CD0410-61 / 3173

 vis_dic_type7_FORPRESS_.qxd  4/19/10  5:01 PM  Page 23



�

1st Proof Title: VD of Typography : AVA
Job No: CD0410-61 / 3173

 vis_dic_type7_FORPRESS_.qxd  4/19/10  5:54 PM  Page 24

TB

24A Ambiguity

see Font/Typeface 106, Legibility 151, Readability 210

Lack of clarity or definition. Ambiguity exists where it
is unclear how to interpret or identify different letters in

a text block.

Put simply, some fonts are easier to read than others.
But equally you can argue that readability is related to
context. The font below, for example, would be hard to

read set as small body copy, but would be perfectly legible
in a heading or fairground signage.

It is worth considering the priorities of a piece of
typography. Whether it needs to be engaging, or readable,

or distinct, will inform the typographical outcome. 
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TB

A Ampersand

A ligature of the letters of the Latin word et, which
means ‘and’.

The earliest usage of the ampersand symbol dates back
to the first century AD and it is now found in many

languages that use the Latin alphabet. The provenance
of the ampersand can be clearly seen in some typefaces

where the E and T can be distinguished.

The ampersand is presented in all manner of ways in
different typefaces, as the above examples show.

see Punctuation 207
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TB

26A Anatomy

The different strokes that form typographical characters.
Each letter can be thought of as a body comprised of various
constituent parts, and the study and identification of these

parts likened to anatomy.

arm ascender

crossbar

bowl

x-height

terminal

stroke

spine

loop

link

serif

counter

descender

ear

shoulder

spur

stem

stress

swash tail

tail
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TB

27A Ancillary characters 

Various non-alphabetic typographic characters.
Ancillary characters are used to communicate different

ideas or concepts and add further understanding to
text. Such characters include punctuation marks,

symbols, pictograms and modified letterforms.
Ancillary alphabetic characters can be classified into

the following general groups:

SSiinnggllee  ssttrrookkee symbols, punctuation and diacritical marks made

with a single mark or stroke:

DDoouubbllee  ssttrrookkee  symbols, punctuation and diacritical marks made

with two marks or strokes:

MMuullttiippllee  ssttrrookkee symbols, punctuation and mathematical characters:

PPiiccttooggrraammss symbols, punctuation and decorative elements:

MMooddiiffiieedd  lleetttteerrffoorrmmss ligatures, signs and other punctuation

with historical letterform origins:
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28A Animation

A sequence of images that are displayed one after the
other in quick succession to give the appearance of

movement. Animation has become popular in graphic
design due to an extension of the media that designers

work with, and the innovations of web and digital
communications. Working in the digital sphere and

using programs such as Flash allows text and images
to be animated. Animating text helps to draw user

attention and can augment and reflect the personality
of a brand in the way that it moves. Animation is also
used to produce opening titles and idents in TV and

film production.

The stills shown here are from an animation created by Social Design for Universal
Music’s Sam King. The animation features an ‘o’ in the form of an exploding CD.

see Moving image 172
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