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Introduction



I’m Jeff Croft.
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What do I do?

• Design online properties for The World Company, a regional 
news media company headquartered in Lawrence, KS USA.

• Support and evangelize Django, an open source, Python-based 
web application framework that originated at The World 
Company.

• Help to develop Ellington, a Django-powered commercial 
content publishing system designed for news companies, built 
and sold by The World Company.

• Write about web design, Mac nerdery, and whatever else strikes 
my fancy at jeffcroft.com.



What is typography?
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The art of setting type.
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This art exists to honor the content it sets—to enhance legibility 
and embody the character of the words within.

Typography is not “picking a cool font.”
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The bible

The Elements of Typographic Style
by Robert Bringhurst
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One of the principles of durable typography is always 
legibility; another is something more than legibility: 
some earned or unearned interest that gives its living 
energy to the page.”

Robert Bringhurst
The Elements of Typographic Style

“
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In a world rife with unsolicited messages, typography 
must o!en draw attention to itself before it will be 
read. Yet in order to be read, it must relinquish the 
attention it has drawn. Typography with anything to 
say therefore aspires to a kind of statuesque 
transparency.”

Robert Bringhurst
The Elements of Typographic Style

“



What do we know
about web typography?
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A lot of things.
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• Always use sans-serif fonts for type on-screen.

• Always use ems for sizing type with CSS. Do not use pixels.

• Text links should always be blue and underlined.

• Always use dark text on a light background.

• Always use web safe colors.

• Arial, Verdana, and Georgia are the only safe fonts for the web.

• Never use italic type on the web.
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Right?
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Thankfully, no.
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These are, at worst, myths. At best, they’re antiquated rules of 
thumb that have been taken as gospel by far too many web 
designers. It’s time to reevaluate them.



Achieving quality
typography with CSS

Elegant Web Typography Future of Web Design 2007



First, reset everything.
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Each browser has its own set of default styles for (X)HTML 
elements. These defaults configure initial margins, padding, 
font size, and more. Sadly, not all browsers implement the 
same set of defaults. Rather than fight with the browser 
inconsistencies, it’s simpler to just reset everything upfront, 
giving you a clean slate to work with.



Just one example
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Several reset stylesheets are freely available, including this one 
from the Yahoo! User Interface Library. Or, you can easily make 
your own.



Sizing type
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Before we can deal with font sizes in CSS, we need to 
understand how the size of type is measured.



Type size refers to the em
square, not character size.
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Think of an em as a square unit—a box. A single em is the 
distance between baselines when the typeface is set solid 
(without leading). This unit differs from font to font, and is 
relative to the size of the type.

The key point to understand is that the size of the em square 
does not in any way define the size of individual characters 
within a font. Most fonts have characters that are either larger 
or smaller than an em (in height or width).

When we refer to the size of type, we’re referring to the size of 
the em square, not the size of individual characters.



In CSS, the em square is
sized using font-size. 
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The font-size CSS property takes a numeric value in any of 
CSS’s available units of measurement. When it comes to type 
sizing, it’s important to understand the implications of using 
either absolute or relative units.

The most commonly–used absolute unit is pixels, and 
commonly–used relative units are ems and percentages.



The typographer’s scale
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6,7,8,9,10,11,12,14,16,18,21,24,36,48,60,72
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Traditionally-set type, just like most music, is composed to a 
scale. The sizes above make up the classic typographic scale. 
You should not feel limited to this scale, but you should 
understand that the relationships between different sizes of 
type within a composition is meaningful. Use the classic scale 
or make up your own, but create a scale thoughtfully and then 
stick to it.



Absolute vs. relative
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Relative font sizes
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Relative font sizes are based upon the existing font size. This 
existing size may be the browser’s default text size, or it may 
have been inherited from a parent element. Consider this 
example, assuming a typical browser default text size of 16px:

Initially, this appears simple. 80% of the default 16px is 12.8px, 
so paragraphs and list items will be display at that size. But 
what happens when we put a paragraph inside a list item? Our 
parent element’s font-size value is 12.8px, so our inner 
paragraph will be rendered at 80% of that—or 10.24px.

This can quickly become confusing.

Actually, the 12.8px text will be 
rounded off to 13px in most 
browsers.



The 62.5% trick
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In May of 2004, Richard Rutter wrote a seminal piece in web 
typography in which he outlined a trick that helps make this 
math easier. Because typical browsers default their text size to 
16px, one can set the font-size value of the body element to 
62.5%, effectively resetting the default to 10px.

From there, Rutter suggests using ems for font-size, which acts 
as a scaling factor. This makes for simpler math: 15 pixels is 
1.5em. 18 pixels is 1.8em. Nine pixels is 0.9em. And so forth.

However, this only remains this simple if no inheritance is 
involved. As in our paragraph-inside-a-list-item example 
before, things still get complicated when items with different 
font-size values are nested.



Absolute font sizes
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Absolute font sizes are specified explicitly by the designer or 
CSS author. Most often, this is done in pixels. By sizing text in 
pixels, you are overriding any preference for larger or smaller 
type a user may have indicated in his or her browser settings.

Here, both paragraphs and list items will always be rendered at 
13px—even when one is contained inside the other. There is no 
inheritance at play. Text is explicitly set to 13px, no questions 
asked.

This is considerably simpler than the math of relative
font sizing.



But absolute sizes have 
their downsides, too.
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• You are taking control away from the user by overriding their 
default font size preference. This can be looked at as an 
accessibility issue in the case that user needs larger text to 
accommodate for low vision.

• Internet Explorer 6’s text resizing functionality (ctrl‐+) does not 
affect absolute-sized text. So, not only are you taking away the 
user’s influence on the initial text size of your page, you’re also 
denying them the ability to change it once the page has been 
loading—in Internet Explorer 6, anyway.



This is en route to a holy war.
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Hardline accessibility gurus will assert that one should never 
break the ability to resize text in any browser. Progressive 
designers will counter that the release of Internet Explorer 7, 
with it’s page zoom functionality, has largely made this a moot 
point. Sure, not everyone has upgraded from IE6, but they now 
have an easy migration path that doesn’t involve switching to 
Firefox or another browser.



My personal opinion?
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As with most things in design, the answer is “it depends.” 
Consider your target audience, your design, your resources 
(sizing relatively will almost certainly take you more time), and 
pick your poison. For the most part, I prefer to use pixels to size 
text absolutely, but there are some definite edge cases where 
I’ve gone with percentages or ems (relative sizes). They include:

• Sites whose target audience is primarily older and thus more 
likely to have low vision.

• Situations in which I’ve decided to use abnormally small text for 
stylistic reasons.

• Projects for which I have copious amounts of extra time and 
days when I’m really in the mood to do a lot of division.



Coloring type

Achieving quality typography with CSS Future of Web Design 2007

Dark on light? Or reversed out? Web safe?



Typographic contrast
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Shades of gray
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In order for legibility to be achieved, a certain degree of 
contrast must exist between the background and foreground 
colors.

However, it’s important to remember that computer screens 
have much greater black/white contrast than the typical printed 
page. To that end, many web designers prefer off-black to pure 
black on white backgrounds. Likewise, it is usually more 
elegant to use very light gray instead of pure white on black 
backgrounds.
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apple.com
#727373 on white

apple.com
#949494 on black
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boomergirl.com
#483318 on white



Smallest effective difference
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Make all visual distinctions as subtle as possible, but 
still clear and e"ective.”

Edward Tufte
Visual Explanations

“
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triohair.com
Subtle difference between primary and secondary navigation

wilsonminer.com
Subtle difference between background and foreground



Link colors
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Again, smallest effective 
difference.
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Once upon a time, we were told all links should be blue and 
underlined. Those days are over.

It’s imperative that links are recognizable as such, but there are 
many ways to acomplish this. Follow the “smallest efective 
difference” principle and don’t make links stand out more than 
needed.

Note that links within bodies of text will almost certainly require 
more visual distinction than navigation links and lists of links.



When color has 
nothing to do with color
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Typographic color
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#e density of texture in a written or typeset page is 
referred to as its color. #is has nothing to do with red 
or green ink; it refers only to the darkness or blackness 
of the letterform in mass. ... evenness of color is the 
typographer’s normal aim.”

Robert Bringhurst
The Elements of Typographic Style

“
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themorningnews.org
Light typographic color, even with pure black on white.



The measure
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Typographers refer to the length of a single line of text the 
measure. Choosing an appropriate measure is a key element of 
readability. 



In CSS, the measure is 
specified using the various 
width properties.
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Although the width, min-width, and max-width properties can 
be specified in any unit of measurement, it’s usually advisable 
to use ems or percentages to set the width of blocks of text, as 
these units are directly proportional to the size of the type itself. 

The min-width and max-width properties are very helpful in 
ensuring a readable measure length, even when text is within 
larger elements.



How long should a 
measure be?
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• Typically, a measure of 45-75 characters in length is 
recommended for optimal readability. 

• Characters average about two-thirds of an em in length. 

• Therefore, between 30 and 50 ems can be seen as an ideal line 
length.

• YMMV.
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subtraction.com
Displays traditional measure length. 
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designbyfire.com
Narrower measure length, but still 
well within the bounds of comfort.

danielmall.com
Narrower measure length, but still 
well within the bounds of comfort.
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wikipedia.org
Uses liquid layout without controlling line lengths, thus leading to 
extremely long lines that are difficult to read.



Leading
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Typographers refer to the space between lines of type as 
leading (rhymes with “bedding”). The name comes from 
traditional letterpress-style typesetting, in which strips of lead 
or other metals are used tp separate one line of text from the 
next.

Establishing appropriate leading is one of the fastest ways to 
make your site feel more professional.



In CSS, leading is specified 
using the line-height 
property.
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Although the line-height property can be specified in any unit of 
measurement, it’s unique in that it can also accept a unit-less 
integer as a value. This number acts as a scaling factor. It is 
advisable to indicate leading values this way, as it is related to 
the size of the type and ensures line-height is also scaled when 
text is resized.



Leading rules of thumb
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• Blocks of text almost always require positive leading. They 
rarely read well set solid (i.e., no leading) and almost never read 
well with negative leading.

• Short bursts of text—like headers—usually require less leading, 
and sometimes work with negative leading.

• Darker (heavier) faces usually need more lead than lighter ones. 

• Sans serif type usually requires more lead then serif type.

• Longer measures usually dictate a need for more leading. 
Shorter measures require less leading.
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jeffcroft.com
Positive leading lends an more open, airy feel, and a 
comfortable read.

kstatecollegian.com
Very tight leading—probably set solid—resulting in an 
uncomfortable read.



Vertical rhythm
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...the total amount of vertical space consumed by each 
departure from the main text should be an even 
multiple of the base leading.”

Robert Bringhurst
The Elements of Typographic Style

“



Establishing a baseline grid
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What is a baseline grid?
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In most traditional typography, all elements (body text, headers, 
images, etc.) on the page are set according to an invisible grid 
of horizontal lines, spaced evenly, running all the way down the 
page. Usually, the distance between these lines is equal to the 
line height of the body text.



For example:
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If we are using 12 pixel tall text and an 18 pixel tall line height 
(usually referred to as 12/18), we might:

• Set h1 elements at 24/36 (18 * 2 = 36)

• Set h2 elements at 18/18 with 9px of padding above and below 
(18 + 9 + 9 = 36)

• Craft images that are exactly 360px tall, and give them 8px of 
padding and a 1px border on the top and bottom (360 + 8 + 8  
+ 1 + 1 = 378)

• Set callouts and sidebars at 10/18.

• Add 18px of margin both above and below bulleted lists.



Impeccable timing
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http://www.alistapart.com/articles/
settingtypeontheweb

http://www.alistapart.com/articles/settingtypeontheweb
http://www.alistapart.com/articles/settingtypeontheweb
http://www.alistapart.com/articles/settingtypeontheweb
http://www.alistapart.com/articles/settingtypeontheweb
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Baseline grid example 
from Wilson Miner’s A List 
Apart article on the topic.

Note that all text aligns to 
the grid lines, even that 
which follows interruptions 
such as images and 
headers, and even that 
which has a smaller font 
size, such as the callouts.



A few more points on 
baseline grids
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• Baseline grids can be crafted with relatively-sized text, too—but 
the math is a bit more complicated.

• Creating a background image with your grid lines to be used 
during development can be a big help.

• Not always 100% achievable when dealing with images coming 
out of CMSes that aren’t of predictable size—but it’s still an 
admirable goal, and getting most of the way there will still be a 
dramatic improvement to your page.



Dealing with paragraphs
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Traditional paragraph
versus block paragraphs
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White line or no white line?
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Common practice in print media is to not include a white line 
after a paragraph. Instead, the succeeding paragraph uses 
indentation to set it off.

On the web, block paragraph—those followed by a white line—
have become the norm. One can argue that the web’s lack of 
space requirements and the tendency towards single, long 
columns warrant more whitespace.

Ultimately, it’s a stylistic decision that you’ll have to make on a 
per-project basis.
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nytimes.com
Block paragraphs, each followed 
by a white line and not indented.

The New York Times (print)
Successive paragraphs are 
indented, but no white line is used.



Indicating new paragraphs
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There are several ways to 
indicate a new paragraph.
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• Indent

• Outdent

• White line

• Pilcrow or other ornament

• Drop cap

• A header appearing before the graph



Don’t overdo it.
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The point is not to make things “look cool.” The point is to 
indicate a new paragraph. Therefore, it shouldn’t be overdone. 
Usually, only one means of indicating the paragraph is 
necessary. You don’t need both a white line and an indent, for 
example. one or the other will suffice. Because of this, most 
good typography does not indent the first paragraph—only 
those that follow another paragraph.

Remember the “smallest effective difference” principle?



Alignment and justification
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Alignment
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Alignment in CSS is set using 
the text-align property
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Justification
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Justification rule of thumb
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Usually, justified text doesn’t work as well with sans serif 
typefaces as with serif typefaces.



Justification rule of thumb
for the web
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Usually, justified text doesn’t work.



But why?
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Justified text, whereby neither side of the textual column is 
“ragged,” relies on hyphenation of longer words. If words are 
not hyphenated, word spacing becomes very inconsistent, 
often creating large and unsightly “rivers” of whitespace flowing 
down the page.

Sadly, good hyphenation on the web is nearly impossible. No 
browser supports automatic hyphenation, and the many 
variables in display environments make it impractical to 
hyphenate manually.



CSS3 hyphenation
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CSS3 does propose a property, hyphenate, which takes values 
“auto” and “none,” as a solution. However, no browser yet 
supports it.

In order for browsers to properly support this, a dictionary 
would have to be built into them.



The soft hyphen
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There is a character entity—&shy;—that aims to help with the 
hyphenation problem. It is to be inserted into words at places 
where hyphenation is allowed to occur. Obviously, doing this 
manually would be impractical, but it’s conceivable one could 
write a server-side script to insert them based on a dictionary 
before a page is served.

However, this is all fantasy, because no browser currently 
supports the soft hyphen in a useful way.

Someday. Maybe.



Until then
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A crafty fellow did put together a JavaScript (client-side) 
solution, but weighing in at 170Kb, it’s not exactly a practical, 
real-world solution. It can be useful, though, in the case that 
you know your audience will be running good browsers on fast 
computers with fast connections (such as on a corporate 
intranet).

Mostly, it’s a proof of concept (and a cool one, at that).

http://www.duckwizard.com/portfolio/client-side-hyphenation-library/

http://www.duckwizard.com/portfolio/client-side-hyphenation-library/
http://www.duckwizard.com/portfolio/client-side-hyphenation-library/


Or, do it anyway.
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There are cases of justification being used well online. Usually, 
it works best with a narrower measure. By all means, give it a 
try. You may find that you can work out a typeface/measure 
combination that works well enough, even without 
hyphenation.

But if you decide to justify type online, pay extra care to avoid 
those rivers of whitespace.
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CameronMoll.com
A great example of justified text being used effectively online.



Using the right 
characters the right way
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Bullets
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Traditionally, bullets “hang” in 
the gutter
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Although the convention has changed somewhat in recent 
years, typographers still usually consider it “correct” for list 
item bullets to appear in the left-hand margin, thus creating a 
consistent line down the left where the text begins.

Hanging bullets is quite simple to achieve in CSS:
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Graphics courtesy of Mark Boulton
http://www.markboulton.co.uk/journal/comments/five_simple_steps_to_better_typography_part_2/

http://www.markboulton.co.uk/journal/comments/five_simple_steps_to_better_typography_part_2/
http://www.markboulton.co.uk/journal/comments/five_simple_steps_to_better_typography_part_2/


Quotes and Apostrophes
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Quotes versus similar characters
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Compare and contrast:
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This is a quotation!”“



Compare and contrast:
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This is a group of words 
surrounded by tick marks."

"



Compare and contrast:
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" "



Compare and contrast:
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“ ”



Compare and contrast:
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'



Compare and contrast:
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’



Hanging quotation marks

Using the right characters the right way Future of Web Design 2007



Traditionally, quote marks 
“hang” in the gutter
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As with list item bullets, it is traditional for opening quote marks 
to be placed in the left margin.

This is not so easily achieved with CSS, but is often “faked” 
using background images on the blockquote element.
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Graphics courtesy of Mark Boulton
http://www.markboulton.co.uk/journal/comments/five_simple_steps_to_better_typography_part_2/

http://www.markboulton.co.uk/journal/comments/five_simple_steps_to_better_typography_part_2/
http://www.markboulton.co.uk/journal/comments/five_simple_steps_to_better_typography_part_2/
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Shaun Inman
shauninman.com

bigcartel
http://blog.bigcartel.com/

http://blog.bigcartel.com
http://blog.bigcartel.com


Dashes and hyphens
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All dashes are not 
created equal
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Several different types of dashes and hyphens are available in 
the standard character sets, and it’s important to understand 
their subtle differences and when each is appropriate.

Note that different style guides may vary slighty in their 
interpretations. That’s okay—just pick one and stick to it.



A quick reference:
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- hyphen

– en dash

— em dash

− minus

Jacob Kaplan-Moss

2:00–3:00p.m.
Phrase separation – with spaces.

Phrase separation—without spaces.
—Robert Bringhurt

Subtraction (20−5=15)



Tools that can help
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Character entity references
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Reference guides to the HTML character entities can be found 
online, and in many books on web design. Additionally, most 
web-oriented text editors and WYSIWYG environments have 
some kind of character palette built-in.



Smartypants
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John Gruber’s Smartypants translates plain ASCII punctuation 
characters into “smart” typographic punctuation HTML entities 
on the fly. It is written in perl, but has probably been ported to 
your favorite language.

http://daringfireball.net/projects/smartypants/

http://daringfireball.net/projects/smartypants/
http://daringfireball.net/projects/smartypants/


Typefaces (or, fonts)
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Giant elephant in the room
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It’s true. There aren’t that many “safe” fonts for use on the web. 
Because HTML is rendered on the client side, the only fonts 
available are those installed on the visitor’s computer. Since we 
have no way to predict what those will be, it’s common practice 
to only use those typefaces that come pre-installed on most 
computers.



However...
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There fonts that are available are actually of pretty good quality. 
And traditional printing techniques always suffered from a lack 
of selection, as well—but they didn’t let it stop them, and 
neither should you.

While it would be great to have more available typefaces, the 
truth is that there’s no reason we can’t create elegant, beautiful 
typography with what we have.



With that out of the way...
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Typeface classification
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Most useful typefaces boil down to one of two primary 
classifications: serif and sans serif.

Serifs are non-structural details on the ends of some of the 
strokes that make up letters and symbols.

serif sans serif



Serifs can help legibility
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Serifs can help the eye move smoothly along a line of text, thus 
aiding legibility. This idea has been challenged online, primarily 
on account of the relatively low resolution computer displays 
offer.

However, serif typefaces designed specifically for the screen, 
developments in display technology, and the growing 
prevalence of anti-aliasing has made this argument mostly 
moot.



A quick tangent...
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Anti-aliasing
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Aliasing
Displays jagged edges

Anti-aliasing
Uses transparency to help smooth edges

Anti-aliasing has been the systemwide default from Mac OS X 
since its inception, as is now the default for Internet Explorer 7 
on Windows, as well.



A note on italics
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Just as serifs were shunned early in web typography, so were 
italic characters. Italics are, with their slanted nature, somewhat 
at odds with the pixel grid of a computer display.

Once again, the creation of typefaces designed for the screen 
and anti-aliasing has made italic type web-friendly again.



Pairing sans and serif
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A very common and effective technique is to pair a serif and a 
sans serif typeface, using one for headers and the other for 
body text. Most often, the serif is used for body text and the 
sans serif for headers, but this can be reversed.
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SimpleBits.com
Serif headers with sans-serif body type
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BoomerGirl.com
Serif headers with sans-serif body type
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JeffCroft.com (older version)
Sans serif headers and serif body type
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TheMorningNews.org
Sans serif headers and serif body type
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GarrettDimon.com
Sans serif headers and body type with serif subheaders



Other types of type
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Image replacement
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Image replacement is a CSS technique whereby textual content 
from the HTML markup is hidden and replaced with an image, 
usually containing the same text.

For static headers, logos, and other non-dynamic content, this 
can be a very effective means of creating powerful type online. 
Creating type as an image allows for a wider selection of 
typefaces and more fine-tuned control over kerning.



Why not just use an 
img element?
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Using an img element for textual content ignores the need for 
semantic HTML markup. If a piece of text is a header, for 
example, it should be marked up as such.

Semantic HTML markup enhances accessibility and facilitates 
good search engine indexing.



In the beginning, there 
was Fahrner...
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Todd Fahrner came up with the first image replacement 
technique way back in 2003. Since then, newer, more elegant 
methods have been crafted—but we all owe a debt of gratitude 
original to Fahrner method.



The text-indent trick
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My personal favorite method today is the negative text-indent 
technique, created by Mike Rundle.



Server-side image generation
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The one downside of standard image replacement is that it’s 
only really useful on static content. Server-side image 
generation is possible to achieve the same effect with dynamic 
text.



It’s a bit out of scope, but...
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The programming required for server-side image generation is 
out of the scope of this presentation, but the basic process is 
that the text of certain HTML elements is passed to an imaging 
library like ImageMagick, GD, or PIL, which in turns creates an 
image of the text with the specified font and options.

This image can then be used for CSS image replacement.

(See your local nerd for more details.)



Flash replacement (sIFR)
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A technique first created by Shaun Inman, and later perfected 
by Mike Davidson, Thomas Jogin, and Mark Wubben, sIFR 
allows for dynamic, on-the-fly text in the typeface of your 
choice without the need for server-side pocessing.



How sIFR works
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sIFR is the result of very clever use of several modern 
technologies, including CSS, JavaScript, the DOM, and Action 
Script.

The text of certain HTML elements is read in by JavaScript, 
passed to Action Script within a SWF file which renders the 
type in an embedded font. If the Flash Player is unavailable, the 
text is simply rendered with HTML and CSS.



Advantages of sIFR
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• Allows designers to use any typeface they have, rather than 
only the one the site’s visitor has.

• Doesn’t require the designer to craft images for each header.

• Processes on-the-fly and on the client side, so no server-side 
scripting is required and no server CPU time is used.

• Pretty flexible—allows for colors, links, italics, and so forth.

• Smart people behind it—you can count on the quality being 
very high.



Disadvantages of sIFR
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• Requires the designer to have Flash.

• A bit slow—replaced text “pops in” after the page loads.

• Still doesn’t allow the fine-grained control that a designer can 
achieve in Photoshop over things like kerning.



Questions? Comments?
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Some resources
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Web typography resources

Other types of type Future of Web Design 2007

• webtypography.net

• webtypography.net/sxsw2007/

• webstyleguide.com/type/

• usabletype.com

http://webstyleguide.com/type/
http://webstyleguide.com/type/


Cheers, mate.
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