
Twenty-two tips on typography:

	 1 Choose just a couple of typefaces

2 Make sure that the typeface does 
not communicate something you 

do not want to communicate

3 Choose the typeface according 
to the size that will be used

	 4 Use typefaces for your language

5 When you combine two different 
typefaces, adjust their sizes

6 Be sure that your typeface makes it to the end

7 Do not touch default values

8 If they let you, range left

9 Start with the body of the text

10 Always follow one particular system
 (or almost always)

11 Do not waste time with margins 
and page numbers

12 Conveniently mark paragraphs

13 Equal out lines (if you can)

14 Reduce the tracking in large bodies of text

15 Work on titles, headings, and logos

16 Pay attention to the characters you insert

17 Reject fake bolds, italics, and small capitals

18 Learn how H&Js work

19 If it does not need to stand out, 
condense and expand the letters

20 Reduce the leading in larger body sizes

21 Be careful with numbers

22 Know what you are talking about
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Choose just a couple of typefaces  
From the simplest to the most complicated 
project, you will only need one or two 
different fonts, at most three.
Keep this principle in mind: one or two typefaces 
are enough for any work. You might need three 
and up to four for complicated and extensive 
projects like newspapers or magazines, but the 
base of a publication usually consists of only  
a couple of typefaces. You do not need more  
than that.

We choose typefaces according to the use we 
are going to give them, according to our aesthetic 
preferences, etc. Changing a typeface is easier, 
quicker and cheaper than ever. We have hundreds 
of typefaces and we can find many more on the 
Internet, which is why we see designs with too 
many different typefaces.

Think of it this way: a lot of typefaces equals 
a lot of voices. So the more we restrict our 
typographical palette, the more expressive 
resources we will use, like contrast, rhythm, 
symmetry, or movement.

In the same way tha it is better to try to choose 
the right adjective instead of using lots of words,  
a couple of varying typefaces (see p. 67 Y) are a 
good start for any design, however broad.

The first tip:

Typefaces like Stone by 
Sumner Stone of 1987, 
Rotis by Otl Aicher of 
1989, or Scala by Martin 
Majoor of 1991 are 
presented in serif and 
sans serif versions, 
something that did not 
happen in the history of 
typography until the end 
of the 20th century. These 
multi-style ypefaces are a 
good option for complex 
projects where a wide 
harmonic range of styles 
is needed. They work well 
together because they 
have a common spine.

The Guardian newspaper 
designed by Mark Porter 
in 2005 uses only versions 
of one family designed 
by Christian Schwartz 
on exclusive contract.
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Make sure that the typeface does not 
communicate something you do not want 
to communicate
Every font style explains something. 
Try to choose one that does not transmit 
anything that the text does not say.
Choose the typeface you are going to use carefully 
because, even if that is not what you want, you 
will always communicate something more than 
the text contains. Even if you make up a fake text, 
you send a message. There is no such thing as 
a neutral typeface; a neutral typeface transmits 
neutrality and that is a message in itself.

Although this is one of the most obvious and 
simple rules, it can be paralyzing. Everyone, 
from the beginner to the most experienced 
designer who knows all about the history 
of typography and its styles, has doubts 
when they bring up the typeface menu.

How do you solve this problem?
Perhaps it is more useful to take on the task 

as many designers do: when choosing a typeface, 
try, at least, to make sure that it does not 
communicate something that you do not intend.

The second tip:

Trajan (1) is lapidary and 
can seem pretentious. 
Gothic type (2) looks Ger-
manic; it works for heavy 
metal music but can also 
spew racist insults. FF DIN 
(3) is cold like modern ar-
chitecture but is comfort-
able as well. Bodoni (4) 
is elegant but could look 
too affected. Rockwell (5) 
is practical and resistant 
but can be too rough. 
Helvetica (6) is cool, uni-
versal, official, and maybe 
bland. English script (7) 
is elegant but can easily 
become tacky. Times (8) 
seems elegant to many 
but it is also vulgar; it 
is everywhere. Cooper 
Black (9) is fatty and sexy.
Typefaces always 
transmit something, 
many times in several 
directions. That is why it 
is difficult to choose one.
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The third tip:

Choose the typeface according to the size  
that will be used
One of the most common errors is using a typeface 
at a size that was meant for another scale.
Not all typefaces were meant to be printed in 
the same size and for the same use. Although 
some typefaces have rather successfully 
changed context throughout history, a typeface 
designed for small body sizes will not work 
so well in large body sizes and vice versa.

Fantasy fonts aside (see p. 73 Y), which we can 
only use for titles or logos, how can we know 
if a typeface is supposed to be big or small?

Sometimes we can find this out by reading 
the texts that foundries develop about their 
typefaces, though they are almost always a way 
to praise the readability of the typeface and not 
much else. To go a bit further, as a guideline, you 
should know that typefaces for smaller body sizes 

HTF Didot for 6 pt HTF Didot for 11 pt HTF Didot for 16 pt HTF Didot for 24 pt

HTF Didot for 42 pt HTF Didot for 64 pt HTF Didot for 96 pt

More and more fonts 
are being edited with a 
special weight for titles. A 
good example is the digi-
tal version of the Didot 
typefaces that the Hoefler 
foundry introduced. It is 
presented with different 
drawings according to the 
size to be used. This for-
mula preserves the spirit 
of the typefaces created 
in the era that used metal, 
when the drawing subtly 
but effectively varied 
according to size. This 
outwardly allowed type-
faces to maintain their 
formal characteristics 
while remaining legible.

Nimrod, designed by 
Robin Nicholas in 1980 by 
Montotype is one of the 
best and most used type-
faces in the press. It was 
first used for the Leicester 
Mercury newspaper. In 
the image to the right is 
the economics newspaper 
Cinco Días, designed by 
Pablo Martín. Nimrod’s 
robust serifs, lack of orna-
ments, and high lower-
case letters make it an en-
during type, very legible 
in small body sizes but 
ugly in large body sizes.

80 pt

9 pt

have a wider structure and less of a difference 
in height between capital and lower-case letters 
compared to those used for titles. Sometimes 
they also have more abrupt shapes and their 
finer parts, serifs and thin strokes, are thicker.

Weiß and Optima are 
examples of typefaces 
that work well in metal 
but whose digital ver-
sions are not as readable 
until they reach a certain 
size. Thus they are not 
typefaces recommend-
able for small texts.

26 pt

26 pt
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Encyclopædic
café
only 3€

Use typefaces for your language
Be sure that your choice has all the necessary  
letters in the language and topic that you are going 
to work with.
If you have ever downloaded any of the multiple 
free fonts available on the Internet, you may 
have noticed that characters used in other 
languages, such as “á”, “ñ”, or “ç”, are missing. 
This is because most fonts have been created by 
English speakers who obviously do not need them. 
The fonts may also lack characters for ordinal 
numbers ( º or ª), mathematic symbols, etc.

The majority of the fonts available on your 
computer, regardless of its operating system, are 
TrueType or PostScript Type 1 files, two similar 
formats whose technical differences hardly 
affect your work. Both of them hold a limited 
number of typefaces (217 in Windows and 223 in 
Macintosh) which do have the characters “á,” “ñ,” 
and “ç.” This group of symbols, which includes 
the ascii Basic Latin and Latin 1 Supplement 
groups, besides the upper- and lower-case letters 

The fourth tip:

of the Latin alphabet, also include letters with 
accents, ligatures (see p. 98 Y), fractions, numbers, 
punctuation marks, currency and mathematical 
symbols, etc. Nevertheless, despite the of this large 
amount of available symbols, recently the term 
glyph has become more popular. You may have 
problems if the language you are working with is 
not English. If youyou arere working with Danish, 
Galician, Dutch, or Italian, you will not have any 
problems though it may be a bit complicated 
to find a character using your keyboard. But if 
you are writing in Welsh, Maltese, or Czech, for 
instance, you will not find certain letters. This 
is because in the set of 256 characters there is 
not room even for all of the letters necessary to 
cover Latin alphabet-using languages, languages 
as different as French, Vietnamese, or Turkish.

The most common solution for this is the 
purchase of what some foundries call the Central 
European version. In fact, very few families are 
available in these versions, only in the large 
foundries like Times or Univers. Another option 
is to find out if there is a version in OpenType.

OpenType is a font format developed by 
Microsoft and Adobe that allows more than 
65,000 glyphs instead of the traditional 256. 
This allows type designers not only to put all of 

FF Eureka is an example of a typeface planned from 
the beginning with a low lower-case height to allow 
for all of the characters and symbols necessary for 
the Latin alphabet, without making them look like 
patches. This is most likely so due to the fact that its 
creator, Peter Biľak, is Slovak, lives in the Nether-
lands, and regularly communicates in English.

Public domain fonts are a 
good solution for projects 
that need “thematic” 
typefaces. Many little 
gems can be found to 
download free from the 
Internet but they tend to 
be missing characters or 
in some cases are built 
erroneously. In these two 
paragraphs, the same 
text in the first block is 
made up of Myriad Bold 
by Adobe and the text 
in the second block in 
Mail Ray Stuff (1), Young 
at Heart (2), and Action 
Force (3), fonts down-
loaded from the Internet. 
At least they are free.
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the Latin letters into one font, but also to put in 
alternative characters, ligatures, small letters to 
create superscript and subscript, fractions, and 
other glyphs that did not fit in earlier formats. 
In some cases there are even Cyrillic and Greek 
versions of the same type of print of an OpenType 
font. Because of its high capacity, this format 
is also a good solution to hold the ideograms 
and syllabaries of languages like Japanese.

The problem with OpenType is that, although 
is has been used in several versions of operating 
systems, both Macintosh and Windows, its 
complete palette of characters is not accessible 
through some popular programs. And if that 
were not enough, just because it has this 
capacity certainly does not mean that all of 
the fonts in OpenType use up all 65,000 of 
their spaces. Most of the time, fonts that are 
commercialized in this format barely have the 
same characters as those available in TrueType 
or Type 1 formats. So, depending on the 
situation, we have not solved the problem.

One last solution could be to modify the 
font ourselves. With the help of editors like 
Fontographer or FontLab, we can create and 
change characters as we like. If you do not feel 
comfortable with these editors, the foundries 
where the font was purchased and even small 
studios offer this service at a reasonable price.

These are the characters 
that typically appear in a 
TrueType or Type 1 font.

And these are almost all 
of the characters that 
would be required to cov-
er the needs of the lan-
guages that use the Latin 
alphabet, besides punc-
tuation, numerals, etc.

Below, the palette of 
InDesign, which shows 
part of the glyphs of a 
Japanese OpenType font.


