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ampersand
A scribal abbreviation for and. It takes 
many forms (&,&,&, etc.), all derived 
from the Latin word et. (Bringhurst)

ascender
A part of a character that rises above 
the height of most lowercase letters, 
such as the vertical stroke of a b or d. 
(Felici)

asterisk

*
A superscript, used primarily to mark 
referents and keywords. It appears 
in the earliest Sumerian pictographic 
writing and has been in continuous 
typographic use for at least 5,000 
years. (Bringhurst.)

axis
In typography, the axis of the letter 
generally means the axis of the stroke, 
which in turn reveals the axis of the 
pen or other tool used to make the 
letter. (Bringhurst)

bar
A horozontal line that unites the 
stems of an H or an A; also the 
horozontal line of an e. (Felici)

baseline
The imaginary line on which most of 
the characters in a typeset line appear 
to be sitting. (Felici) Round letters like 
e and o normally dent the baseline. 
Pointed letters like v and w normally 
pierce it, while the foot serifs of 
letters like h and m rest precisely 
upon it. (Bringhurst)

blackletter typeface
Also called Fraktur or gothic, a 
typeface with a geometric calligraphic 
design associated with ecclesiastical 
writings and commonly used in 
German-speaking countries until the 
mid-twentieth century. (Felici)

braces
Characters used to enclose words or 
lines of type that are considered to be 
together: { }. (Brackets: [ ]) (Felici)

cap height
The height of the capital letters within 
a typeface. (Felici)

condensed
A typeface designed to have narrower 
character widths than a typeface used 
for text.

counter
The open, negative space inside 
certain characters, as in the bowl of 
the d or the center of an o. (Felici)

dagger

†
A reference mark, used chiefly with 
footnotes. In European typography, 
it is also a sign of mortality, used to 
mark the year of death or the names 
of desceased persons. Also called 
obelisk.(Bringhurst) See also double 
dagger: ‡.

 
descender
The part of a character that extends 
below the baseline in letters such as p 
or y. (Felici)

dingbat
Utility characters — often fanciful — 
including icons, symbols, fleurons, 
and ornaments. (Felici) 

fist

 
A silent, pointing hand. A Baroque 
invention. (Bringhurst)

fleuron

  
A flowerlike typographical ornament 
set as a single character. (Felici) A 
horticultural dingbat. Some fleurons 
are designed to be set in bulk and 
in combinations, to produce what 
amounts to be typographic wallpaper. 
(Bringhurst)

geometric typeface
(a.k.a. geometric sans serif)
A sans serif typeface based primarily 
on geometric forms, relying heavily 
on circles and straight lines. Stroke 
weight varies very little if at all. 
Examples are Futura, ITC Kabel, and 
ITC Avant Garde Gothic.

glyph
A typographic element that may or 
may not stand on its own as a typeset 
character. Accents are glyphs, as are 
the representations of the letters of 
the alphabet. An accent glyph can be 
added to a character glyph to create 
a unique character (e.g., ˚ + a = å), 
although that hybrid is usually not 
called a glyph but a character. Thus a 
small number of glyphs can be used to 
create a large number of characters. 
(Felici)

grotesque typeface
Another name for sans serif. 
The name arose in Europe in the 
nineteenth century and was originally 
a pejorative, although it eventually 
became a standard label. (Felici)

hierarchy
A typographic hierarchy expresses 
an organizational system for 
content, emphasizing some data and 
diminishing others. (Lupton)

humanistic typeface
A term usually applied to certain sans 
serif typefaces that drew their inspira-
tion from hand lettering rather than 
geometric forms. In a wider sense, 



it applies to all typefaces derived 
from hand-lettering models. (Felici) 
See Officina Sans Serif, Gill Sans, and 
Frutiger.

italic
A slanted form of a typeface used as a 
complement, usually for emphasis or 
distinction. True italics have a cursive 
or calligraphic quality, but the term 
is often also applied to characters 
that are based on slanted versions 
of roman forms. (Felici) A class of 
letterforms more cursive than ro-
man but less cursive than script, first 
developed in Italy during the fifteenth 
century. (Bringhurst) Italics used in 
word-processing programs like Micro-
soft Word are usually just computer-
ized distortions of the roman version, 
instead of the specifically designed 
unique fonts used with professional 
layout programs like InDesign. See 
page 72 in Felici for a good list of 
where it is useful to use italics.

ligatures
fi fl ffi
Two characters designed as one, 
usually to avoid difficult spacing 
problems, such as fi and fl. (Felici) 
Ligatures required by the design of 
the individual typeface should always 
be present on the basic font.

octothorp
#
Otherwise known as the numeral 
sign. It has also been used as a symbol 
for the pound. In cartography, it is 
also a symbol for village: eight fields 
around a central square, and this is 
the source of its name. Octothorp 
means eight fields. (Bringhurst)

old style figures
(a.k.a. oldstyle numerals)
Numerals that vary in height, with 
only the 6 and the 8 reaching cap 
height, and the rest reaching only 
the mean line (which is the imagi-
nary line that runs along the tops of 
nonascending lowercase letters). The 
3,4,5,7, and 9 have descenders. Also 

called lowercase or hanging numerals. 
(Felici) Oldstyle numerals tend to look 
better when set in a block of mostly 
smaller case text. You can specify old 
style figures either through the glyph 
palette or through the Open Type 
menu reached though the arrow on 
the right side of the character palette.

oldstyle typeface
A seriffed typeface based on designs 
popularized in late fifteenth-century 
italy. These have slight contrast; slop-
ing, bracketed serifs; and an oblique 
stress. Most popular text typefaces 
are oldstyle faces. (Felici) See Adobe 
Garamond Pro, Adobe Jenson Pro, and 
Sabon.

pilcrow
¶¶¶
An old scribal mark used at the be-
ginning of a paragraph or main text 
section. It is still used by typogra-
phers for that purpose. Well-designed 
typefaces offer pilcrows with some 
character. 

ranging figures/lining figures
Numerals that share a common char-
acter width and are the same height 
as the capital letters in a typeface. 
(Felici) We might call these “normal” 
figures. See Felici page 199 for a 
graphic comparison between ranging/
lining figures and oldstyle figures. 

roman
A typeface with upright letters, 
normally used for long texts. (Felici) 
Sometimes called “regular.”

sans serif
A typeface whose strokes end in blunt 
terminals, lacking the flared forms 
known as serifs. Sans serif faces have 
little if any contrast between thick 
and thin strokes. (Felici)

square brackets
[  ]
These essentials of text typogra-
phy are used for interpolations into 
quoted matter and as a secondary and 
inner set of parentheses. (Bringhurst)

serif
A crossing feature at the end of the 
principal character strokes of certain 
typefaces. Serifs aid in character 
recognition and also have a decorative 
quality. (Felici)

slab serif typeface
An abrupt serif of the same thickness 
as the main stroke.(Bringhurst) 
Sometimes called “Egyptian.” 
Memphis, Rockwell, and 
Clarendon are good examples.

tail
The descending part of letters such as 
Q or y. (Felici)

terminal
The end of a character stroke, which 
may or may not be adorned with a 
serif. (Felici)

tilde
~
An accent commonly used in type-
faces such as Spanish, Vietnamese, 
Portuguese, and Greenlandic.

x-height
The distance from baseline to the 
mean line, a measure of the height of 
the lowercase characters in a typeface. 
The x is used as a gauge because it 
has both a flat top and a flat bottom. 
(Felici)


