
Obeying the rules

From Rob Carter's Experimental Typography
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Rule 1:  For optimum legibility, choose 
classical, time-tested typefaces. These 
typefaces should be drawn and crafted with 
consistency among characters,  and exhibit 
highly legible proportions. Examples include: 
Baskerville,  Bembo, Bodoni, Caslon, Centaur, 
Franklin Gothic, Frutiger, Futura,  Garamond, Gill 
Sans, Goudy Old Style, Helvetica, News Gothic, 
Palatino, Perpetua, Sabon, Times New Roman, 
and Univers.

Rule 2:  Be mindful not to use too many 
KPɈLYLU[�[`WLMHJLZ�H[�HU`�VUL�[PTL� The main 
reason for using more than one typeface is to 
create emphasis or to separate one part of the 
[L_[�MYVT�HUV[OLY��>OLU�[VV�THU`�KPɈLYLU[�
typefaces are used, the reader is unable to 
determine what is and what is not important.   

Rule 3:  Avoid combining typefaces that  
HYL�[VV�ZPTPSHY�PU�HWWLHYHUJL� If the reason  
for combining typefaces is to create emphasis,  
it is important to avoid the ambiguity caused  
by combining types that are too similar  
in appearance.

Rule 4:  Text set in all capital letters severely 
YL[HYKZ�YLHKPUN� Use upper and lower case 
letter for optimum readability. Ascender and 
descenders provide the necessary visual cues 
to make text more readable. Text set entirely 
in upper-case letters form monotonous, 
rectangular shapes. Upper-case letters can 
successfully be used in display type (headlines; 
type above 16 points).

Rule 5:  For text type, use sizes that, 
according to legibility studies, prove most 
YLHKHISL� These sizes generally range from 

8 to 12 points for text that is read from an 
average distance of 12 to 14 inches. Be sure to 
remember that sizes (based on the x-height  
VM�SL[[LYZ��HWWLHY�KPɈLYLU[�MYVT�VUL�[`WLMHJL� 
to another.   

9\SL��!��(]VPK�\ZPUN�[VV�THU`�KPɈLYLU[�[`WL�
ZPaLZ�HUK�^LPNO[Z�H[�[OL�ZHTL�[PTL� Some 
experts recommend using no more than two 
sizes, one for display titles and one for text type.   

9\SL��!��<ZL�[L_[�[`WLZ�VM�IVVR�^LPNO[���(]VPK�
[`WLMHJLZ�HWWLHYPUN�[VV�OLH]`�VY�[VV�SPNO[��
Text typefaces that are too light cannot easily 
be distinguished from their backgrounds. In 
typefaces that are too heavy, counter forms 
diminish in size, making them less legible.   

9\SL��!��<ZL�[`WLMHJLZ�VM�TLKP\T�^PK[O���
Avoid typefaces that appear extremely wide 
VY�UHYYV^�PU�^PK[O� Rather than distorting 
text by stretching or squeezing the text width, 
use type families that include condensed 
and extended faces that fall within accepted 
proportional norms.   

Rule 9:  For text type, use consistent letter 
and word spacing to produce an even, 
\UPU[LYY\W[LK�[L_[\YL��3L[[LYZ�ZOV\SK�ÅV^�
gracefully and naturally into words, and words 
into lines. This means that word spacing  
should increase proportionally as letter  
spacing increases.

9\SL���!��<ZL�HWWYVWYPH[L�SPUL�SLUN[OZ�� 
Lines that are too short or too long disrupt 
[OL�YLHKPUN�WYVJLZZ� As the eye travels along 
overly long lines, negotiating the next line 
ILJVTLZ�KPɉJ\S[��9LHKPUN�V]LYS`�ZOVY[�SPULZ�
creates choppy eye movements that tire and 
annoy the reader. When working with text type, a 
maximum of about 70 charters (10 to 12 words) 
per line is thought to be most acceptable.   



Rule 11:  For text type, use line spacing that 
easily carries the eye from one line to the 
UL_[� Lines of type with too little space between 
them slow the reading process; the eye is forced 
to take in several lines at one. By adding one 
to four points of space between lines of type 
�KLWLUKPUN�VU�[OL�ZWLJPÄJ�[`WLMHJL���YLHKHIPSP[`�
can be improved.

9\SL���!��-VY�VW[PT\T�YLHKHIPSP[ �̀�\ZL�H�Å\ZO�
SLM[��YHNNLK�YPNO[�[`WL�HSPNUTLU[� Although 
in special situations, other type alignments 
�Å\ZO�YPNO[��YHNNLK�SLM["�JLU[LYLK��HUK�Q\Z[PÄLK��
HYL�HJJLW[HISL��[OL�[YHKLVɈ�PZ�HS^H`Z�H�SVZZ��
however slight, in readability.   

Rule 13:  Strive for consistent, rhythmic 
YHNZ��;OL�W\YWVZL�VM�LɈLJ[P]L�YHNZ�PZ�UV[�VUS`�
to achieve aesthetic beauty, but to enable 
YLHKLYZ�[V�TV]L�NLU[S`�HUK�LɈVY[SLZZS`�KV^U�
H�[L_[�JVS\TU��,ɈLJ[P]L�YHNZ�JVUZPZ[�VM�SPULZ�
establishing an informal but consistent pattern 
of line endings.   

Rule 14:  Clearly indicate paragraphs, but  
be careful not to upset the integrity and 
]PZ\HS�JVUZPZ[LUJ`�VM�[OL�[L_[� The two most 
common ways of indicating paragraphs are 
by indenting and inserting additional space 
between paragraphs.   

Rule 15:  Avoid widows and orphans 
^OLUL]LY�WVZZPISL� A widow is a word or very 
short line at either the beginning or end of a 
paragraph. An orphan is a single syllable at the 
end of a paragraph.   
 

Rule 16:  Emphasize elements within the  
text with discretion and without disturbing 
[OL�ÅV^�VM�YLHKPUN� You can use italics, 
\UKLYSPULK�[`WL��JVSVY�[`WL��KPɈLYLU[�[`WLMHJL��
small capitals, capitals, bold type within light 
type, light type within bold type, larger type,  
and outline type to emphasize elements but 
never overdo it. Use minimum means for 
maximum results.   

Rule 17:  Always maintain the integrity of 
[`WL��Avoid arbitrarily stretching letters. Well 
designed typefaces exhibit visual qualities that 
make them readable. Arbitrarily distorting them 
compromises their integrity.

Rule 18:  Always align letters and words on 
[OL�IHZLSPUL� Letters are designed to coexist 
side-by-side on an invisible baseline.

Rule 19:  When working with type and color, 
LUZ\YL�[OH[�Z\ɉJPLU[�JVU[YHZ[�L_PZ[Z�IL[^LLU�
[`WL�HUK�P[Z�IHJRNYV\UK� Too little contrast 
in hue, value or saturation, or a combination of 
[OLZL�MHJ[VYZ��JHU�YLZ\S[�PU�[`WL�[OH[�PZ�KPɉJ\S[��
if not impossible, to read. Be careful when using 
photos or texture behind text.


