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Watch for awkward letter combinations and wonky spacing. Gauge how dynamic the type 
feels within its space, and consider how that feeling changes as you view the layout from 
different distances.

Observe the typographic color of each gray typeset chunk relative to 

the rest of the composition to judge the composition’s texture. If a 

marker element (head or pullquote) that’s supposed to stand out has 

color (meaning, a shade of gray) that is indistinguishable from the 

color of the body text, then it’s probably not going to be as successful 

as it would be if it were much lighter or darker and provided 

appropriate compositional contrast.

Now come a bit closer to the text so you can see it more clearly, 

and examine the visual activity generated by your text, set in these 

typefaces. Do you notice any pressure points? Does the text feel too 

jumpy or too relaxed for the content you’re typesetting? It should be 

pretty clear now why using real content is important—depending 

on the language and style of the content in your project, different 

textures will be evident in this typeset text.
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Study rhythm (macro)
Look at the white shapes within letters, and between letter 

combinations. With your eyes, loosely measure the volume they 

consume, and how regularly those volumes of black and white 

repeat themselves in a series of letters. Worthwhile typefaces will 

have a black-white rhythm that feels steady and organised. 	

Read Gerrit Noordzij’s The Stroke and think more deeply about 	

these spaces.

It’s feasible that typefaces could be combined purely on the 

grounds of compatible rhythm—a speedy, syncopated heading 

with a steady paragraph underneath, like layers of music. Or a dry 

display face with lively text. Heck, you might want the piece to feel 

dreary overall, full of typefaces with very dull rhythm. Or you might 

be trying to make readers feel anxious with a concoction of lively, 

jittery, expressive types. Do the typefaces you’re examining now 

have a rhythm that works for you?

On the left, Adelle Extra Bold Italic’s robust black strokes and narrow white spaces introduce 
a powerful rhythm that might blend well with Skolar’s aperture-heavy, meant-for-reading 
rhythm if Adelle were used for headlines and Skolar for text. On the right, Ronnia Condensed 
Thin has a mellow, consistent rhythm, while Droid Sans feels deliberately loose (fonts 
made for UI and signage often do); perhaps display type set in Ronnia, with Droid Sans for 
navigation, would do well as a match.

http://www.hyphenpress.co.uk/books/978-0-907259-30-5
http://www.type-together.com/Adelle
https://typekit.com/fonts/skolar-web
http://www.type-together.com/Ronnia
http://www.type-together.com/Ronnia
http://www.google.com/fonts/specimen/Droid+Sans
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Study proportion (micro)
Now, get very close to the letterforms. For this part, don’t look 

at type through the same long- or mid-range lenses you did in 

studying texture and rhythm. Look at it more closely and more 

abstractly. Enlarge or isolate the type. Look at specific letters—the 

same ones, from each of the typefaces you’re looking to combine. 

Try an uppercase R and a lowercase a for starters.

What you’re trying to find are compatible proportions. If you 

can identify typefaces that share common structures and spatial 

divisions, then many other aspects about the letterforms, such as 

their shapes and features, can differ because they are deeply related 

by proportion.

The resources in chapter 1 are extremely useful here—

particularly for understanding the anatomy, history and 

classification of your typefaces. Proportions in letterforms come 

from their structure, which is intimately related to their means of 

production and their place in history.

Find compatibility in things like x-height, extender length, character width, aperture sizes 
and stroke contrast; clockwise from top-left: FF Dagny, Franklin Gothic URW, Acuta and 
Sommet Slab.

http://www.typography.com/ask/faq.php?faqID=66#Faq_66
https://www.fontfont.com/fonts/dagny
https://typekit.com/fonts/franklin-gothic-urw
https://typekit.com/fonts/acuta
https://typekit.com/fonts/sommet-slab
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Study shape (super-micro)
Still looking closely, study the shapes that letterforms are made 

of, and the spaces they create by being assembled in various 

combinations. Do the shapes seem to be based on geometry, or 

the movement of a writing implement? Are the shapes angular? 

Smooth? There are many abstract qualities to explore here, in terms 

of line quality and contour.

Again, an understanding of typeface anatomy and 

classification is helpful here, because the way we describe parts of 

letters and similar styles of type are conventions based on people 

having studied shape in detail, just as we’re doing.

Remember that compatibility and similarity are not the same 

thing. For example, a square and a circle are very different shapes, 

but both are strict geometric forms that have more in common with 

one another than either has with a more calligraphic shape.

Clockwise from top-left: Leitura News, Prenton, Utopia Display, and Ratio.

https://typekit.com/fonts/leitura-news
https://typekit.com/fonts/prenton
https://typekit.com/fonts/utopia-std-display
https://typekit.com/fonts/ratio
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Lend a helping hand

Sometimes it takes a bit of graphic assistance to make typefaces 

work together, like a mutual friend that can introduce one typeface 

to another. Devices like these are a boon to any designer tethered 

to brand guidelines, strong imagery or other demanding graphic 

elements with which the typesetting needs to coexist.

Line thickness, angles, shapes, spacing, rhythm, proportion and 

more can be used to help coordinate compositional elements. Dan 

Mall wrote a brief, excellent post at 24 ways, called “Type-Inspired 

Interfaces”, about finding relationships like these.

Chaparral heading with Source Sans text; bullets and em dashes from Chaparral Light 
Italic subtly reflect the heading’s angular features, while their weight and spacing 
harmonize with the text.

http://24ways.org/2009/type-inspired-interfaces/
http://24ways.org/2009/type-inspired-interfaces/
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Evaluate combinations from 		
different perspectives

Looking at typeface combinations in different ways can help you 

see things you wouldn’t normally notice. Mix it up to facilitate 	

your scrutiny.

Look at them juxtaposed
Simply comparing typeset texts is a dead simple way to make 

incremental improvements. Position windows next to one another 

with something like Divvy or Moom (or the Show Windows feature 

of Windows 8). Use key commands to quickly flip among windows 

or tabs with alternative choices. This is a great way to compare 

and iterate on everything from typefaces to sizes, spacing, color, 

arrangement—you name it.

Look at them backwards
Like squinting or stepping back a few feet from your work, looking 

at texts backwards (flipped horizontally, as if you were inside your 

monitor looking outwards) can help you more accurately judge 

their overall balance and density because it obscures typesetting 

details. If you’re working in a browser, check out Nathan Ford’s 

http://mizage.com/divvy/
http://manytricks.com/moom
http://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/place-two-windows-side-by-side-in-windows-8.html
http://www.dummies.com/how-to/content/place-two-windows-side-by-side-in-windows-8.html
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bookmarklet, Flippant. If you’re working in an image editor, 

it shouldn’t be difficult to find a setting that flips the canvas 

horizontally to achieve the same effect.

Look at them later
Take a break. Wait a while. Revisiting your work with fresh eyes and 

renewed energy almost always results in better judgement (tip: this 

works for any kind of problem-solving or decision-making, not just 

typography).

Look at them with other people
Get others’ feedback about your work. Check out Cassie McDaniel’s 

A List Apart article, “Design Criticism and the Creative Process”—

particularly the “What is good feedback?” section. Post your work-in-

progress in a community like Dribbble and encourage others to talk 

with you about why it works or doesn’t. Chapter 5 might help you 

find words to describe the typesetting you’re talking about.

http://flippant.artequalswork.com/
http://alistapart.com/article/design-criticism-creative-process
http://alistapart.com/article/design-criticism-creative-process#section3
http://dribbble.com/
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Go forth and typeset

However you look at them, evaluate combinations as part of 

your normal workflow if possible—in code or in your favorite 

application. The craft of typesetting web text is young, and there 

is no right way to work. I maintain a growing list of tools and 

resources that you may like to try, at Nice Web Type.

Nice Web Type, by yours truly.

http://nicewebtype.com/
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Critique
Looking closely at typefaces can help you 
describe them with words, which are a useful 
abstraction—we can mix adjectives like 
a cook mixes flavors, to find great-tasting 
combinations. Let’s take a brief look at five sites 
and the type combinations they use.
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Contents Magazine

Slender and cosmopolitan FF Meta Serif is the anchor typeface 

for Contents Magazine. Set loosely, it makes the composition feel 

spacious: line lengths grow long, and line-height stays generous, 

kept in check by Meta’s neatly structured letterforms and the brisk 

pace generated by its combination of narrow characters and 	

ample counters.

http://metaserif.com/
http://contentsmagazine.com/articles/the-library-at-night/
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Abril Display and FF Meta Serif come together with help from the background patterns at 
Contents Magazine.

Headings set in the romantic, serifed Abril Display introduce a touch 

of warmth, whimsy and thoughtfulness to Contents’ otherwise 

bustling and well-ventilated atmosphere.

Although these are two very different styles of serifed type, 

Contents’ colorful, high-contrast background patterns help 	

bring them together by mimicking their respective line qualities 

and rhythms.

https://typekit.com/fonts/abril-display
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Made by Hand

Made by Hand is a series of short films that aims to promote 

goods made “locally, sustainably, and with a love for craft”, and its 

typefaces are more closely connected to the aesthetic of the films 

than to each other. For that reason, the films lend a critical helping 

hand to the success of the type.

http://thisismadebyhand.com/
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The texture and detail of Adobe Caslon Italic matches the level of 

detail in the films’ close-ups of raw materials and craftspeople. That 

closeness necessitates a limited focal range, and so at the blurry end 

of the spectrum is Museo Sans Rounded—an unobtrusive sans with 

low contrast and rounded corners that, helpfully enough, mimic the 

minimal Vimeo interface that houses Made by Hand films.

The rhythm of black and white vertical shapes in Tungsten 

reflects the steady pace of the films—they don’t hurry, but they don’t 

linger either. The content of the films is straightforward and honest, 

and so are the typefaces chosen to represent the films.

Still from The Cigar Shop, with its title set in Tungsten.

http://www.myfonts.com/fonts/adobe/caslon/
http://www.exljbris.com/museosansrounded.html
http://www.typography.com/fonts/font_overview.php?productLineID=100035
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Uncrate

Uncrate is not beautiful, but beauty isn’t a prerequisite for successful 

typeface combinations. For a project with lots of content, a no-

frills aesthetic, and a format crammed with attention-grabbing 

ads, photos and headings, this design does a good job of feeling 

organized—and that has a lot to do with its typefaces and how 

they’re used.

http://uncrate.com/
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In short, the designers behind Uncrate chose appropriate typefaces 

for the jobs that needed to be done. Alternate Gothic does what it 

was made to do—catch readers’ attention in short bursts (here, it’s 

used for headings and navigation). Likewise, FF Tisa is excellent for 

body text.

That they look decent together is a product of Alternate 

Gothic’s plain style and the type having been sized and spaced 

carefully amid a crowded composition that feels less careful 	

by comparison.

http://blog.typekit.com/2011/07/27/alternate-gothic-from-urw/
https://www.fontfont.com/fonts/tisa
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The Grey Barn and Farm

Type plays a tasteful supporting role at The Grey Barn and Farm. 

Here, unlike at Contents Magazine and Made by Hand, there 

is less of a formal visual connection between the type and the 

composition’s primary visual treatment; the type is isolated from 

the photography, but it works well.

http://www.thegreybarnandfarm.com/
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Poynter Serif RE and Apres RE share a similarly wide stance, with 

short extenders and generous spacing. The fonts’ sizes also appear 

to match, thanks to a typographic adjustment; although Apres 	

is larger than Poynter, it has been set smaller at The Grey Barn 	

and Farm.  

These fonts may have little in common with the photography, 

but just like farm food and fresh air, they feel like a natural fit with 

each other.

Apres RE (above) and Poynter Serif RE (below) work well together because of 		
their proportions.

http://www.webtype.com/font/poynterserifre-family/
http://www.webtype.com/font/apresre-family/
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Art of the Title

Art of the Title is a showcase of film title sequences. Its typography 

has to be accommodating—a platform for the varied content it is 

helping to showcase. If you’ve ever tried to typeset a portfolio, you’re 

familiar with this challenge.

Art of the Title’�s index of title sequences demonstrates that anchor typefaces needn�’t 
strictly be text faces; even when type is used for short captions in a grid of images, it sets 
the tone for an experience.

http://www.artofthetitle.com/
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FF Meta Serif strikes a welcoming, conversational tone, while also conveying authority 
about the subject matter.

Geometric sans serif typefaces are great for this job, and Soleil is 

no exception. Neutral and balanced, it clearly and quietly supplies 

structured information in the form of navigation, film titles 	

and metadata.

However, Art of the Title is more than a list of films and facts. 

Critiques and interviews are set in FF Meta Serif, a contemporary 

serif worthy of representing thoughtful, articulate reviews and 

capable of delivering both praise and disappointment with fairness 

and grace.

The contrasting texture generated by these two typefaces is 

key to the composition’s success—Soleil’s soft geometry plays a 

supporting role as FF Meta Serif and the video content are featured, 

and each typeface appropriately addresses the jobs of its chunks 	

of text.

http://www.type-together.com/Soleil
http://metaserif.com/
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Conclusion
I don’t want this Pocket Guide to end just yet, 
but here we are. The process became more 
open-ended as we went along, and ended up 
unfinished, and that feels about right. There are 
no correct answers, and as with many aspects of 
the design process it’s hard to know when our 
work is done.

Try different typefaces, look at your work and 
others’ work with a critical eye, talk about 
what you see and what you like or don’t, and 
keep notes. This is the practice of combining 
typefaces, a part of design that is endlessly 
rewarding and entertaining. I hope it’s a bit 
more approachable now.

Happy typesetting!
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