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Typography on the Web

The ability to finely control the “look and feel” of type on the web is extremely limited. Because there is currently no way to embed or download fonts to format a headline or block of text in a web page, you are basically at the mercy of the client’s (i.e. user’s) web browser. CSS version 3 will provide for the implementation of web fonts via a “font database”, but that is currently a draft specification and is not implemented by most browsers right now.

So, as a designer, you are limited to formatting text content on HTML pages in fonts most likely to be found on a user’s system, whether that be a Windows PC, a Mac, or a computer or device with another operating system (such as a Linux PC, or a mobile device running, say, PocketPC).

Serif Fonts

In typography, serifs are non-structural details on the ends of some of the strokes that make up letters and symbols. In traditional printing, serif fonts are often used for body text because they are widely believed to be easier to read than sans-serif fonts. This still holds true for web pages, although because a computer screen has a much lower resolution than the printed page, serif fonts tend to blur or “pixelate” at small sizes. Sans serif fonts are sometimes more appropriate for body text, especially as blocks of body text on the web tend to be shorter than those found on the printed page.
AG

The most common serif fonts available in most computer systems and widely used on the web right now are:

	Font Family
	Core Typefaces

	Times
	Times Roman | Times Italic 

Times Bold | Times bold Italic

	Georgia
	Georgia Roman | Georgia Italic 

Georgia Bold | Georgia bold Italic


Times is a default font available on almost any computer system, and its usually the default font a browser picks to display text if no styling parameters are set for a given HTML page.

Georgia is a more recent font, designed for Microsoft in 1993, which began appearing on Windows systems soon thereafter. Georgia was designed for clarity and readability on computer screens, and was part of a Core Fonts for the Web package introduced by Microsoft in 1996 (see below). Georgia is often preferred as a body or paragraph text font by designers today, because of its on-screen readability, and because it has the classic feel of an old typeface while still looking contemporary and ‘clean’.

Sans Serif Fonts

A sans serif font is simply a font that doesn’t have serifs. Sans-serif fonts are more common for text on-screen, particularly for headlines and subheads. It has been suggested that this is because the small size of the font reduces excess clutter on the screen. This is also true of typography on mobile screens.
The most common sans-serif fonts available in most computer systems and widely used on the web right now are:

	Font Family
	Core Typefaces

	Arial
	Arial Roman | Arial Italic 

Arial Bold | Arial bold Italic

	Helvetica
	Helvetica Roman | Helvetica Italic 

Helvetica Bold | Helvetica bold Italic

	Verdana
	Verdana Roman | Verdana Italic 

Verdana Bold | Verdana bold Italic

	Tahoma
	Tahoma Roman | Tahoma Italic 

Tahoma Bold | Tahoma bold Italic

	Trebuchet MS
	Trebuchet MS Roman | Trebuchet MS Italic 

Trebuchet MS Bold | Trebuchet MS bold Italic


Helvetica is a widely used and still very popular sans-serif typeface developed in 1957 by Swiss graphic designer Max Miedinger. Helvetica has enjoyed a resurgence of late, not just because of its readability on-screen, but because designers like its ‘neutrality’ — it’s a typeface that doesn’t have meaning in itself: the meaning is in the content of the text and not in the typeface. 

Arial is very similar to Helvetica and has identical character widths. It was designed in 1982 for Monotype Corporation (a typeface developer), but Microsoft started including it with Windows in the mid-1990s. Many designers dislike Arial, calling it a “cheap substitute” for Helvetica, preferring to use Helvetica wherever possible.

Verdana is another sans-serif font in wide use, again because it was designed for Microsoft in 1996 for Windows and Microsoft Office. Verdana works well on computer screens, and was designed to be particularly readable at small sizes.

Tahoma: again, designed for Microsoft. Very similar to Verdana, but with narrower character bodies and tighter letter-spacing. Not always available to Mac users though.

Trebuchet MS is (yes) another sans-serif font designed for Microsoft, and released in 1996, although it didn’t see wide application in PCs until the release of Windows 2000 and Windows XP. Again, it has because increasingly popular as a web font in recent years because of its wide availability and its on-screen readability. Trebuchet MS works equally well as a headline font or as a body text font, although it is not so readable at very small sizes.

‘Core Fonts for the Web’

Core fonts for the Web was a project started by Microsoft in 1996 to make a standard pack of fonts for the Internet. The project was terminated in August 2002, allegedly due to frequent licencing violations by Microsoft in the distribution of these fonts. However, many of these fonts (including those mentioned above) are still in wide use on PC and Mac systems today.

The Core fonts set consists of:

	Font Family
	Description

	Andale Mono
	A mono-spaced font (i.e. where each character occupies the same width)

	Arial
	(see above)

	Comic Sans MS
	A casual script typeface, designed to imitate comic book style lettering.

	Courier New
	A mono-spaced font that replicates the lettering of old typewriters. Often used on the web when indicating a piece of code or script within a web page.

	Georgia
	(see above)

	Impact
	A strong sans-serif typeface with thick strokes and compressed letter spacing, designed for headlines, but not commonly specified in web pages because not all users have this font installed.

	Times New Roman
	(see above)

	Trebuchet MS
	(see above)

	Verdana
	(see above)

	Webdings (Webdings)
	A set of common icons and symbols, however not commonly specified in web pages because many of the character symbols have no Unicode character equivalents.


Font Size and Line Spacing

It used to be that font sizes were specified within the HTML markup of a web page. But these days, with XTML requiring markup be “well formed”, font sizes are specified within the CSS markup (correct term, syntax).

In CSS, font sizes can be specified using a number of different measurement units. All of these units allow the user to change the font size in their browser settings, if they so wish. In addition, some of these units are designed to ‘scale’ the whole page (in practise, the width of the column containing the text) if the user changes the font size.

	Font Size Units in CSS
	Effect of changing the font size in the browser
	Effect of changing the browser’s window size

	px (pixels)

pt (points)

pc (picas)

mm (millimetres)

cm (centimetres)

in (inches)
	No Effect
	No Effect

	em (a unit of measure that is relative to the width of the letter ‘m’ in that typeface: i.e. 1em = exactly the length of a single ‘m’ character: 1.2em = 1.2 x the length of a single ‘m’ character in a given typeface).

ex (same principle as em, but based on the height of the lowercase letter ‘x’ in a given typeface, not the width of the letter ‘m’) 
	Line lengths change proportionally
	No Effect

	% (percent)
	No effect, unless the parent element’s length (such as a CSS box) is specified in em or ex.
	Lengths change proportionally, unless the parent element’s length (such as a CSS box) is specified absolutely in em or ex.


Line spacing can be specified using the same units. An example in CSS would be:

p {


font-family: Arial, Helvetica, sans-serif;


font-size: 1.2em;


line-height:1.4em;

}

or the above can be specified in CSS shorthand (more about shorthand in the CSS 101 sheet):
p {


font: 1.2em/1.4em Arial, Helvetica, sans-serif;

}

It is not good practise to mix font size units together, e.g. font: 1.2em/16px Arial, Helvetica, sans-serif; 

The current trend in line spacing on the web tends towards wider line spacing than that normally found in print media. Again, this seems to aid on-screen readability of text. See mezzoblue.com and nytimes.com (click on a news story) as typical examples.

Less is More

It’s generally not a good idea to mix too many fonts in a web page or web site design. Two fonts in a design are very often quite sufficient: one for paragraph or body text, and one for headings, etc. This creates visual consistency and aids in usability (and ultimately ‘branding’ or personality of the site). 

A typical example would be Georgia for paragraph text, and Helvetica for headings. Helvetica or Helvetica bold could also be used for, say, sidebar links (brief introductions to content elsewhere on the site). Try designing a site that uses only one font, say, Trebuchet MS. Use Trebuchet MS for body text (maybe in a dark grey colour), and Trebuchet MS bold for headings (maybe in a blue colour).

Unicode and UTF-8

Unicode is an industry standard method, allowing computers to consistently represent and manipulate text expressed in any of the world's writing systems. Unicode consists of a repertoire of about 100,000 characters, including Chinese. Unicode is becoming a global standard for character representation on computers, and leading to its widespread use in the internationalization and localization of computer software. The standard has been implemented in many recent technologies, including XML, the Java programming language and modern operating systems.

UTF-8 is a character encoding system that is able to represent any character in the Unicode standard, but that is also backwards compatible with older character encoding methods, particularly ASCII. Because of this, it is steadily becoming the preferred encoding for e-mail, web pages, and other places where characters are stored or streamed.

Look at most Web-standards compatible HTML pages today and you likely see this at the top of the HTML markup, inside the <head> area:

<meta http-equiv="Content-Type" content="text/html; charset=UTF-8" />


setting the content type, and telling the browser to interpret and display the text content using the UTF-8 character encoding system.
Using Other Fonts

It is possible to use other fonts in a web page, using a graphic image (GIF, JPG, etc.) as a substitute. For obvious usability reasons, the number of places where you can replace an HMTL (text-based) font with a graphic font should be extremely controlled. Designers tend to use graphic fonts only for certain headings or headlines that won’t change much.

With CSS styling, a number of ‘tricks’ have been developed whereby a text-based headline can be ‘replaced’ by a graphic headline in the standard browser display, but if the user turns off graphics or uses a screen reader, the text headline pop back into place.
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