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6 Part | Getting Started with Web Typography

homework, but unknown because no possible way
exists for you to know. Your work will be displayed
on individual computers that can be located any-
where in the world. Some visitors will view your
work on the latest and greatest monitors, while oth-
ers will have antiquated equipment.You have no way
to know whether visitors have a Mac or a PC, what
resolution they are using for their monitors, which
browser they are using, or which fonts they have
mnstalled on their machines.

The unknown final destination of your content
when publishing to the Web is the reason a book like
this 1s necessary. Typography books for printed work
can help you understand the basics of good typogra-
phy in general, but methods and solutions are based
on control that you do not have when designing for
the Web. Learning to work with type that may or
may not appear as it does on your screen is an inter-
esting challenge. That is the best way to look at type
issues.

Many designers have tried to “cheat” the restric-
uons that using type on the Web demands, through
methods like forcing font downloads and producing
text as an image instead of as HTML text. Trends and
excitement have rippled through the professional
design world as yet another new way to solve the
type “problem” appears. Intrusive methods like using
JavaScript to set visitor window size provide more
control for the designer, but tend to leave visitors
confused and often angry. However, as the Web
reaches the first level of maturity, most serious
designers have learned to work within the natural
bounds of HTML text and browser display, and use
their design skills to create great-looking pages with
the tools at hand.

[WARNING

You can create text in a graphic program, place it on
the page as an image, and maintain total control of
the appearance. Doing so is an excellent solution for
decorative text (see Part 11l, “Graphic Type for the Web,”
of this book). However, the graphic method to create
text should not be used for content text. Graphic text
takes longer to display, is harder to edit, and offers

no opportunity for the visitor to customize text size.

| firmly believe that HTML text should be used for alf

oaki Basic Wb Tvtie Vasiahi

Before I talk about type creation specifics or design-
ing with type, it is important that you have a quick
overview of some problems that designers face when
working with content text for Web pages. Through-
out this book, I show you many tricks and tips to help
you create professional-quality type. For now, you
start with the most basic, but critical variables that
affect your text design.

[NOTE]

Type for Web pages created with Macromedia Flash has
no similarity to type created for HTML pages. Part IV,
“Typography for Flash,” of this book is dedicated to
using type for Flash pages.

Selecting Fonts

All fonts fall into one of two categories: serif and sans
serif. Serif fonts have little feet, called serifs, on the
characters. Sans-serif fonts do not (1.2). Note that
each of the characters in the serif fonts have tiny hor-
izontal elements, while the sans-serif fonts do not
(Palatino and Avant Garde should not be used for
Web content type).

Designing for the Web leaves you with precious few
content text font choices. Your page sends a message
to the visitor’s computer to display the words and
images that are set out in the HTML commands on
the page. However, the font that displays must be
installed on the visitor’s computer, and therein lies
the problem. Although most computers have dozens,
if not hundreds of fonts installed, your page must call
for the fonts that are available on every computer —
a very short list. In fact, there is even a generic font
command for this short list in case a visitor arrives
without the most common fonts on board.

Web fonts are specified as a first, second, or third
choice, along with the always-works choice of a

Serif Fonts Sans-Serif Fonts
Times New Roman Arial

Palatino Avant Garde
Georgia Verdana

®12
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knowing your page size when preparing a printed
page. Even today, with many years of Web design
under my belt, I find this factor is the most difficult
when dealing with Web type.

You can see the effect of different monirtor resolu-
tons in action in the Strategy page from my Web site
{(http://wpeck.com/strategy.html). When
a monitor is set to 800 px by 600 px (1.6), the look
15 quite different from the same page viewed with
monitor resolution set to 1024 px by 768 px (1.7).
Note how the wider resolution allows many more
words per line, and shows much more content on
the entry screen. The font size is much smaller with
the higher resolution, and paragraph lengths vary
considerably.

It is important to remember that your pages wall be
seen at varied widths. The examples of my site (1.6,
1.7) are shown with the browser window expanded
to full size. Not all visitors to your site will use a full-
screen display for their browsers, so there is an infi-
nite number of possible display sizes for your pages.
You learn some tricks to help equalize resolution
differences in Part II, “Controlling Web Type with
Cascading Style Sheets (CSS),” of this book. For
now, put page width on your list of important things
o consider when you work with text for the Web.

Iype and Browsers

You can do little work for the Web before you real-
1ze that every browser in common use displays a page
mn a slightly different way. Web standards are finally
starting to take effect, making newer browsers much

"lll]’ plti
i = web domgn
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| = comect

web strategy
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more consistent in the way that they display content.
However, many Web users stll use older versions of
browsers, and you must be aware of how your pages
display on older browsers. In this book, you will find
out how to make sure the type on your pages displays
well for all visitors.

Content text is one of the few areas of Web design
where the browser used by vour visitors makes little
difference, however. Fonts display reasonably consis-
tently no matter what browser is in use, dependent
only on installed fonts, as you learned earlier. Page
sizes are also consistent. A visitor using an older ver-
sion of Netscape with a Mac computer and the mon-
itor set to 800 px by 600 px sees the same type of
arrangement as another visitor with the latest
Microsoft Explorer version on a PC computer with
the display set to 800 px by 600 px (assuming that
the page-layout control is cross-browser consistent).

Using my site again as an example, notice that the
view in Netscape 4.5 (1.8) varies little from the same
page in Internet Explorer 6 (1.9). Although several
years separate the competing browser versions, there
is no discernable difference in the text display.

Having said that, I have to quickly jump in and
qualify what I just said. HTML type does display con-
sistently. However, read on for an introduction to CSS
{Cascading Style Sheet) text control. CSS-controlled
text 1s not at all consistent across all browsers.

HTML Versus CSS Type Control

HTML text attributes are controlled by the font tag
<font>.Among other choices, you can specify bold

web strategy
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apply the same style to the text on every page, and
consistency is guaranteed.

When you prepare a site with a linked CSS file
controlling your text, you can change all the text on
your site at any time by making changes in one spot.
Imagine the difference between changing one line of
code in a file, and changing 1,000 individual font tags
on a site. CSS font control also offers decorative
options, like background color and borders that are
not available with the font tag.

Professional designers are using CSS o conuol
their fonts. Within a few years, the font tag will be
rare. I do occasionally use the bold tag for specific
content text emphasis, but that 1s the only nme I use
the font tag. If you create just one site with CSS font
control, I guarantee that you won't go back to using
the font tag to control your text.

Early in this chapter, I gave you a warning that you
should not use graphic text to overcome the chal-
lenges that creating type for the Web presents.
Newcomers to Web design are often tempted to take
the easy way out, creating pages in graphics programs
like Adobe Photoshop or Macromedia Fireworks. I'll
admit that controlling text is much easier in a graphic
program than in an HTML page. I'll also admit that
a page created from a graphic program does not
require anywhere near the knowledge to deliver a
page that can be viewed in any browser. So, what’s
the big problem? Why not just take the easy way?

Using Graphic Text Unwisely

File size is a major reason to abstamn from large
images, when the same information can be delivered
with HTML text. Even if every visitor could be
expected to have a high-speed connection, and only
about half do, large files demand a lot of bandwidth.
Bandwidth can be expensive, especially if your site
becomes popular.

You also lose flexibility on your page by using large
graphics. Sure, creating the page is easier in a graph-
ics program, but what if you want your page to
fill the screen no matter what monitor resolution
a visitor is using? Solid graphics do not stretch the
way a table or layer can. Look at the same page

{(http://anglobuilding.com/building.
html) at different resolutions (1.12 and 1.13), but
with a flexible layout. Note how the content fills the
page in both cases. With a fixed layout, which I cre-
ated as an example, the content does not move
(1.14). At a lower resolution, the page in this exam-
ple is the same as the flexible version (1.12). But at
the higher resolution, a portion of the page at the
right is empty. Which look do you prefer?

Finally, when you create your page mainly with
HTML text, making changes is much easier.You gain
the time you save in the original creation, because
you can make changes directly on the HTML page.
It you have created the page with a large graphic, or
with graphic text, you must return to the graphic
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Although [ avoid using graphic text whenever pos-
sible, [ still do plenty of text work in my graphics
programs. [ always ask myself whether I can accom-
plish the same effect without using a graphic file. If
the answer is a clear no, then I create as small an
image file as possible. If the answer is yes, or even
almost, I usually lean to creating the effect using
HTML text, especially when working for clients. 1
prefer to leave as much easy editing capability in their
hands, and for that purpose, HTML text wins hands
down.

[tiP]

Don’t worry yet it you're still uncertain when 6 use
images and when to use text. As you work through the
sections on CSS and graphic text, your new knowledge
will make the choice quite clear in most cases.

Movies and Text

Not all Web sites feature pages created wich HTML
commands. Macromedia Flash, which is often associ-
ated only with moving pictures on the Web, is also a
full-featured program that offers advanced scripting
tools to create a fully functional site completely in
Flash format. Similar programs are Adobe LiveMotion
and Corel Rave, although Flash is by far the industry
leader. Macromedia Shockwave can also be included
in this category. Movies are created with the software
mentioned previously and embedded in an HTML
page, which often contains nothing but the movie
placement. The movie controls the site.

[NOTE ]

Any page with a mowvie requires & plug-in 16 work. The
Flash player has been included with popular browsers
for many years, so you can safely assume that nearly
all visitors to a site have the ability to view most Flash
movies (new features in Flash, like dynamic data
demand a current Flash player). Popular movie software
can produce movies that will play in the Flash player.

Movie-creation software is also used hand-in-hand
with  HTML content. The Radius Product
Development site (www.radiuspd.com) is an
excellent example of both Flash-only pages and

HTML pages that are enhanced with Flash {1.17,
1.18). The menu system 1s Flash. The entry page
(1.17) 1s almost entirely Flash. Its News page (www.
radiuspd.com/news.html) has decorative
Flash elements in the left column, as well as a Flash
menu (1.18).The rest of the page is constructed using
HTML and CSS font control.

Designers love working with movies, as many of
the variables I discussed at the beginning of this
chapter do not exist for Flash sites. As long as the vis-
itor has the correct player for the movie on a page,
you can absolutely control the final appearance. You
can use any font installed on your computer, and the
Flash movie embeds the font the visitor requires to
view the page as it was designed. Columns and text
length can be absolute, or flexible as desired. The
Radius entry page works well at a higher resoluton
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a page. As a general rule, all but those who are
experts at working with fonts should use no
more than two font families per page. Arial and
Arial Narrow (which requires graphic text) are
in the same font family. Use boldface type spar-
ingly, and never use italic type in content type.
Do not use centered, right, or full-justified text on
a Web page [1.21).

Centered paragraphs are very dithicult to read,
and add an instant amateur touch to your
work. A few exceptons exist, of course, like
poetry, and perhaps quotes, but left-jusufied
type 1s the standard because it’s the easiest to
read. You may right-justify short passages of text
for artstic effect, but be aware that by doing

so you reduce legibility. Justified type may be
acceptable in print, but you can’t create the
same effect on a Web page. When preparing
tyvpe for a printed page, your computer can
adjust the spacing between characters and
words to create a straight right margin. HTML
text can only adjust spacing between words,
and unsightly gaps appear between words to
create the solid right margin. Those gaps stop
the reader’s eye, and interfere seriously with

the legibility of the text.

Give your text room to breathe (1.22).
[ can tell instantly that a designer has had no
typography training when [ see text jammed

Left justified text is best

Contersd paragragh test is vary har to read
At the end of a ine, the reader's aye seeks 2 Quod s tam Grsecs nowitas
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against a margin, or very large type with no
line spacing. Our readers are able to absorb our
message only because they can follow the text
across a line, and easily jump to the next line

at the right time. Without spaces to direct a
reader’s eye, the message will be lost. A page
with crowded text even feels uncomfortable.

I get the same feeling looking at a page with
no breathing space as [ do in a room that’s tou
crowded. Both situations can make me decide
to leave. I'm not talking about busy pages here.
This problem 1s one of text without space.

Do not use bold type for paragraph text (1.23).
Bold type is designed for emphasis, not reading.
A full page in bold text is very difficult to read,
which 1s ironic, because I'm sure most bold text
1s used as an attempt at making the text easier
to read. You will learn many ways to make text
more legible, but stop using bold text for con-
tent this instant. I can’t think of one case [ have
seen where using passages of text with a bold-
face font improved the legibility of a page.
Never, never, never use all capitalized text (1.24).
Reading text that’s created with all capirtal let-
ters 1s almost impossible. Yet, many designers

place their most important messages in caps, no
doubt thinking that the reader will pay atten-
don. They do notice it, but reading it feels
much like trying to break code, because not

Srop ] or itis too hard to read

Interdum volgus vioe!, @st uts pectal S veleves
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with shorter, easier-to-read, line length; prevents
long, one-line paragraphs; and allows a much
more interesting layout for presenting the small
pieces of information that are so effective on

the Web.

. Don’t use huge text (1.27).

Many new designers have a tendency tw use
fonts that are too large, believing that it is eas-
ier to read. In fact, the opposite is true. If

you increase the font size, especially without
adjusting the line spacing, you actually reduce

Mega-size e e s

i - 15Nt ths text sow esner to
Text that is large is not easy Lo read. s pettgmnly
batwean the knes, and mers
CRfNTCn i this CRAFACTAnS.
Bagger s cantanty not batter
appearance that many Mac designers  when it comes 15 test e,
i s work will have on & PC If they are

using default font size settings

packed that it is very hard to follow
Lvsdare the message This is the text

i MOt oniy & page it smalisr
D‘y taxnt and headines saser to
e M awsBeals Large text size oeates short lines of read, thers & aiss 3 more
type. It's hard to get into the flow of :m‘ fasd 1 thes page:
Pravious Edition the text when you must find the new Eras 00 2y

sites. You will not see large

line too quiddy taxt or headines anywhens.

legibility. I have also seen too much super-
jumbo headline text. I suppose the idea is that
the reader will not muss the message. In reality,
it 15 hike trying to get someone’s attention with
a baseball bat. Most people respond better to a
tap on the shoulder than a large bat.

This tip carries a special warning for designers
working on a Mac, but PC designers should his-
ten, too. Text displays in different ways on a Mac
and PC computer, regardless of the browser
that is in use. The same font appears smaller on
a Mac than it does on a PC. PC designers pay
close attention to this if you tend to work with
small type. Mac owners should make sure to see
their work on a PC before deciding on text
size. Either testing your pages yourself on the
opposite platform, or at the very least, having
someone send you a screen shot of your pages
from the other platform is always a good idea.

. Do not use underlined text for anything but a link

(1.28).

In print, using underhned text 15 never okay.
This common error 1s a hangover from the
days of the typewriter when few ways to
highlight text existed. That 1s history, and
underlining is bad typography. On the Web,
it’s close to a crime. The universal symbol for a
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as we just could not justify the cost. In my early days
as a print designer, classic fonts (2.1) were the objects
of my desire, As I built my print business in the late
1980s, some of my profits were always put back into
purchasing more classic fonts.

There 1s almost nothing you can do to classic fonts

that will make them illegible. Not so with many of

Goudy

Palatino
Eurostile

the fonts that are available today. Consider the novelty
fonts here (2.2). 1 would not use any of these fonts
for a word. They may have some use as decorative
initial caps, or as graphic elements, but discerning the
word that is featured is simply too hard for a reader,
and a single word is the easiest test for legibility.
Wiatching font legibility does not mean that you're
restricted to classic fonts if you want to create great
text. Many font designers have managed to add
excitement and novelty to their fonts, but have main-
tained the qualities that allow our eyes to read the

3‘: 42351’3
kﬁbk
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Behind the Scenes

Production Graphics: Choosing a Font
| Would Never Choose

with Beauty and

‘Work
IS ..t
. -

Tou e s g g B
s Wk W e g v g, 4

Conpdenmons s tase wach o 2 3o ek b @
i 1 g s o B e
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i write & graphics column at
WebReference.com (http://
productiongraphics.comj.

The body text for this column is Times
Roman, a highly unusual choice for me.

S
Menus
Brains 2: Menu Graphics that (ol

1 am not a Times fan, even in my former
role as a print designer. However, for this
application, Times Roman was the best
solution to several outside factors in my
font choice. This choice is classic Web
design compromise.

My column is part of & larger network,
and there are restrictions to what | can
do for text control. | was asked to keep
text control through CSS to a minimum,
depending on the master CSS file (for the
parent site) where possible. | wasn't able
to use a fixed font size. WebReference.
com receives incredibly high traffic, and it
is important not to override default val-
ues for a general audience.

So, | could not use a fixed font size. At
default settings, the sans-serif choices

for Web fonts have far too tight a line
spacing, but | could not adjust line height
and stay within the goals of the parent
site for unified CSS text control.

Believe me, | tried every variation of flex-
ible fonts available, and only Times text
was legible under the restrictions | faced.
My judgement call was that Times
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