
MAKING   PARAGRAPHS

A typographic hierarchy expresses the organization 
of content, emphasizing some elements and subordi-
nating others. A visual hierarchy helps readers scan 
a text, knowing where to enter and exit and how to 
pick and choose among its offerings. Each level of 
the hierarchy should be signaled by one or more cues, 
applied consistently across a body of text. A cue can 
be spatial (indent, line spacing, placement) or graphic 
(size, style, color). Infinite variations are possible.

Writers are trained to avoid redundancy as seen in 
the expressions “future plans” or “past history.” In ty-
pography, some redundancy is acceptable, even rec-
ommended. For example, paragraphs are traditionally 
marked with a line break and an indent, a redundancy 
that has proven quite practical, as each signal provides 
backup for the other. To create an elegant economy of 
signals, try using no more than three cues for each lev-
el or break in a document.

Emphasizing a word or phrase within a body of text usually re-
quires only one signal. Italic is the standard form of emphasis. 
There are many alternatives, however, including boldface, small 
caps, or a change in color. A full-range type family such as Scala 
has many weight and style variations designed to work together. 
You can also create emphasis with a different font. If you want to 
mix font families, such as Scala and Helvetica, adjust the sizes so 
that the x-heights align.

Paragraphs do not occur in nature. Whereas sentences are grammat-
ical units intrinsic to the spoken language, paragraphs are a literary 
convention designed to divide masses of content into appetizing por-
tions. Indents have been common since the seventeenth century. Add-
ing space between paragraphs (paragraph spacing) is another standard 
device. On the web, a paragraph is a semantic unit (the <p> tag in html) 
that is typically displayed on screen with space inserted after it. A typ-
ical indent is an em space, or a quad, a fixed unit of space roughly the 
width of the letter’s cap height. An em is thus proportional to the size 
of the type; if you change the point size or column width, the indents 
will remain appropriately scaled. 


