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Measure-pointsize-leading
In the famous book by James Felici «The Complete Manual of Typography, 
the chapter 9 «Measure, Point Size, and Leading» is devoted to discussing 
the ratio of column width, size of letters and interlining of text.

It’s hard to talk about these variables—
measure, point size, and leading— one 
at a time. They work in concert, and ul-
timately all three are dependent on the 
typeface you’re working with. Bigger 
type needs wider measures, and wider 
measures need more leading. Wider 
measures, in turn, need larger type.�
Changing the leading changes every-
thing. �

�
There is no specific mathematical 

relationship between these three quan-
tities, so that, for example, by setting 
two parameters, we can calculate the 
third one. But there is a ratio that al-
lows you to estimate the approximate 
value of one of the parameters.

As with calculating suitable point 
sizes for various measures, there are 
several ways of calculating the appro-
priate leading. Again, my preference 
is a numerical approach, based on 
the relationship between point size 
and measure. To calculate how much 
extra lead to add, simply divide the 
measure (in picas) by the size of the 
type (in points). Round off the result 
to the nearest half point. For 11-point 
type set over a 24-pica measure, then, 
you would add 2 extra points of lead  
(24 ÷ 11 = 2.18, rounded off to 2), for a 
setting of 11/13. If the measure is wid-
ened to 30 picas, the result of the cal-
culation is 2.5, for a setting of 11/13.5. 
This formula certainly isn’t binding, 

but it does get you close to an appro-
priate leading value. �

So, here’s a rule of thumb for deter-
mining the leading: take the column 
width in peaks and divide it by the font 
size, and then round the result to the 
nearest half point. 
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For example, a 10-point font and 
a measure of 24 picas: the ratio is 2.4. 
This is rounded to 2.5, the number is 
added to the font size in points and we 
get an leading of 12.5 points.

The main disadvantage of this for-
mula is that other units of measure-
ment are often used to use the mea-
sure width, and few people will want 
to waste time on recalculation. But this 
can be assigned to the script.

In the Horizontal Unit block, the 
working unit of measurement is se-
lected, and the program itself counts 
everything according to the formula 
given earlier, converting the specified 
measure width into picas.

Two size input fields: column width 
and pointsize, the size of the leading 
will be displayed when the OK but-
ton is pressed. In the picture, a pica 
is selected as a unit of measurement 

of horizontal dimensions, a column 
size of 24 pica and a size of 10 pt is 
entered. The calculated result of lead-
ing is displayed in a field that cannot 
be edited.

And how do the pointsize and the 
column width relate to each other? 
Here‘s what James Felici writes about it.

  Point Size and Measure�
  Point size and measure are married 
to each other. Optimal line lengths, for 
example, are often expressed in terms of 
how many characters or words will fit 
within the measure, and this is a function 
of point size.�
  A guide that I prefer compares the 
line length in picas with the type size in 
points. Because it uses simple math, you 
don’t have to count individual words and 
characters. In this scheme, a measure (in 
picas) three times the size of the type (in 
points) is the absolute outer limit, and it is 
too long most of the time. Thus, 10-point 
type shouldn’t be set over a measure ex-
ceeding 30 picas. The ideal ratio is about 
2:1 or 2.5:1, which translates to a mea-
sure of 20 to 25 picas for 10-point type. 
When the ratio approaches 1:1 (10-point 
type over a 10-pica measure, for example) 
good type composition becomes almost 



31/4  Dimensions on the layout: measurements and explanations. Measure-pointsize-leading

impossible. Below a ratio of 1.5:1, you’re 
skating on thin ice.�
  All these schemes lead you to the same 
basic relationship between type size and 
measure, and the clear implication is that 
the longer the line, the larger the type 
should be. Standard text sizes for most 
books, journals, and magazines range 
from 10-point to 12-point.�

So, the second rule of thumb: the 
column width in picas should not ex-
ceed the tripled value of the pointsize; 
the third rule: the column width in pi-
cas should not be equal to or less than 
the pointsize; the fourth rule: the ratio 
of column width to the pointsize in the 
range of 1.5–1 should be avoided.

How is this implemented in the 
script? The program places a marker 
before the words Frame width, for the 

second and third rules it is an asterisk 
[*], for the third plus or minus [±], 
and there is a clarification in the tool-
tip. Plus [+] in place of the marker in 
the case when the ratio of the column 
width and the size did not fall within 
the mentioned restrictions.
In all messages The corrected ratio... 
means that the program recalculates 
the column width from the current 
units of measurement into picas, and 
then calculates this ratio.

Number of letters in the line
That’s the rule from Felici’s book:

  27 characters is the minimum line 
length, 40 the optimum, and 70 the 
maximum.�

And this line length spread can also 
be correlated with the selected column 
width and size.

As soon as the value of the point-
size is determined, the Line length 
checkbox becomes available. When 
you click on it, a window will open 
to get information about the options 
for the length of the string with the 
selected size:

The corrected ratio of column width to pointsize <=1,
it means that the pointsize is large for such measure

The corrected ratio of column width to pointsize >=3,
it means that the pointsize is small for such measure

The corrected ratio of column width to pointsize is equal to 1.4,
problematic ratio of column width and the used pointsize

The corrected ratio of column width to pointsize is equal to 2.4,
good ratio of column width and used pointsize
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The average ratio of the character width to the pointsize 
is different for all fonts, and it is necessary to put the value 
for the font used in this field.  Put the cursor in the text and 
check the box in the first line, the average width characters of 
the StringOfLetters will be calculated (see the program text). 
This value divided by the pointsize and placed in this field.

By default, the minimum and maximum number of let-
ters here are from Felici’s book. You can enter your values 
in these fields, and when you click on the red cross in the 
header of the window, the line length of used pintsize will 
be displayed above the Line length checkbox. 

There is also another interesting book: Nigel French. 
InDesign Type, and this book offers more practical, in my 
opinion, the minimum and maximum numbers of char-
acters in the column: 40 and 90. 

It is important here that as a result, in the main window of 
the program there will be such recommendations for choos-
ing the column size — based on the used pointsize. The width 
of the column and the leading will be easier to determine.

63Chapter 3 Type Choices

the bath. Depending on the type of document you’re 
creating, however, you can make an educated guess. For 
example, if you’re designing a bus timetable, you’ll want 
to forgo the challenging grunge typography in favor of a 
straightforward approach.

�� Color and contrast: For type to be readable you need 
contrast between the color of the type and the color of the 
background. Avoid placing type on a busy pattern, and if 
you opt for placing type on top of a photograph, be aware 
that doing so compromises readability. What you gain in 
return may be worth it, but always opt for a “quiet” part of 
the image.

NOTE: If you’re typesetting for a dyslexic audience, 
consider the Open Dyslexic typeface. Its unique letter 
shapes are designed to help prevent confusion through 
flipping and swapping. You can download it for free: 
opendyslexic.org.

Bears Ears National Monument is a 
United States National Monument 
located in San Juan County in 
southeastern Utah, established by 
President Barack Obama by presidential 
proclamation on December 28, 2016. The 
monument’s original size was 1,351,849 
acres, which was reduced to 201,876 
acres by President Donald Trump on 
December 4, 2017.

Bears Ears National Monument is a United States National 
Monument located in San Juan County in southeastern Utah, 
established by President Barack Obama by presidential 
proclamation on December 28, 2016. The monument’s original 
size was 1,351,849 acres, which was reduced to 201,876 acres by 
President Donald Trump on December 4, 2017.

Bears Ears National Monument is a United States National Monument located in San Juan 
County in southeastern Utah, established by President Barack Obama by presidential 
proclamation on December 28, 2016. The monument’s original size was 1,351,849 acres, 
which was reduced to 201,876 acres by President Donald Trump on December 4, 2017.
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Try it!
The program will not solve all the questions for us, but it 

will definitely help us quickly find the right values. And you 
can explain to yourself and others why the column width 
and interlining are exactly like this. 

However, most likely, no one will ask. They will take it 
for granted. If this upsets you, then may be the words of 
Jan Tschichold from the work “The Form of the Book:” will 
comfort you:

“To remain nameless and without specific appreciation, yet 
to have been of service to a valuable work and to the small 
number of visually sensitive readers — this, as a rule, is the 
only compensation for the long, and indeed never-ending, 
indenture of the typographer.”

Its help me sometimes.

Mikhail  Ivanyushin
dotextok@gmail.com
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