
Prior to digital technology, setting type 
in a shape was labor-intensive and 
technically challenging at best, and 
close to madness-inducing if the shape 

was the least bit intricate. With today’s 
sophisticated software, it is relatively 
easy to define a shape and pour the 
type into it. That said, setting type in a 
shape requires clarity of intention, a 
reason for being. Attention to detail is 
key – and the rules of good typography 
continue to apply. 

Popular categories of shapes for text 
include representational, geometric, 
and random or abstract. A figurative 
shape such as an animal, a bottle or a 
piece of fruit is instantly recognizable, 
sending a message before a single word 
has been read. A shape, such as a circle 
or globe, a triangle or pyramid, or a 
heart can reinforce a theme or illustrate 
a point. An abstract, seemingly arbitrary 
shape can impart excitement, a sense  
of calm, or dynamic tension. The form 
you choose should help communicate 
your visual (and sometimes literal) 
message, as well as support the purpose 
and intention of the overall design. 

Now comes the rigorous part: the 
execution. When creating a typographic 
shape, bear in mind the best practices of 
good typography. These include 
minimizing the number of very short 

lines that can be difficult to avoid in 
narrow shapes, and keeping hyphen-
ation to a minimum. When applying 
justification to type shapes, aim for 
balanced word and letter spacing, and 
avoid rivers of white space. Uneven 
spacing can reduce readability, jeopar-
dizing the reader’s interest.

WHEN WE THINK OF SETTING TEXT, VERTICAL COLUMNS OF FIXED WIDTH are what typically come 
to mind. While this is almost certainly the most common format, more creative approaches can 
enliven an otherwise traditional layout. Creating shapes with the text can infuse a piece with 
vibrancy, energy, visual diversity – and even drama.

Text Shapes
by Ilene Strizver

Two spreads designed by Mark van Bronkhorst 

for U&lc (Vol. 25, No. 4, 1999). The text shapes 

cleverly mirror the images, emphasizing the 

subject. U&lc, published from the early 1970s 

until the turn of the millennium, was a typo- 

graphic journal known for its expressive and 

groundbreaking use of type.
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Figure 5–17 These spreads from U&lc show how Mark van Bronkhorst contoured the type to mirror shapes from the fac-
ing page. It might look easy to do, but the copy and the line breaks were edited and hand-worked to eliminate holes and 
rivers, keeping the texture and color of the type even. Courtesy of Mark van Bronkhorst. 

Designer Eva Roberts uses an arbitrary, yet 

extremely dynamic, type shape to bring a 

potentially dull page of text to life. The shape 

also serves to reinforce the experimental 

philosophy of Black Mountain College.  

The piece appeared in the North Carolina 

Literary Review, 1995.



Text Shapes (cont.)

Fontology is a trademark of Monotype Imaging Inc. and may be registered in certain jurisdictions.

Achieving the best visual and contextual 
outcome occasionally calls for minor 
revisions to the actual text itself (with 
permission, of course!). Other useful 
techniques include inserting manual line 
breaks, and subtly altering the shape to 
minimize typographic improprieties.  
The text content is always more impor-
tant than the shape in which it is set – 
but taking the time to fine tune the 
shape, the spacing and overall typo-
graphy can yield an eye-catching and 
memorable result. n

Download past issues of U&lc here: 
http://blog.fonts.com/category/ulc/

Michael Pallozzi’s type set in the shape of a cup 

helps convey a sense of warmth and comfort to 

preview the content/subject of a class project.

Justified text shapes may call for modifying the shape, inserting manual line breaks, and/or refining 

the justification setting (including deciding whether to justify the last line, as shown above) to get 

the most pleasing result possible.

Lewis Carroll’s original manuscript of Alice’s 

Adventures in Wonderland includes this 

whimsical type shape, playing on the words 

‘tail’ and ‘tale,’ both of which appear in the 

immediately preceding text.
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