
When choosing the line spacing of a 
block of display type, the overall goal is 
to provide enough space between lines 
to maintain good typographic color, 
texture, and optimum readability, yet 
not so much that the block doesn’t read 
as a cohesive unit. 

There is no shortcut or formula for 
making this determination, as the 
optimal line spacing can vary from 
setting to setting. The major factors 
affecting line spacing are typestyle, type 
size, case (caps or u&lc), as well as the 
height and frequency of the ascenders 

and descenders. For this reason, line 
spacing for display settings is best 
determined on a case-by-case basis. 

Considerations
One of the aims of balanced display line 
spacing is to achieve optically even 

IN TODAY’S DIGITAL ENVIRONMENT, IT IS TEMPTING TO ASSUME THAT LINE SPACING (also called 
leading) settings will take care of themselves, given the convenience of the auto leading values 
that most software defaults to. While this can occasionally work for text, in the case of display 
type it is not only unwise, but typographically reckless, to overlook these settings. Display settings 
require considerable attention to detail in order to achieve professional results.
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Three examples showing too much, too little, and then just the right 

amount of line spacing for optimum readability in this quote from 

Euripides. Note that the upper quote is set using the auto leading default, 

yet is too open for this example set in Egyptian Slate.

All cap settings call for tighter leading than mixed case, as there are no 

descenders to invade the line spacing. The upper example is set using 

auto leading, which is too open for ITC Machine, a condensed display 

typeface; the one below creates a tighter, more cohesive unit of text.  

It is set solid, that is, with the same amount of leading as the point size 

(39/39). Quote from Thomas Mann.



Line Spacing (con’t)

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

spacing between the lines. This might 
seem guaranteed if they are all set at the 
same leading value. But this is a false 
assumption, as numerically consistent 
line spacing isn’t always optically even. 
The following factors affect the 
appearance of line spacing in display 
settings of three lines or more: 

n   All cap lines mixed with u&lc. When 
this occurs, the line spacing above an 
all cap line (or a line with many all cap 
words) will appear to be smaller than 
the rest of the line spaces due to the 
caps ‘invading’ the headroom above it. 

n   Varying frequency of ascenders and 
descenders. When the space between 
a pair of lines must accommodate 
many ascenders and descenders, it 
will appear to have less line spacing 
than lines with fewer. 

The solution is to manually adjust the 
leading as necessary to create the 
appearance of optically even line 
spacing, even if the numbers vary greatly. 
Do not entrust these visual decisions to 
your software. 

And, finally, it’s advisable to print out  
the type, or to view it at high resolution, 
at 100% when making these determina-
tions, as visual proportions optically 
change with scale and resolution. n 

Three lines of copy all set with the same line spacing don’t look evenly spaced due to the lack of 

descenders and ascenders between the top two lines, in contrast to their frequent occurrence  

in the bottom two. The problem is remedied by increasing the line spacing of the bottom line by 

3 points, making the grouping look optically even. Set in ITC New Baskerville.

Although typeset using numerically consistent line spacing (31/35), the upper example appears 

to have uneven line spacing due to the two middle all cap lines which take up more headroom 

than the mixed case line below it. The problem is remedied when the leading of the bottom line is 

reduced a whopping 5 points. Set in Gill Sans.


