
Proper, true-drawn superiors and 
inferiors are designed to be visually 
compatible with the full-size figures 
in terms of weight and proportions. 
In other words, they are not simply 
reduced lining figures, which would 

be both too light and too narrow. The 
superior figures in a typeface may align 
at and/or slightly above the cap height, 
while inferiors may sit on and/or below 
the baseline. Some typefaces offer 
all four alignments. The specific usage 

will determine which alignment is 
appropriate. For instance, “high” 
superiors are ideal for footnotes and 
math formulas, whereas the cap-aligned 
version is the standard for numerators. 
Baseline-aligned inferiors are used for 
denominators, and those that sit below 
the baseline for some chemical formulas. 

Superior and inferior figures are some-
times referred to as superscript and 
subscript glyphs. In some instances 
these terms are indeed interchangeable, 
but not always. Superscript or subscript 
can also be a software command to 
raise or lower a character or symbol. The 
command may automatically generate 
a superior or inferior figure, by reducing 
(usually to about 60%) the full-size 
version. In this scenario, the inserted 
figure will not harmonize with the sur-
rounding type in form or color, creating 
a visual distraction. 

An increasing number of OpenType® 
fonts include a complete set of true-
drawn superior and inferiors, thanks to 
the format’s capacity to accommodate 
thousands of characters. Note that older 
font formats (Type 1 and TrueType) only 
had “room” for the 1, 2 and 3 superior 

SUPERIOR AND INFERIOR FIGURES ARE NUMERALS THAT ARE SMALLER VERSIONS of full-size lining 
figures. These diminutive numerals most commonly appear in diagonal fractions, but they are 
also used for footnotes and endnotes, chemical and mathematical notations, and occasionally for 
indicating the cents in prices in display settings.
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True-drawn superior and inferior figures are often available (in a font) in four alignments, as shown 

in the Harmonia Sans™ Condensed typeface.

The various uses of superior and inferior figures shown above in green, are set in the ITC Legacy® Serif 

typeface family. 



figures, necessitating the use of auto-
matically generated reduced figures for 
the others. If your project requires 
superiors and inferiors, select typefaces 
that contain a full set of the true-drawn 
variety, in order to achieve the most 
professional typographic results. n
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True-drawn superior and inferior figures are harmonious with the full-size figures in weight, width, 

and spacing (upper). The automatically generated reduced figures are too light, too narrow, and too 

tight (lower). Set in the ITC Legacy Serif typeface.


