
PAGE ARCHITECTURE

Architecture deals 
with form and 
space. Typographic 
elements must be 
organized in ways 
that are:
■  Coherent:  The 
page and the 
entire document 
must hang 
together make 
sense as a whole.
■  Meaningful:  Page design should reveal logical hierarchy.
■  Functional:  Page design should aid readability and navigation.



Page architecture 
depends on an 
underlying 
structure. Often 
this structure is a 
grid. 
■  A grid is a set of 
intersecting lines 
uniformly spaced, 
like graph paper. 
■  A grid can be as 
simple as vertical 
and horizontal axes.
■  The grid becomes the basic foundation for placing elements on 
the page; it becomes part of the character of the page. 
■  It affects the look and the personality of the document. 
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lesse; and in an instant, sleepe, which is the picture, the copie 
of  death, is taken away, that the Originall, Death it selfe may 
succeed, and that so I might have death to the life. It was part of  
Adams punishment, In the sweat of  thy browes thou shalt eate 
thy bread: it is multiplied to me, I have earned bread in the sweat 
of  my browes, in the labor of  my calling, and I have it; and I 
sweat againe, and againe, from the brow, to the sole of  the foot, 
but I eat no bread, I tast no sustenance: Miserable distribution of  
Mankind, where one halfe lackes meat, and the other stomacke. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Meditation 
Vii 

WE say that the world is made of  sea and land, as though 
they were equal; but we know that there is more sea in 

the Western than in the Eastern hemisphere. We say that the 
firmament is full of  stars, as though it were equally full; but we 
know that there are more stars under the Northern than under 
the Southern pole. We say the elements of  man are misery and 
happiness, as though he had an equal proportion of  both, and 
the days of  man vicissitudinary, as though he had as many good 
days as ill, and that he lived under a perpetual equinoctial, night 
and day equal, good and ill fortune in the same measure. But it 
is far from that; he drinks misery, and he tastes happiness; he 
mows misery, and he gleans happiness; he journeys in misery, 
he does but walk in happiness; and, which is worst, his misery 
is positive and dogmatical, his happiness is but disputable and 
problematical: all men call misery misery, but happiness changes 
the name by the taste of  man. In this accident that befalls me, 
now that this sickness declares itself  by spots to be a malignant 
and pestilential disease, if  there be a comfort in the declaration, 
that thereby the physicians see more clearly what to do, there 
may be as much discomfort in this, that the malignity may be so 
great as that all that they can do shall do nothing; that an enemy 
declares himself  then, when he is able to subsist, and to pursue, 
and to achieve his ends, is no great comfort. In intestine con-
spiracies, voluntary confessions do more good than confessions 
upon the rack; in these infections, when nature herself  confesses 
and cries out by these outward declarations which she is able to 

Books start with a simple grid that 
defines a design axis.
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Ordering principles of architecture

n	 An axis is a line 
established by two points in 
space. It is the simplest way to 
organize space. 
n	 For any publication, a 
natural axis is formed by the 
edge of the page. 
n	 The designer determines 
the design axis, the line along 
which elements will be 
organized.



n	 The designer will add other 
axes, horizontal and vertical, to 
further divide the space. 
n	 Axes are made apparent by 
the columns of type divided by 
white space: gutters and alleys.  
n	 The axes are “implied” rather 
than drawn on the page. 
n	 Alleys are horizontal bands 
of white space that separate 
page elements vertically. 
n	 Gutters are vertically bands 
of white space between columns.
n	 We refer to alleys and gutters 
together as internal margins.
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n	 Newspapers layouts were 
governed by the horizontal 
axis formed by the banner 
headline and by a vertical 
axis, usually a gutter next 
to the dominant element 
on the page. 
■  These two axes formed a 
basic grid we can call the  
T-formation.

Ordering principles of architecture



n	 This simple 
arrangement still is 
effective in 
contemporary 
publications such as 
ESPN the Magazine.
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n	 The eye naturally seeks out axes, 
mentally connecting the dots. Artwork 
— photos or graphics in designer 
parlance — has a natural axis. A 
photograph must be used correctly, with 
the page shape fitting its content, to 
take advantage of this natural axis.
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n	 Formal balance is the 
distribution of equivalent forms 
— photos, type blocks, white 
space, rules — positioned around 
a design axis down the middle of 
the page.
n	 Each half of the page is the 
mirror image of the other have 
in the way shapes are arranged. 
n	 Pages with formal balance are 
symmetrical.
n	 As the name implies, formal 
balance can lend a dignified or 
conservative look to a page, but 
it doesn’t have to be dull.

DESIGN AXIS



n	 Most designers today seek an 
informal balance. The design 
axis is placed off-center.
n	 Pages with informal balance 
are asymmetrical.
n	 An asymmetrical page often 
has a feeling of movement.
n	 When done correctly, the 
asymmetrical page will still feel 
unified and at rest with itself; it 
will feel balanced.

Ordering principles of architecture

Center axis of the pageDESIGN AXIS



Ordering principles of architecture

Formal balance is useful 
when the design needs a 
formal or conservative 
look, or when equality 
between two things needs 
to be emphasized. But it 
doesn’t have to be dull.
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Formal balance is useful in many types of documents.
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Pages with informal balance rely on the horizontal and vertical axes 
to bring order and balance to the page.
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Design axis
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Formal 
balance 
works in Web 
pages, too.
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Informal 
balance 
is more 
common 
in Web 
design.
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n	 Hierarchy deals with the importance or significance of a form or 
space by its size, shape or placement. 
n	 Before any elements are positioned, the designer must study the 
content and decide on a hierarchy. 
n	 The hierarchy serves the content.

1

2

3
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SIZE
n	 Research 
has shown 
that the eye 
is attracted 
first to the 
largest photo 
(1), then to 
the largest 
type (2) as 
the reader 
seeks more 
information. 
n	 Thus, a large photo always will dominate the hierarchy of a page.
n	 It must be relevant to the remaining content.

1

2
3

?
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SIZE
n	 Large 
photos are an 
effective way 
of 
establishing a 
starting point 
in the 
hierarchy.
n	 Large type 
finishes the 
task of 
guiding the eye around the page. 
n	 Drop caps are useful for getting the reader to the start of a story.

1

2

3
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PLACEMENT
n	 In our 
culture, we 
see the top 
left as a 
starting 
point. 
n	 Hierarchy 
by definition 
is a top-down 
process.
n	 Sometimes 
the issue is not importance but a logical reading order.

Ordering principles of architecture



n	 The repetitive elements of 
any publication create a 
rhythm, a feeling of regularity. 
n	 With asymmetrical balance 
and a planned variation in 
placement, rhythm feels 
syncopated.
n	 Rhythm begins with the 
body text: ledding, paragraph 
indents, uniform spacing, 
consistent bold elements. 
n	 Placement of typographical 
devices — large initials, 
headlines, blurbs, pull quotes 
break up text and create 
rhythm.
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RHYTHM
n	 Repeated 
elements 
that take up 
areas of 
consistent 
size and 
shape, with 
consistent 
spacing, and 
with 
consistent 
typography 
will be seen as related and can create a powerful sense of rhythm.
n	 Edward Tufte calls these elements small multiples. 



n	 A page with rhythm has a natural 
feel, especially in sequences of items.
n	 Uniform design for repetitive 
elements ties the page together even 
as it deviates from exact alignment.

1
1
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Web 
pages 
really 
need a 
carefully 
thought-
out 
rhythm.
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Page architecture is usually uniform throughout a document.
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Consistent page architecture combined with consistent typography 
and color tie multipage spreads together.
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Graphical devices, such as page labels and large drop caps, are part 
of the architecture.



Consistent division of the page brings coherence to a multipage 
document.
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