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are being delivered. Typography
is not simply a frou-frou debate
over aesthetics orchestrated by
a hidden coterie of graphic-de-
sign nerds. You need only imag-
ine a STOP sign that utilizes the
heavy-metal typefaces favoured
by bands Dokken or Krokus to
realize that clear, clean and di-
rect typography can save lives,
or at the very least prevent driv-
ers from prolonged bouts of
confused squinting. 

And so, before delving into
the historical and sociolog-

ical aspects of Helvetica, let us
start by thinking small for a
minute, and focus on the i•n-
•d•i•v•i•d•u•a•l letters. Ob-
serve the fancy little dangly bits
off the top and bottom of letters
such as T, H and F. (Feel free to
grab a magnifying glass.) Those
are called serifs. (This essay is
typeset in TorStarTextRoman,
and those serifs are supposed to
make reading longer articles
easier on the eyes.) Since Hel-
vetica is bereft of such accoutre-
ments, it is a sanserif typeface.
Its lettering is crisp yet rounded,
helping it to communicate ef-
fectively, without drawing un-
due attention unto itself.

Typefaces generally rely on
subtle alterations to make their
impact. In his photo-heavy book
Helvetica, designer Lars Müller
praises the titular typeface for
its “understated self-assurance”
— describing it as if it were an es-
pecially pleasing glass of shiraz.

In the same book, designer
Katherine McCoy goes further,
arguing that, “The Helvetica
Medium lower-case ‘a’. . . is the
most beautiful two-dimension-
al form ever designed. Its luxuri-
ous sensual curves are balanced
by points of crisp tension. Its
lovely counter makes me think
of Mozart.”

Why is Helvetica praised like
this? Certainly no one is singing
from the rooftops about Times
New Roman. But Helvetica is
more than simply a popular
typeface. Many consider it the
official typeface of the 20th cen-
tury.

Helvetica has played a crucial
role in providing shape and tone
to the modern visual landscape
— the “perfume of the city” in
Müller’s florid words. And Hel-
vetica’s Q-Score will skyrocket
next weekend when filmmaker
Gary Hustwit (director of I Am
Trying to Break Your Heart
about rock band Wilco) screens
his documentary Helvetica at
Hot Docs (April 21 and 22). 

But this article is not a plug for
Hustwit’s new film. It’s too late
for that. Helvetica was the first
film to sell out both perfor-
mances at this year’s Hot Docs.
The Saturday screening sold out
in five days, and the Sunday
screening was full six days later
— a trend consistent with
screenings in New York, Istan-
bul, Prague and the South by
Southwest Festival in Austin.

As director Hustwit explains
via email, “Seeing people lined
up around the block for a film
about a font is pretty strange.
But when you think about it, we
all use fonts every day now. The
newspaper that this interview is
printed in is obviously full of

fonts. So why shouldn’t people
want to know more about some-
thing they see and use every
day?”

At the risk of being a film spoil-
er, the history of typography is
not steeped in sex, murder or in-
trigue. The occasional kidnap-
per might still create a ransom
note using cut-out letters
snipped from the newspaper,
but there it ends. Still, there are
plenty of colourful moments in
the history of typography, al-
though they’re as easy to over-
look as Helvetica itself. It’s a
classic figure-ground problem.
We tend to think of Gutenberg’s
printing press as revolutionary,
because it allowed the dissemi-
nation of incendiary material
such as Luther’s The 95 Theses.
Content can have radical aims
or outcomes, but what about the
individual letters that give body
and tone to the content? 

During the early 20th century,
various avant-garde move-
ments decided to stop minding
their Ps and Qs (and the other
24) as they experimented with
the power of type. Starting in
1909, the Futurists scattered
words and letters across the
page for poetic effect, and vari-
ous manifestoes relied upon ty-
pographic tricks to underscore
bellicose sentiments such as,
“We will destroy the museums,

libraries, academies of every
kind.”

Wyndham Lewis leveraged
Futurist innovations in the lay-
outs of Blast, the Vorticist maga-
zine, while the Dada clan used
photomontage and collage to
draw attention to their world-
view.

The Constructivists, especially
through the work of El Lissitz-
ky, converted type into a form of
illustration, reinforced by the
letterpress innovations of the
Bauhaus and de Stijl move-
ments.

A few decades later, during the
1940s, poet Jean-Isidore Isou
tried to bury the bourgeois in-
stitution of the word entirely —
the manifesto of his Letterist
movement heralds “the de-
struction of words for letters.”
Isou believed that the letter
would became the building
block of a new art in which poets
would reduce their outpourings
and impulses to letters.

The goals of the Haas Type
Foundry, the company respon-
sible for creating Helvetica,
were far more modest than
Isou’s. Edouard Hoffmann, the
foundry’s director, asked Max
Miedinger to update Akzidenz
Grotesk, a popular typeface cre-
ated in 1896. The result was
Neue Haas Grotesk, which de-
buted to little fanfare in 1957.

Swiss-school design empha-
sized order and linearity, a man-
date compatible with Helveti-
ca’s austere look and feel.

Four years later, at the behest
of Mergenthaler Linotype
(Haas’s parent company), the
name was changed to Helvetica
(Helvetia is Latin for Switzer-
land) as part of a marketing plan
to sell the typeface internation-
ally. The new name was meant
to leverage the growing popu-
larity of Swiss design, and it
worked. Ad agencies, and any-
one else seeking to imbue their
posters or products with 1960s
cosmopolitanism, used the
typeface, and by the 1980s it was
everywhere, thanks in part to
the fact that Helvetica came
bundled with the first Macin-
tosh computers.

As mentioned earlier, this
essay is typeset in TorStar-

TextRoman. Although TorStar-
TextRoman is meant to ensure
that Star readers will read and
savour each delicious word,
there is nothing intrinsically
legible about the typeface. At
least, that’s the claim Eric Gill
made in his An Essay on Typog-
raphy published in 1931: “Leg-
ibility, in practice, amounts sim-
ply to what one is accustomed
to.”

Almost 60 years later Zuzana

Licko made a similar argument
in the design magazine Emigre,
writing that “Typefaces are not
intrinsically legible; rather, it is
the reader’s familiarity with fac-
es that accounts for their legibil-
ity. Studies have shown that
readers read best what they read
most.”

Which means the heavy metal
STOP sign example was humor-
ous but somewhat inaccurate.
Grow up in a city like Röckster-
dam, where gothic lettering pre-
dominates, and you’ll soon ac-
climatize.

The legibility claim appears
counterintuitive at first, but evi-
dence for Gill and Licko’s claim
can be found in your hands.
“Newspaper typography has
created some of the very worst
typefaces, typesetting, and page
layouts known to mankind,”
write designers Erik Spieker-
mann and E.M. Ginger in their
book Stop Stealing Sheep & Find
Out How Type Works. “Yet we
put up with bad line breaks,
huge word spaces, and ugly type,
because that is what we are used
to. After all, who keeps a news-
paper longer than it takes to
read it? And if it looked any bet-
ter, would we still trust it to be
objective?” 

Although Licko would proba-
bly agree with Spiekermann and
Ginger, her legibility argument
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‰ Helvetica From D1 was made in a particular con-
text: the emergence of the digi-
tal foundry. The laborious,
physical process of creating a
new typeface by carving it out of
metal is no more. (This very
newspaper used to be created
with molten lead and a Linotype
machine.)

Now, any fool with a computer
can generate their own type-
face, which leads to the stylistic
chaos and excess witnessed in
Gen-X magazines like Raygun
and Speak. In 1990, Erik van
Blokland and Just van Rossum
created FF Beowolf Serif 23, a
“random” font that constantly
tweaks its shape and outline so,
like a snowflake, no character is
ever repeated.

Jonathan Barnbrook, mean-
while, created Burroughs
(named after William S.), which
substitutes coherent input with
a river of gibberish. These are
extreme examples, but for
Licko, the jagged, cutting-edge
typefaces of today may become
the Helveticas of tomorrow.

Technology giveth but it also
subtracts. The computer

has brought into being a new ty-
pographic scourge while at the
same time providing the means
for complaining about it vocifer-
ously. I’m referring to Arial, a
typeface meant to mirror Hel-
vetica, but a typeface that many
would prefer to call Jezebel. On
his website, www.ms-studio
.com, designer Mark Simonson
explains why Arial is a poor im-
itation of Helvetica, calling it a
“parasite.”

Simonson also includes a guide
to spotting the differences be-
tween the two typefaces, detail-
ing Arial’s flaws like a judge on
America’s Next Top Model. Arial
might be guilty of minor ocular
transgressions, but there are far
worse offenders, such as Comic
Sans, a typeface that bestows
one’s writing with all the verve
and elegance of Porky Pig.

Perhaps the most relevant
benchmark of typographic suc-
cess is sheer perseverance. Will
Helvetica survive another 50
years? Maybe. Frutiger is start-
ing to replace Helvetica in many
business contexts. And design-
ers are hardly unanimous about
its appeal. In Müller’s Helvetica,
Wolfgang Weingart describes
the typeface as “the epitome of
ugliness,” while Keith Godard
suggests, “like a beautiful per-
son, it often lacks personality.”
Rick Poyner, meanwhile, com-
plains of its “bloodless neutral-
ity,” a rather fitting comment to
be making about a Swiss type-
face.

Regardless of its future, Hel-
vetica has left its marks on mo-
dernity.

“I think it’s changed the world,
but probably in a very subtle
way that most people wouldn’t
realize or even care about,
frankly,” explains filmmaker
Hustwit. 

“When you’re parking your
car, and you want to know
whether you can park in a cer-
tain spot or not, you just want to
get that information quickly and
clearly.”

Helvetica might boss us
around, but we continue to ap-
preciate its no-nonsense effi-
ciency and reserve. Like it or
not, it’s clearly our type.
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Helvetica at work on a sign from the New York subway now on display at the Museum of Modern Art, top, and aboard American
Airlines. Directly above, the type as star, in a scene from the documentary Helvetica. Below, a headline in, naturally, Helvetica. 

staff to create a new typeface.
They could now design at home
using a mouse.

“It used to be only a few foun-
dries, but now there are hun-
dreds of foundries and thou-
sands of type designers,” Shinn
says of the growing industry. 

Another reason for the growth
in the font industry is the In-
ternet, which allows indepen-
dent foundries to sell their type
around the world and self-pub-
lish their own work.

Pre-Internet, designers would
have to split their sales between
a publisher and a distributor,
typically making only a 20 per
cent profit.

The ability to self-publish has
cut the publisher out complete-
ly; now, the designers get 50 per
cent of the profit.

Working independently gives
designers like Shinn the free-
dom to produce fonts on their
own terms, developing them
with a hands-on approach in-
stead of being filtered through a
division of labour, which is a cor-

porate approach.
“If you are an independent de-

signer, you have creative control
over what you release,” says
Shinn, “It’s not dictated by the
suits.

“But that is where the term ‘in-
die’ comes from,” he says. “The
music business, wasn’t it? Be-
cause the musicians were al-
ways complaining about having
their creativity stifled by the
publishing companies.”

The independence of his busi-
ness has not only allowed Shinn
to create custom typefaces for
newspapers and corporations
but also to satisfy more creative
and uncommissioned endea-
vours, like Softmachine. 

“Fontesque.” Shinn utters the
name of the 1994 type that cata-
pulted him to font fame. “That
was my first big hit.”

His next hit font was the Ri-
chler typeface, which was de-
signed to commemorate Cana-
dian writer Mordecai Richler.

“People will have heard of me
because it was a front-page story
on the National Post: ‘Type de-
sign commemorates Richler,’ ”

he remembers.
Whether or not you’ve heard of

Shinn, you’ve probably read his
work. But the names that ring a
bell remain classic typefaces
like Times New Roman, Helvet-
ica and Futura, not local, fresh
ones like Fontesque, Richler
and Softmachine.

“If you are just recycling the
past in clever ways or are just us-
ing default fonts, that is dumb-
ing down culture,” says Shinn.
“You have a very corporate form
of design that has emerged that
really doesn’t support indepen-
dent creative producers around
the world. It supports a few peo-

ple at the high end who are pro-
ducing stuff that everybody else
uses, all marketed by these big
software companies like Adobe
and Microsoft.

“I think of myself and my work
as being culturally rich,” he says,
“as that of a novelist or a mu-
sician or filmmaker.”
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‘If you are an independent designer, you have creative control
over what you release. It’s not dictated by the suits’ 
Type designer NICK SHINN

The rounded 
Softmachine type is named
after an English prog rock band
and a novel by William S.
Burroughs. Among the
lettering’s talents is the 
ability to be outlined 
without forming sharp,
protruding edges.
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