
Helvetica
a Mid-century modern typeface



About the Typeface
• Helvetica was developed by Max Miedinger with 

Edüard Hoffmann in 1957 for the Haas Type Foundry 
in Münchenstein, Switzerland.  

• In the late 1950s, the European design world saw a 
revival of older sans-serif typefaces such as the 
German face Akzidenz Grotesk created by Berthold 
around 1898. Haas’ director Hoffmann 
commissioned Miedinger, a former employee and 
freelance designer, to draw an updated sans-serif 
typeface to add to their line.  

• The result was called Die Neue Haas Grotesk, but its 
name was later changed to Helvetica, derived from 
Helvetia, the Latin name for Switzerland, when Haas’ 
German parent companies Stempel and Linotype 
began marketing the font internationally in 1961.



Popularity
• With its clean, smooth lines, it reflected a modern 

look that many designers were seeking, called the 
Swiss Style. At a time when many European 
countries were recovering from the ravages of war, 
Helvetica presented a way to express newness and 
modernity.  

• Introduced amidst this wave of popularity of Swiss 
design, and fueled by advertising agencies selling 
this new design style to their clients, Helvetica 
quickly appeared in corporate logos, signage for 
transportation systems, package labeling, in poster 
art, in advertising—in short, everywhere. 

• Inclusion of the font in home computer systems such 
as the Apple Macintosh in 1984 only further 
cemented its ubiquity. 
 
ubiquity: the fact of appearing everywhere or of being very common.



Suiss Design
Often referred to as the International Typographic Style or the International Style, the style 
of design that originated in Switzerland in the 1940s and 50s was the basis of much of 
the development of graphic design during the mid 20th century. Led by designers Josef 
Müller-Brockmann at the Zurich School of Arts and Krafts and Armin Hofmann at the 
Basel School of Design, the style favored simplicity, legibility and objectivity. 

Of the many contributions to develop from the two schools were the use of, sans-serif 
typography, grids and asymmetrical layouts. Also stressed was the combination of 
typography and photography as a means of visual communication. The primary influential 
works were developed as posters, which were seen to be the most effective means of 
communication. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josef_M%C3%BCller-Brockmann
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josef_M%C3%BCller-Brockmann
http://www.designishistory.com/home/swiss/_http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armin_Hofmann




The Good
• Fans of Helvetica tout its legibility and its versatility, 

finding it equally “perfect” for use in a corporate logo 
or on a local street sign.  

• It was created specifically to be neutral, to not give 
any impression or have any meaning in itself. This 
neutrality was paramount, and based on the idea that 
type itself should give no meaning. That’s one reason 
why it’s been used by everyone from Post-it to 
American Apparel. 

• Was designed in post-war Europe, and many 
companies were looking for a change. It was the 
opposite of all the kitchy, fancy, decorative 
typography that covered corporate materials and 
advertisements. 

• Sleek lines and modern sensibilities were just what 
companies were looking for to remake their identities 
and set themselves apart from the past.





The Bad
• Some designers find Helvetica to be dull, predictable 

and boring.  
• In the 1970s, a backlash occurred when young 

designers began looking for more energetic, 
expressive ways to present information.  

• This post-modernist reaction to Helvetica included 
the “grunge” period of the 1990s, when designers 
experimented with new concepts in graphic 
communication, moving away from the orderly, 
predictable look of Helvetica to a mix of print styles 
and a wildly varying use of color and line. 

• One argument against Helvetica is that it is the 
Corporate Generic Font that lacks personality. 

• Helvetica is often a “safe choice” for anyone who is 
too afraid or too lazy to choose something else.





So What?

• What is the purpose of type? 
• Should a typeface be expressive, or should it be legible or 

both? 
• Are all typefaces expressive in one way or another? 
• Is legibility and communication the same thing?

So first you need to ask yourself a little about what 
you believe.  
1. On a google doc, answer these 4 questions.

2. Then write a 200-300 word essay response to one of 
the quotes on the class website on the same page. Do 
you agree or disagree with the statement and why. Give 
supporting evidence.


