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Helvetica 
was   fi rst 

conceived 
at the Hass 

Type Foundry in 
Munchenstein, 

Switzerland in 
1957. The director 

of the Haas, Eduard 
Hoffmann, sought to 

create a typeface that 
reinterpreted the sans-serif 

design of Akzidenz-Grotesk, 
an older German typeface created 

in 1896. Unable to achieve his vision 
alone, Hoffmann reverted to the talents of 

Max Miedinger. Miedinger cut the typeface and 
Hoffmann critiqued and edited the letters Miedginer 

cut from steel. A joint effort, Hofmann decided to title their new 
typeface design ‘Die Neue Haas Grotesk’. Three years later, the name was 
changed to ‘Helvetica’ in order to market it internationally, as it was easier 
to say in English. Helvetica means ‘Swiss’ in Latin, derived from the Latin 
word for Switzerland: Helvetia. lHelvetica came about during 

the post-war period in which 
there was a great sense of 

optimism amongst European 
society. The designers of this 

society felt as though they 
had a social responsibility 

to create better, more 
democratic design. 
Helvetica embodies 

that attempt to 
express and 
address the 

needs of the 
modern 

world.
Helvetica 
did away 
with the 
humanistic 
details of 
older typefaces. 
It was designed 
to be neutral, 
without an inherent 
meaning. The typeface 
became extremely 
popular amongst 
designers of the 1960’s 
because of Helvetica’s 
natural deference to the text.vIn the early 1960’s Helvetica was relatively 

unknown, having failed to disseminate 
beyond the confi nes of central Europe. 
Due to Helvetica’s slow dispersion, 
Matthew Carter (of Verdana and 
Georgia fame) was tasked with 
redesigning Akzidenz-Grotesk for 
the signs at Heathrow Airport in 
1961. He was completely unaware 
that Akzidenz-Grotesk had already 
been redesigned and that the 
effort surpassed his own attempt.  
In retrospect, Carter asserts that 
he would have used Helvetica, 
but due to the conservative 
nature of type design at the 
time, Heathrow was left with 
nearly-there Helvetica on the 
its terminal sign.
 Despite Helvetica’s 
slow introduction to the 
world, European graphic 
designers quickly saw 
the advantages of the 
new typeface and 
incorporated it into the 
new design aesthetic 
of the 60’s - clean 
and simple, with an 
emphasis on shape. 
Designers such 
as Josef Muller 
Brockman and 
Wim Crouwel 
were known to 
use Helvetica 
extensively in 
their work.  eBy the 1970’s, however, there began a backlash against 

Helvetica by a new generation of designers. They associated 
Helvetica with the ‘establishment’ of governments and 
corporations. They considered Helvetica to be uninteresting 
and overused. In contrast, the up and coming designers 
or today are fond of Helvetica, seeking to reinterpret the 
possibilities of the 54-year-old typeface. tCharacteristicsHelvetica is one of the most widely used sans-

serif typefaces in the world. The original design 
was reinvented as ‘Helvetica Neue’ (New 
Helvetica), in which the heights and widths were 
more unifi ed.ti

Abcdefghijk
Extreme x-height compared 

to cap height

Ascenders and 
descenders are 
particularly stunted

Cap height and 
ascender height are 
the same

Terminals are 
strict horizontals 
and verticals

The stroke 
is slightly 
graduated on 
some forms, 
but not all

Bowls and 
counters 

are oblong

All x-heights 
are not 
perfectly 
unifi ed

Abcdefghijk
X-height 

slightly 
lower

All x-heights 
are perfectly 
unifi ed

Bowls and 
counters 
are rounder

Helvetica

Neue HelveticacABCDGOPQRS

The Inspiration: 
Akzidenz-Grotesk (Berthold)

Akizedenz-Grotesk and Helvetica are quite similar, but there are noticeable 
differences. The capital G, Q, and R obviously have different tails. Helvetica 
has horizontally cut ends, while Akzidenz-Grotesk has radially cut ends on 
letters such as c, e, and s.

Helvetica

Akizedenz-Grotesk caThe Competitor: Univers

abcdefghijk

In the 1980’s Univers was the most widely used san-serif face. 
Its main advantage was that it was created in several families. 
This allowed designers greater choice and forced the owners of 
Helvetica to design a greater family - resulting in Neue Helvetica.

Univers is still one of the most popular 
sans-serif faces today. Helvetica and 
Univers !Th
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Seen by many as a copy, 
Arial is derisively known 
as the Windows’ version 
of Helvetica. There are 
those that would say (Erik 
Spiekerman among them) 
that Arial is Helvetica. But 
worse. The characters are 
slightly changed, but Spieker-
man points out that they were 
changed just enough to avoid 
copyright laws. The two fonts 
have identical character widths 
and are practically indistin-
guishable by most observers. 
The tails on the R, Q and a are 
different. There are also a few 
letters in Arial that exhibit radially 
cut ends, but these only pertain 
to the t, r, f, and C.

RQCarftbdjm

RQCarftbdjm
RQCarftbdjm

A
ria

l
H

el
ve

tic
a?RQCarftbdjm

Exposure

Urban Outfi tters
American Airlines

AmericanApparel
Crate&Barrel

Tupperware
Chevrolet

Lufthansa
Motorola

Kawasaki
Microsoft
Toyata

Verizon
Jeep

Fendi
BMW

Target
Fuse

Nestle
Saab
TNT
3M
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