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Introduction
The typeface Helvetica, originally known as Neue Haas Grotesk, was designed by Max Meidinger (1910-1980) and Eduard Hoffmann (1892-1980) and released by the Haas Type Foundry in 1957 (Purcell, 2014, pp.81-83). Helvetica “manages to convey honesty and invite trust, while its quirks distinguish it from anything that portrays overbearing authority” (Garfield, 2011, p.135). It is “determined by the white space around the letters, which crisply defines and “holds in” the black letterforms” (Miller, 2017) and “it was intended merely as a clean, useful alphabet… that would portray important information in the clearest fashion” (Garfield, 2011, p.135). Helvetica was designed with the prupose of improving the already popular Akzidenz Grotesk typeface that removed the imperfections to create a cleaner and clearer typeface. In 1959 it was adapted to work with a Linotype machine, the standard for both newspaper and magazine printing (Purcell, 2014, pp.81-83). Having only one weight when it was released, other designers from across the world began to add additional styles. It wasn’t until 1983 that Linotype, the type foundry that now own Helvetica, having taken over the Haas Type Foundry, released Helvetica Neue, a digitised version which consisted of eight different weights, each with three styles, condensed, italic and extended (Meggs & Purvis, 2012, p.377). 

Akzidenz Grotesk was identified as the perfect typeface for Swiss design, due to its accurate and clear forms that were necessary for the culture of that time. It appeared less dated and suited itself much better to a heavily mechanical age, and it became “the standard text typeface of the designers in Switzerland” (Hollis, 2006, p.44). It was not unexpected then, that Helvetica found instant success with the modernist International Typographic Style movement, which was particularly prominent in Switzerland. Helvetica’s “air of lucid efficiency to any typographic message with its clean, no-nonsense shapes” (Linotype, n.d.) fitted perfectly into the International Typographic Styles pursuit for a clear and objective design. The neutrality of the typeface was ideal for the style that aimed to create design that could be internationally accepted (Meggs & Purvis, 2012, p.379). Helvetica soon found its way to the United States, thanks to graphic designer Massimo Vignelli (1931-2014), and it soon became the face of many corporations including American Airlines, American Apparel, Gap and the New York Subway. This popularity eventually subsided and by the 1980s Postmodernism began to take hold, and the deconstructive style moved away from the clean precision that Helvetica represented. Although somewhat less common, Helvetica still persisted and in 1984, having been recently digitised, it was included among the first fonts on the Macintosh Computer. Noting Helvetica’s success, Microsoft commissioned an imitation and created the font Arial for inclusion on their computers. In 2007, 50 years after Helvetica was first released, Gary Hustwit made a documentary celebrating the typeface. (Shaw, 2016). Helvetica is once again being used by many designers such as Michael C. Place (born 1969) who commented “when it’s used well, it’s a sheer joy to look at” (Treggiden, 2011). Others are less emphatic, Armin Vit wrote that “Helvetica is old. Helvetica is clunky. No business, service, or product deserves Helvetica in the twenty-first century” (2012). Opinions aside, Helvetica still appears in all sorts of design, amateur and professional alike, therefore it must hold some validity in our society, whether or not it is contextually appropriate. However, it is somewhat surprising that Helvetica is still such an influential part of design today, especially taking into account the cultural and technical changes since 1957. Looking at how design has evolved throughout Helvetica’s life time and how designers adapt to different times it may be possible to identify why it has endured so successfully. 

It is important to acknowledge that a significant factor for the success of Helvetica was the way in which it was marketed. From its very conception it was marketed heavily. Before Helvetica was even released, Hoffmann had been working on links between the Haas Type Foundry and Stempel, who would later be absorbed by Linotype, an American type foundry. He had already realised that creating a font that was adaptable to the Linotype machines would be an effective method of advertising Helvetica. It was also due to Linotype, that it was renamed from Neue Haas Grotesk to Helvetica, so as to appeal to the international market. The importance of the choice to associate with Linotype is abundantly clear if you consider Helvetica’s adversary Univers. It was designed by Adrian Frutiger (1928-2015) and released in 1957, the same year as Helvetica, by the French type foundry Deberny & Peignot. Univers was adapted for phototypesetting and suffered because the system was never as widely adopted as Linotype (Shaw, 2016). While these are all contributing factors, this essay will focus on the design aspect of the typeface and its social context when determining how Helvetica has remained so successful. 

1960 - 1980
In 1966 Massimo Vignelli and Bob Noorda (1927-2010) were asked to consult on the rebranding of the New York Subway system under their newly founded company Unimark. The process of choosing a type face was a difficult one, with Helvetica being Vignelli’s primary choice. Unfortunately for Vignelli there were too many technical difficulties with this choice, mainly the fact that the in house printers who enamelled the signs did have access to the stencils for Helvetica, and creating new ones would have been extremely costly. At the time, Akzidenz Grotesk was used instead and it wasn’t until 1989 that Helvetica was fully implemented, despite the typefaces’ waning popularity at the time. It is also possible that Helvetica was originally pushed more by Vignelli than Noorda. “While Vignelli was a strong believer in the virtues of Helvetica, Noorda was not as committed. His custom typeface for the Metropolitana Milanese was born out of dissatisfaction” (Shaw, 2008). In spite of the trouble and resistance of using Helvetica, it still remains the typeface of the New York Subway today, which is testament to how functional it must be. 

Vignelli’s constant use of Helvetica through a variety of branding projects led to it becoming the face of Unimark itself. Vignelli himself stated, “It is quite true when it is said that I singlehandedly imported Helvetica to the USA, and the extended use of it by Unimark, our company at the time, made the typeface very popular” (2007, p.81). It soon became the language of any company that wanted to exude a modern, accomplished feel, and although this led to a surge of popularity, it wasn’t long before people started to dismiss it. In Vignelli from A to Z, it is suggested that Helvetica was rebuffed during the 1970s as a reaction to the incessant corporate use for companies that had associations with events such as the Vietnam War. Vignelli goes on to say that ‘for a while, psychedelic typefaces replaced Helvetica, and that says it all’ (2007, p.81). In Gary Huswit’s film ‘Helvetica’, designer Paula Scher (born 1948) reinforces this saying how companies that were using Helvetica as a brand were in fact pro Vietnam War, and “therefore if you used Helvetica it meant that you were in favour of the Vietnam War.” (2007). Kerry Purcell makes an interesting point in her article in Iconic Designs: 50 Stories about 50 Things, that Helvetica removes any culpability or association making it more accessible for major companies to avoid political stance. This in turn voices a stronger message; by avoiding to take a stance they actually advocated the War (2014, pp.81-83). Yet this could be argued both ways, and such a strong political connotation like supporting a war is against the very neutrality that Helvetica was designed for. As it is said in Looking Closer Five Critical Writings on Graphic Design, “Helvetica, Akzidenz Grotesk, Grotesque, Univers, etc. although… far from meaningless, their original context is as neutral communicators” (VanderLans, 2006, p.28).

Helvetica is not the first or only typeface to have had ubiquitous use. In 1927 Paul Renner (1878-1956) designed and released the typeface Futura (Linotype, n.d.). According to the type foundry that produced it, “Futura is timelessly modern…and today it continues to be a popular typographic choice” (Linotype, n.d.). This was clearly the case in 1953 when the Type Directors Club describe it as “the most used advertising display letter” (Nesbitt, 2001, pp.82-87). Futura was considered a very dominant font at the time, having gained popularity through its use by Dada and Constructivist designers, it was being used copiously in advertising and print with no rivals (Nesbitt, 2001, pp.82-87). Even today the author of Never Use Futura, Douglas Thomas, states that it has “persisted, and become the modern model of geometric sans serif, visible everywhere” (2017). Futura is perhaps not in as much abundance as Helvetica today, but nevertheless, somehow Futura does not have the same reputation that Helvetica has. There is far less talk of the over use and bland ubiquity of Futura, despite having been used heavily for 30 years before Helvetica was conceived. Perhaps it is this lack of a negative point of view being expressed and therefore less often widely publicised debate, that lead to Helvetica’s apparent fame or infamy, depending on your point of view. These opinions were being expressed from very early on, Noorda’s dissatisfaction with Helvetica for the Milan Metro was not the only negative view of Helvetica being vocalised. Students of the school of design in Basel, such as Bruno Maag (born 1962), were being taught to use “Univers, never Helvetica” (Burgoyne, 2010). This was most notably due to the teaching of Emil Ruder (1914-1970) “who was devoted to Univers as the best and only typeface to use” (Shaw, 2016). This was not a view shared by all though, and it wasn’t just in the United States that Helvetica found fame during the 1960s. Swiss Style design was extremely popular across Europe. Helvetica was ideal for the modernist style which “developed the notion of the grid…the use of sans serif…and the abandoning of drawn illustration” (Barnard, 2005, pp.120-29). With Helvetica’s design being so similar to Akzidenz Grotesk, a firm favourite of Swiss Style designers, its not a surprise that it “became almost the only typeface to be used by the Swiss typographic style of that era, which continues to be very influential” (Majoor, 2007, pp.32-37). It is true that the Swiss Style can still be seen in much of todays design, the fundamental aspects continue to guide a lot of what we consider good design and “elements of the crisp, unadorned style can still be seen everywhere today” (Miller, 2016). Eventually however, Helvetica began to gain the same reputation in Europe as it had in the United states, being “regarded as more associated with design for business” (Hollis, 2006, p.259). Helvetica was such a huge part of design during this era, all across the world, that Michael Vanderbyl goes as far as saying “during the late 1960s and 1970s, Helvetica was not a typeface, it was a lifestyle” (Muller, 2007). 

1980 - 2000
Finlo Rohrer identifies the idea that Helvetica has become somewhat ubiquitous and suggests that companies assume that Helvetica will be appropriate for every purpose. “Leading graphic designer and typographer Neville Brody, who sparked a spate of Helvetica use with his design for Arena magazine in the 80s, says the typeface represents a safe choice for businesses.” (2007). As with Vignelli and the New York Subway, it is suggested that designers such as Neville Brody (born 1957) in the 1980s brought Helvetica back into popularity through its use in prominent design. For the lay person, if Helvetica is the primary choice for successful designers then it must be a good choice for themselves. Surprisingly, Neville Brody’s earlier work revolved more heavily around hand drawn typography, sometimes seemingly to defy the use of mainstream fonts. For example, in Neville Brody’s “record album cover for Parliament, 1895, hand-lettered words are executed with mechanistic and mathematical perfection.” (Meggs & Purvis, 2012, pp.481-81). This is no secret however, as Brody himself confesses in the film ‘Helvetica’ that “I use Helvetica a lot but I originally hated Helvetica. I've always hated Helvetica” (2007). It is interesting, why they then choose to use Helvetica regardless. According to Eric Spiekermann (born 1947), who founded the design company MetaDesign, “Most people who use Helvetica, use it because it's ubiquitous” (Helvetica, 2007) but, reflecting on his career, Brody suggests that 
as opposed to using a type face which would be unexpected, we were using a type face in an unexpected way. And I think that was really important… that it might not be the choice of font that we use but the way we use that font that’s important (Helvetica, 2007).
This use of type was a shift for designers like Brody, whose work is so heavily subject to trends of the era they design in. Brody studied through the 1970s and was taken with the Punk movement which explains his use of deconstructive design and typography in his early work. As Brody acknowledges himself in an interview with Designers are Wankers “The period I was at college was the middle of the punk era. It was hugely influential…it said that anything is possible” (McCormack, 2005). Many designers at the time were influenced by the Punk and Grunge movements, and typefaces were generated to facilitate these styles. Barry Deck’s Template Gothic is an example of this, a deconstructive typeface that mimicked the rough and unkempt appearance of Grunge (Gomez-Palacio & Vit, 2009, p.71). The MoMA believe Template Gothic found success during the 1990s because it suited the style of many designers who became popular in the era, particularly those who favoured a deconstructive style, and eventually “Template Gothic was ubiquitous by the end of the 1990s” (MoMA, 2011). Ironically even the typefaces that were being developed to better express designers than the uniformity of Helvetica, were merely adaptations of that which they were attempting to oust. “Brody created Blur in 1990 by transforming Helvetica into a hazy form by manipulating it.” (Eskilson, 2012, p.417). As time goes on, trends change and typefaces such as Template Gothic lose their place and become irrelevant to current affairs. This is apparent with Brody’s design as “In 1987, whilst art director of Arena, he started to work with the Macintosh and synergy with this medium shaped his graphic future” (Macmillan, 2006, p.56). Helvetica seems impervious to these shifts in trend. “It is interesting that after being ostracized for the great part of the 1970s and 1980s, it suddenly became popular in the 1990s once again” (Vignelli, 2007, p.81). In some part though, it always seems to have a place in a society, whether at the forefront of design or only with designers who use it religiously. 

Paul Shaw argues in an article for Print that “Helvetica’s current ubiquity is not due to its widespread adoption by Modernist-inclined graphic designers in the 1970s, but rather by its availability as a free font on personal computers.” (2016). This availability was unusual for a font that was considered so sought-after. Not only did people know and recognise it, having seen in it a vast selection of graphic design, but they now also had access to it on their own personal computers. It was extremely unusual to have something that was “both embraced by the design profession and available to the general populace as a free font” (Shaw, 2016). Soon it became an expectation that Helvetica was available. Eric Spiekermann reiterates in the film ‘Helvetica’, that Helvetica was one of the 13 core typefaces that were included on the very first Macintosh machines. This made the typeface a standard requirement, so much so that Microsoft, who were unwilling to pay the licensing fee had the type foundry Monotype, design the font Arial, a replica that would take the exact same place of Helvetica in any setting. To many designers, Arial is significantly inferior, and Spiekermann explains that “Helvetica itself is really perfect, for what it is its really perfect...and of course if you have a perfect typeface and change it, it can’t get better, there’s no better than perfect, it can only get worse.” (Helvetica, 2007). Be that as it may, when discussing Arial with Spiekermann in ‘Helvetica’, the interviewer claims “so many people have PC’s, they don’t know the difference” to which he emphatically agrees and adds “it’s a crap typeface” (2007). 
2000 - Now
If one thing seems more apparent than any, especially in a day and age where typefaces are so prolific, it is that everyone has an opinion on Helvetica. Take for instance VanderLans in Emigre magazine, “Of course it’s never just a typeface, because Helvetica is arguably the most neutral, sterile, soulless and “personality-free” typeface available to a designer” (2003, p.122). Somewhat unsurprisingly Vignelli’s opinion of Emigre is distinctly negative. “In his view, Emigre magazine was a ‘national calamity’, an ‘aberration of culture’ and a ‘factory of garbage’” (Poynor, 2003, p.148). Ward argues in Popular Lies About Graphic Design that Helvetica is most definitely not characterless, despite its extensive use particularly in the corporate world. It is suggested that this may not have been the intended character when it was designed however (2012, p.43). This being said, perhaps our current culture has a more modernist outlook than it did when the deconstructive, more emotional graphics of postmodernism were very popular. Education in design is also very modernist, we are taught the rules very formally and encouraged to critically evaluate everything to asses its success. The design company Experimental Jetset are described by Design In History, as having an
aesthetic… closely related to that of the Modernist movement today than we did when the post-modernist movement was pushing deconstructive typographic design. The resemblance is reinforced by their use of Helvetica, implemented on nearly every one of their projects (Design Is History, n.d.).
Their heavy use of Helvetica is something they openly acknowledge and, although they maintain that it is not the sole typeface they use, in an interview with Andy Butler for Design Bloom they elaborate that “late-modernist vocabulary has become our authentic language, our mother tongue” (2013). It is understandable that designers such as those who form Experimental Jetset, are very set on using Helvetica when their education was intensely focused around an era of design that Helvetica was such a large part of. For other more recent designers the resurgence of Helvetica could even be a reaction to post-modernist typography that became popular during the 1960s. “For such designers as Michael C. Place… the utilitarian ambitions of Helvetica contrasted favourably with the worst excesses of postmodern typography” (Purcell, 2014, pp.81-83). Michael C. Place is another designer who is quick to share his love for Helvetica. He stated himself, 
I always really enjoy using Helvetica because you know, some people say they use a different typeface because it gives a different feeling. It’s been around for fifty years, coming up, and it’s just as fresh as it was. Obviously, it wasn’t intended to be this cool thing, but it’s just a beautiful font (Helvetica, 2007). 
Responding to this in a later interview he said “I think it’s the timelessness of it that makes it beautiful. It looks effortless and that’s the skill of the designer Max Miedinger. It has a very utilitarian feel to it; it almost has no character yet it oozes character” (Treggiden, 2011).  In 2001, Experimental Jetset released a ‘Beatles’ t-shirt that stated the four band member’s names in Helvetica Bold. Within a very short time many adaptations and variations of this design started to emerge, many of which were being designed by amateurs (Dobush, 2012). This goes to show how a simple idea can be so quick to replicate, and how even something as simple as a cult t-shirt can inspire the use of Helvetica in popular culture, in an otherwise unlikely scenario. Rick Poynor summed this up well when he said “the more you see it, the more the public sees it, the more the designer uses those typographic and graphic solutions, the more familiar, predictable, and ultimately dull they become.” (Helvetica, 2007). This may have some truth to it, but Lars Muller comments that “it's the typeface of socialism. Because it is available all over and it's inviting dilettantes and amateurs and everybody to do typography, to create their own type design, and I think that its a good thing.” (Helvetica, 2007). This comes back to the fact that it became so available after it was first introduced to the Macintosh computer, people can now reproduce and craft new works using immediately available resources. With so much software available, people are almost invited to challenge Helvetica by attempting to improve on a typeface that was released over 50 years ago. Unfortunately, as Michael Bierut determined, “there's just something about Helvetica, something about the fact that people keep saying I've come up with an improvement of Helvetica, and it never is really good” (Helvetica, 2007). What is also worth noting is that once again typographic design is subject to trend, as with Template Gothic, the style of having a list of band members set in Helvetica came and went, only it was the layout design that was the factor that became unfashionable not the typeface.

Bruno Maag of the type foundry Dalton Maag is certainly not a fan of Helvetica. In 2010 he created ‘Aktiv Grotesk’ a type face designed to remove Helvetica from its pedestal and take its place. When interviewed by Creative Review he explains that his education taught him to always use ‘Univers’, a font that in his opinion is far superior. He continues to explain that Helvetica is often misused for body copy in books and that it is generally a poorly conceived font. Despite all this, Helvetica is the type people turn to, and he acknowledges this by saying “people just use Helvetica because they have heard of it, it’s on everyone’s computer and everyone else uses it” (Burgoyne, 2010). Some consider Univers to be superior as, despite it’s stark clarity, it has much more character due its acute variation in stroke width and has “optimal black and white relationship but also … clear shapes free of excess elements” (Osterer & Stamm, 2014, p.114). Regardless of Bruno Maag’s opinions for Helvetica and Univers, he is inadvertently admitting that there is a place for a typeface of it’s ilk. Maag is simply arguing that it is the wrong typeface that has the predominance.

Gary Huswit’s film ‘Helvetica’ has been referenced many times throughout this essay, such a wide ranging selection of interviews with designers from a great range of backgrounds is a valuable resource. These designers, who are particularly vocal in the world of design are liberal with opinions and relevant, critical views of Helvetica. It is however, worth considering the film as an artefact itself. “Helvetica is an independent film that looks back at the popularity of the typeface Helvetica through the decades. It was released in 2007, on the 50th birthday of Helvetica.” (Kroll, 2012, p.68). The very fact that a typeface had a feature length documentary made about it speaks volumes. It is “probably the only one to be the subject of its own documentary” (Raustiala, 2012, p.146). This kind of popularity and direct attention is likely to spark interest, and given the spread of a film to a general audience an average person, with little interest in design, is likely to adopt its use once more. 2017 marks the 10 year anniversary of the release of ‘Helvetica’, and the 60th anniversary of the typeface, for which a special edition of the film is being released (Gary Hustwit, 2017). This proves how popular the film has become, and with it the typeface itself. In a way it provides additional advertising for Helvetica which will once more brings it to prominence; people will begin to have it at the forefront of there minds when choosing a typeface, whether or not their opinion of it is positive or negative. Gary Hustwit is not the only person who is publicising Helvetica on its 60th anniversary; the design firm Husmee is celebrating it with a tribute in which 20 design firms created homages to the typeface. The idea around the project is that it “will acclaim, criticise, adore, and open a debate about this typeface” (Husmee, 2017).

Conclusion
With designers today seeming far more vocal about their opinions, especially with a multitude of platforms on which to do it, and so many having strong opinions of Helvetica, both good and bad, it gets a lot of publicity. Seeing as proverbially there is no such thing as bad publicity, Helvetica gets thrust into discussion repeatedly by people disputing its correct or appropriate use. It would also appear that designers who chose not to use Helvetica do so with a certain level of pride. Something that Martin Majoor discusses in an article for the design journal Eye is that “there have been many beautiful graphic designs using Helvetica, but this has more to do with the quality of the designers using it than that with the quality of Helvetica as a typeface” (2007, pp.32-37). This reinforces the fact that publicising a good application of the typeface, like the New York Subway, gives people an inherent assumption that it is Helvetica that is great, not the overall design itself. 

Throughout my research I have primarily found information and opinions from graphic designers themselves, which raises the question ‘Is it only designers that care if we use Helvetica?’ Arguably, if it fully answers the needs of the design, then it is as valid as any other typeface. Peoples opinions of Helvetica seem more emotional than logical, many designers who are self professed haters of the typeface acknowledge its perfect design, and its inarguable neutrality, however, they talk of it being cold, emotionless and characterless. In The Sponsored Life by Leslie Savan she touches on an interesting concept. The term clean is often associated with Helvetica and yet in our culture, clean has connotations with being innocent or not corrupt. If Helvetica is chosen to represent a company as clean, it may be being used to hide corruption, creating only an illusion of being clean (1994, pp.17-22). Consequently, people who have this perception could assume that a company is trying to hide its true intentions. It is emotional reasoning like this that has secured Helvetica’s place in society, as evidently, with its persistent use even today, most people have a positive view of it.

The research carried out for this essay has made a distinct impact on my personal view of Helvetica. In the past I may have turned to Helvetica without a second thought, however I will now consider my choice beyond a basic assumption that it is a perfect typeface. The possible added implications I had not previously considered, along with the technical arguments, such as its poor legibility as a reading font, that question its practical use, will better inform my choice for future work. This deeper insight to Helvetica’s often overlooked attributes should help me create better, more appropriate typographic choices. In fact, I chose to compose this essay in FF Meta, a font designed by Erik Spiekermann for its legibility, instead of Helvetica which I would have previously used by default.

The term ubiquitous is used a lot when discussing type and particularly in the case of Helvetica; but possibly it has evolved beyond mere ubiquity. Helvetica is so commonplace that it has become overwhelmingly familiar to almost everyone. That familiarity gains peoples trust and confidence, as being something they know and are comfortable with. It is possible that Helvetica has become something else entirely as it “has gone from ubiquity to celebrity” (Shaw, 2016). It is this status of being so well known through its widespread use, and being so accessible to everyone and used so proficiently in many memorable design works that it can’t be avoided. It would appear that Helvetica shows no signs of abating and will continue to be used abundantly, “it shares with such roman typefaces as Bodoni… a power to endure” (Purcell, 2014, pp.81-83). It is also important to consider that many have claimed it is perfectly designed, and therefore, it seems that it will always be necessary for some purpose. As Erik Spiekermann so eloquently says, “It's air, you know. It's just there. There's no choice. You have to breathe, so you have to use Helvetica.” (Helvetica, 2007).
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