
Context 
Typographers and type foundries (the companies that commission and produce typefaces) 
have always had to promote their latest designs to printers and designers to show off a 
particular typeface, its different fonts in a variety of sizes and contexts, and the unique 
features of it. Once Specimen Sheets were the main way of doing this. Nowadays most of 
that marketing takes place online –- research type foundries on the internet. 

Brief 
Design the font for use on the cover of a magazine called type and write a short article for 
the magazine using a range of typefaces, with typographic illustrations, drawing on all that 
you have learned in this section. The article should include sections on: 
• what makes a typeface interesting 
• how a typeface is constructed 
• question marks. 

Requirements 
Do a mock up of the magazine cover to show where and how your title font will appear 
along with other cover elements. 
Produce a magazine article that is attractive and interesting enough for someone to want to 
pick it up to read, and which shows off what that you have learnt so far about typography. 
Add illustrations, photographs and colours as you want. 
 

 

 

Type – What is it, how did it develop, why is it interesting? A Swiss 

view 
 

Introduction 
 

Swiss typographic design: is it boring, out of date and parochial, or is it still world leading, innovative 

and exciting? What did the Swiss designers ever do for us? In this Swiss-focused issue of TYPe (can I 

insert my font?)  we look at the history of typography, the way fonts are developed and constructed, 

and what makes a font interesting - all this through the lens of Swiss design.  Then we let you decide 

for yourself. 

 

Background to Typography  
 

Printing in Switzerland started early, when movable type was introduced to Basel, probably by 

Berthold Ruppel, one of Gutenberg’s apprentices.  A nascent printing industry grew rapidly.  In the 

early 1500s an innovative printer called Johann Froben published the works of Erasmus of 

Rotterdam, the famous Humanist, helping to spread his ideas throughout Europe.  Froben 

established a set of printing standards that were used extensively throughout Europe. 

From then on, during the late the middle ages, Reformation and industrial revolution the number of 

Swiss printers and print manufactures increased steadily. However, from a design perspective it was 



from the 1900’s that Switzerland really started to make a serious impact on the wider world of 

printing. 

In the early 1900’s the Basel Design School (1908) and the Kunstgewerbeschule Zürich (1918), 

Switzerland’s biggest arts university, both spearheaded advances in design, introducing the 

philosophy that technical innovations should follow from the design requirements themselves (style 

over substance). 

Swiss design progressed through to the 1950s which saw the evolution of unique design elements 

and the development of classic sans-serif typefaces such as Univers by Adrian Frutiger. Then Max 

Miedinger and Edouard Hoffman created Helvetica, originally known as “Neue Haas Grotesk”. 

Helvetica was, and in its newer variants remains, the go-to typeface in many circumstances and is the 

gold-standard that other typefaces are compared to. 

 

(By GearedBull Jim Hood - Own work, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3367075) 

 

Swiss design in typography can be characterised by its clean appearance, with fonts that are 

invariably sans serif and where text is typically aligned flush left and ragged right. Varying font sizes 

producing a clear hierarchy. 

Other characteristics in design are the use of a grid for layout and organisation, imagery that is 

objective in nature, and copious use of white space that makes design tend towards the minimalist. 



 

Created by Rodo Abad 

 

Swiss design has maintained its influence up to the present, where it has had a major impact on web 

design, e.g. Google.  

Many independent Swiss type foundries continue to produce innovative and influential typefaces; 

one such foundry is Grilli Type (www.grillitype.com). 

This design leadership has been supported by Swiss technical advances in printing e.g. printing on 

material other than paper, security printing inks and now 3-D printing. 

 

How a typeface is constructed 
 

In looking at typeface construction we will be referring to Helvetica and its variants in order to learn 

from an example that is arguably the most successful typeface of all time. 

Need 

In the beginning there is the need. Why create a new typeface? After all there are currently 50000-

60000 fonts available - is that not enough?  In the case of Helvetica there was a business need (falling 

sales) that drove development of a new typeface. 

Philosophy, design guidelines 

In design it is important to have an idea that steers the design process and can be referred to.  In the 

case of Helvetica, Edouard Hoffman wanted a font that was clean and neutral, not conveying an 



inherent meaning. This phase may also include research, understanding what other typefaces and 

ideas might influence the design. 

Design Process 

Design for most people starts with the notebook, drawing key letter forms (such as H O n l o p) and 

refining these; this is then extended to other glyphs. 

 

Question Marks 
The origin of the question mark is uncertain, with several theories around. One is that it originated 
as the punctus interrogativus in late 8th century Latin.  The sign that represented this is uncertain but 
may have started as a decoration element above a dot. A little later this element may have been a 
slightly curved line. During the 13th century this line became more curved and started to be 
recognisable as the modern question mark.  Another theory is that it came from an inverted semi 
colon.  Yet a third (though less probable) idea is that it was based on the Latin quaestiō meaning 
"question", which was abbreviated during the Middle Ages to qo. The lowercase q was written above 
the lowercase o, and this transformed into the modern symbol.  No-one really knows. 
Among different typefaces, it is not surprising that we find a wide variety of forms of question 
mark:  

 
 

Examples of different typefaces – all variations of the same form (created by John Boardley) 
 
Note the elegant form of the Helvetica representation! The width of this glyph compared to other 
punctuation marks means of course that a typographer needs to take care with spacing between 
the question mark and text. 
 

 

 



  Historically, as with Helvetica, the artist would have made large scale drawings.  Nowadays we live 

in a digital world, so an artist can use software tools to make small refinements to the base shapes 

and refine the design.  Then comes the question of letter combinations (ligatures) and spacing 

between key letter pairs.  These aspects can have quite an impact on the overall look of the final 

product. 

A very important aspect is active review and feedback in order to have objective views of the 

typeface development. For Helvetica there was an active back and forth correspondence between 

Eduard Hoffman and Max Miedinger, the discussion going down to details of individual letters and 

shapes (Helvetica Forever: Story of a Typeface). 

 

 

(Helvetica Forever: Story of a Typeface, Lars Muller (Editor), Victor Malsy (Editor) 

 

The design must also be validated in production (either digital or physical) and tools created for this 

e.g. font production. 

The design process can continue to create a typeface family (for Helvetica we have, among many 

others, Pro Light, Roman, Oblique, Bold, Condensed…), support other languages, and hopefully 

evolve over time to meet new needs.  This is certainly the case for Helvetica, where Helvetica Neue 

and Helvetica Now are evolutions of the original design. 

 

Typeface characteristics 

The following image shows some the various characteristics that define a font 



 

(https://creativemarket.com/blog/typography-terms-cheatsheet) 

 

In addition to those shown, there are several other characteristics (e.g. corner rounding) that can be 

used to further define a typeface. 

In the case of Helvetica some of the key characteristics are: 

• Strokes are horizontally or vertically terminated 

• Attention is given to negative space around letters 

• Wide capitals of uniform width 

• Tall x-height 

 

What makes a typeface interesting? 
 

Here it is worth noting some scientific research that has investigated psychological aspects of 

typefaces. For example, one group has shown that some fonts (e.g. Baskerville) are more trustworthy 

than others, and that most decorative fonts are associated with certain professions and industries 

(e.g. chefs and the hotel industry).  Other work has shown that if you have dyslexia you will have the 

least trouble reading our old friend Helvetica.  Moreover, it has been shown that good or bad 

typography can affect people’s mood.  

The context that a font is being used in is important in determining whether it is appropriate and 

interesting. Is the subject of message hard or soft, formal or organic?  What period or location is to 

be represented?  Some typefaces can even create different moods: Times New Roman has a 

traditional feel, while Verdana is more modern.  Helvetica is neutral, taking the mood of the font that 

it is combined with.  

Just as important as the choice of typeface is its usage. Innovative use of colour, contrast, size and 

whitespace are just a few elements that combine to make a design interesting.  

 

Final words 
In conclusion we can say that in the complex and fascinating world of type and design Switzerland 

has played and continues to play an important role. 


