
Design History 
Exercise 12:
ANTI and Type



Exercise 12: 
Learning design history 
through ANTI

ANTI is a broad term which can refer to any operation 
that negates, obscures or expands a form, format or 
usage. In this exercise, we use ANTI in the context of 
typography to teach graphic design history.

As an extremely well-known, much used and reacted-to 
typeface, Helvetica offers a lens through which we can 
look at recent graphic design history. Using ANTI in 
this context takes the common element (Helvetica) and 
replaces it with its opposite. For this workbook, we chose 
Comic Sans as the anti-Helvetica, though many other 
typefaces might be equally valid. Comic Sans has the 
advantage of being an anti-Helvetica in both formal and 
cultural aspects as it is seen in such low regard.
The student is asked to redo a series of famous Helvetica 
posters and designs (curated by either him or the 
teacher) using Comic Sans.



This approach to teaching design history combines 
the history and the design into one act. Students gain 
historical familiarity by engaging closely with the chosen 
works;  simultaneously, they deal with formal issues of 
typography that a Helvetica-Comic Sans swap brings up. 
The strong contrast of the typefaces in a cultural sense 
allows the conversation to expand beyond: what changes 
in the design when the typeface changes? in which 
posters is the change maximal and where does it matter 
less? 

Advanced students can be asked to curate their own 
posters to redesign, adding another facet to the 
exercise, while novices can be introduced to the classics 
of design.

This workbook showcases a finished series of redone 
posters according to this approach, giving a sample series 
of Helvetica posters that could be redone and beginning 
the conversation about the importance of Helvetica in 
recent design history. 

All trains

4

Broadway Nassau
N QB RR



Questions for discussion
• Why are Helvetica and Comic Sans perceived so 

differently? What formal aspects of the typefaces 
may contribute to this split? Are there any cultural or 
contextual issues to be taken into account?

• What other typefaces might have served as anti-
Helveticas and why?

• Which posters/designs change most when the 
typeface is swapped? Which posters change least? 
Why do you think that is? What formal properties 
of the posters or design contribute to this? What 
cultural or other contextual factors?

• Are there any posters or designs which look as good 
in Comic Sans?

• Which designs require the most formal attention to 
the typography (in terms of kerning, rag, leading)?

• Why were the specific designs in the redesign series 
included? What do they mark in either graphic design 
history in general and in a Helvetica-skewed history? 
Are there any designs that didn’t belong?

• Is there any other typeface that could be used as 
Helvetica: a lens through which to see a specific 
period of design history? What would be the 
corresponding ANTI typeface?
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A manifesto
 
We, the undersigned, are graphic 
designers, photographers and students 
who have been brought up in a world 
in which the techniques and apparatus 
of advertising have persistently been 
presented to us as the most 
lucrative, effective and desirable
 means of using our talents. We have 
been bombarded with publications 
devoted to this belief, applauding 
the work of those who have fl ogged 
their skill and imagination to sell 
such things as: 
cat food, stomach powders, detergent, 
hair restorer, striped toothpaste, 
aftershave lotion, beforeshave lotion,
slimming diets, fattening diets, 
deodorants, fi zzy water, cigarettes, 
roll-ons, pull-ons and slip-ons.

By far the greatest time and effort 
of those working in the advertising 
industry are wasted on these trivial 
purposes, which contribute little or 
nothing to our national prosperity.

In common with an increasing number 
of the general public, we have reached
a saturation point at which the
high pitched scream of consumer
selling is no more than sheer noise. 
We think that there are other things
more worth using our skill and 
experience on. There are signs for 
streets and buildings, books and 
periodicals, catalogues, instructional 
manuals, industrial photography, 
educational aids, fi lms, television 
features, scientifi c and industrial 
publications and all the other media 
through which we promote our trade, 
our education, our culture and our 
greater awareness of the world.

We do not advocate the abolition of 
high pressure consumer advertising: 
this is not feasible. Nor do we want 
to take any of the fun out of life. 
But we are proposing a reversal of 
priorities in favour of the more 
useful and more lasting forms of 
communication. We hope that our 

society will tire of gimmick 
merchants, status salesmen and
hidden persuaders, and that the
prior call on our skills will be for 
worthwhile purposes. With this
in mind we propose to share our
experience and opinions, and to
make them available to colleagues,
students and others who may be 
interested.
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Helvetica Blu-ray 
Edition,
Experimental Jetset,  
2008  

Image Reference List
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Haas type foundry 
promotional poster, 
designer unknown, 
late 50s

Knoll International, 
Massimo Vignelli
1966

What’s All this Noise 
About?
David Carson
1984

NYC MTA Subway 
signage
Massimo Vignelli
1970s

National Zeitung 
Serigraph 
Karl Gerstner + Kutter
1960

First Things First 
Manifesto, 1964

The Best of Wim 
T. Schipper, 
Thonik
1997

032c Magazine, 
Meiré und Meiré
2007-2011

Emigre 58: 
NL Design
2001

Anti. (T-shirt.)
Experiment Jetset
2000
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Other exercises  
in the ANTI  
design history series:
 
•	 Exercise 1: Is color the ANTI black and white?
•	 Exercise 2: ANTI, printed matter and the 

handwritten
•	 Exercise 3: Jugendstil without curves
•	 Exercise 4: Photomontage without photography
•	 Exercise 5: ANTI and Futurism
•	 Exercise 6: The Bauhaus and gratuitous 

decoration
•	 Exercise 7: The expressive Swiss grid
•	 Exercise 8: The movie as book and book as movie
•	 Exercise 9: The extra-dimensional poster
•	 Exercise 10: Rich D.I.Y.
•	 Exercise 11: The sans serif with serif 


