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Since Beatrice Warde introduced the "crystal goblet" metaphor in 1932, 
Western typographic discourse has long been founded on a specific equation: 
good typography should be entirely invisible. It should act as a transparent 
vessel, allowing a preexisting "content" to pass freely through it without any 
disturbance. In his 2005 essay Fuck Content, Michael Rock firmly rejects this 
equation. He points out that elevating "content" to a sacred, a priori status—
and thereby reducing the designer to a mere "servant of content"—structurally 
deprives designers of the ability to acknowledge their own rhetorical actions. 
Rock's proposition collapses the form and content dichotomy altogether. He 
asserts: "the elements we must master are not the content narratives but the 
devices of the telling: typography, line, form, color, contrast, scale, weight. We 
speak through our assignment, literally between the lines."

Rock's argument forces me to reexamine the position that Helvetica occupies in 
the design field. In Gary Hustwit’s 2007 documentary Helvetica, the German 
type designer Erik Spiekermann says with heavy irony: "It's air, you know. It's 
just air. There's no choice. You have to breathe, so you have to use Helvetica." 
Spiekermann serves as the primary voice of skepticism in the film; coming from 
him, this statement is not a compliment. Using a tone of forced submission, he 
lays out the entire rhetorical chain of "Helvetica equals air, which equals 
natural, which equals having no choice." By rebranding itself as a "non-choice," 
Helvetica frees its users from the burden of taking responsibility for their 
choices, and it exempts itself from critical scrutiny. Spiekermann's irony—
alongside Rock's argument—points to the exact same conclusion: so-called 
"neutrality" is never an inherent attribute. Instead, it is a continuous, active 
discourse that requires constant maintenance. It is the active work of producing 
"indifference" by suppressing all visible differences.

This perspective completely changed how I interpret my current typographic 
studio experiment. Before reading Rock, I viewed my methodology—taking 
individual strokes from different typefaces as holons (parts that contain the 
whole, in the sense of Adhocism) and reassembling them into a new glyph—
simply as a method of making. After reading Rock, I realized this method was 
already enacting his proposition. It exposes a foundational ethical premise—the 
idea that "a letter is an indivisible, complete unit," which has been historically 
maintained by typefounding, letterpress, stone carving, and calligraphy—as a 
fabricated construction. My typeface experiment builds upon Ruben Pater’s 
analysis of typographic ideology in The Politics of Design (2016). I explicitly 
selected four source typefaces that represent conflicting cultural and historical 
positions: Blackletter (medieval religious authority), Trajan (Roman imperial 
authority), Comic Sans (amateur and digital everyday life), and Roboto (the 
algorithmic neutrality of corporate UI). I then forcibly merged their strokes into 
the geometric shape of Helvetica. While the source typefaces are practically 



unrecognizable in the final glyph, the physical "clearing work" required to 
"become Helvetica" is made completely visible. The rigid steps, sudden gaps, 
and awkward misalignments at the stroke intersections serve as the physical 
evidence left behind by this clearing process. Rock helped me understand that 
these "flaws" are exactly the elements that need to be emphasized.
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Gerrit Noordzij’s The Stroke: Theory of Writing (1985) destabilizes the 
foundational unit of typographic thinking. He argues that the letter is not an 
atomic, indivisible entity, but rather a subsequent outcome of a smaller, more 
primary action: the trace of a single physical movement.  For Noordzij, the letter 
does not exist prior to its strokes; below the stroke, there is no writing—only 
ink. To truly understand a letterform, one must look beneath its finalized, 
closed contour and recognize the sequence of distinct physical gestures that 
produced it.

This theoretical position is heavily reinforced by the formal qualities of the book 
itself. The rhetoric of The Stroke reads less like a traditional typographic 
manual and more like a kinematic anatomy text. Noordzij eschews aesthetic 
romanticism, adopting a precise, almost surgical tone that strips letterforms 
down to their skeletal mechanics. This is supported visually through his 
extensive use of continuous linear diagrams and structural wireframes, which 
map how a broad-nib pen travels through space. By frequently placing a 
finalized, closed-contour glyph directly adjacent to its exploded, stroke-by-
stroke sequential mapping, the book’s layout forces the reader to continuously 
switch between viewing the "finished illusion" of the letter and the "physical 
reality" of its making. The text structurally insists that letters are not simply 
drawn; they are built through time.

Noordzij’s perspective acts as a direct antagonist to the dominant ethical 
claims of twentieth-century modernist typography, specifically Beatrice 
Warde’s "Crystal Goblet" metaphor and the design ethos of Helvetica. Warde 
demands transparency, insisting that type must offer no resistance and show 
no visible making. Helvetica manifests this by suppressing all seams, utilizing 
the "Remove Overlap" operation to present each glyph as a sealed, indivisible 
silhouette. Read in dialogue with Warde and Helvetica, Noordzij’s theory reveals 
that typographic "perfection" and "neutrality" are highly edited fabrications. 
The seamless letter is simply a construction where the evidence of the strokes
—the joints, the overlapping territories, the physical intersections—has been 
actively suppressed and welded shut.

This atomization of the letter directly dictates the methodology of my current 
studio project. By adopting Noordzij's premise, I treat the seamless Helvetica 



lowercase "a" not as a sacred whole, as a construct waiting to be dismantled 
and reassembled. However, my project significantly shifts his paradigm: while 
Noordzij treats the letter as "accumulated movement" dictated by the natural 
logic of the hand, my project treats the letter as "accumulated fit."

Using a universal vocabulary of twelve disparate source strokes (stems, lobes, 
and tails extracted from the structurally incompatible Trajan, Blackletter, Comic 
Sans, and Roboto typefaces), I am forcibly rebuilding Helvetica’s closed 
contour. Because I strictly forbid cropping or smoothing, the strokes act as 
rigid physical objects rather than fluid pen gestures. As my component count 
rises from iteration a1 to a10, the letterforms begin to violently overlap. The 
welded, filled-black state attempts to mimic Helvetica’s wholeness, but the 
wireframe state exposes the chaotic, opportunistic assembly, creating physical 
"terraces" and structural glitches at every joint. Noordzij’s theory provided the 
conceptual permission to look beneath the silhouette; my project takes this 
further by isolating the very overlaps and seams that Helvetica desperately 
hides, ultimately reducing the glyph to its own construction.


