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			Massimo Vignelli

			(MV)/

			March 29, 2006

			New York

			
			Massimo Vignelli was the first interview I did for Helvetica. I emailed Massimo first because, well, he was the easiest to contact; his email address was right there on his website: massimo@vignelli.com.

			When our crew arrived at Massimo’s home studio for the interview, he brought us into his kitchen and made us all espressos served in cups he’d designed. Anyone who met him instantly felt his love for life and for design. We had a long conversation that day—though it was admittedly one-sided; it’s tough to get a word in when Massimo starts talking about type—and many more conversations in the years after.

			Massimo passed away on May 27, 2014, as we were editing this book. The design world lost one of its most passionate practitioners and a true gentleman, and I lost a good friend. Ciao, Massimo.

			—

			Gary Hustwit — I wanted to initially talk about your beginnings. You told me you were studying to be an architect. How did you end up being exposed to graphic design?

			Massimo Vignelli — Well, I started to be interested in architecture very early. When I was 16 years old, I was lucky enough to go to work as a freelance draftsman in the office of the Castiglioni brothers. The Castiglioni brothers were very, very good Italian architects in Milan, where I come from. Now, they were designing everything really—radios and furniture and exhibitions and buildings and houses. And I was mesmerized by the fact that an architect could do everything, and eventually I discovered that an architect was supposed to, really, design everything from a spoon to a city, as they say. So that was my beginning. 

			At the same time, I was exposed to some posters by Max Huber. Max Huber was a fantastic graphic designer from Switzerland who came to Milan. In 1946 he did a fabulous poster for a dance club; then in 1948 he did the poster for the Monza car races. You know, beautiful poster. You’ve probably seen it, with the arrows coming like cars, swoosh, passing each other. Eventually I met him, and he was looking for a place to live, and I had space in my house, so I said, “I can rent you some space. Why don’t you move in?” And that’s how I got exposed to graphic design, really, on an everyday basis, and I learned a lot from him. I learned about grids; I learned about colors; I learned about type; I learned about approach and so on. 

			In the meantime, I was working in the architectural offices. But I began to be more interested in graphic design and started to do some graphic-design work. Then I started to do some product-design work, like glass for Venini. I was doing graphics and glass and books and things like that, and then furniture, and then exhibits. And so it all came at the same time because of my interest in all these things, you know. I was fascinated by all these fields, and I wanted to do everything.

			GH — Do you remember when you first encountered Helvetica?

			MV — Since I was, I would say, an admirer of the work of Max Huber and the Swiss school, I eventually became familiar with the sans-serif typefaces that the Swiss were using, and at that time the most popular was Akzidenz-Grotesk. I worked with Akzidenz-Grotesk. You might know that type, in the old times, was made in lead. And so each letter had shoulders that determined the kerning, the letterspacing between one letter and another. 

			Now, we always liked type to be kerned tighter, so we were cutting the letters, cutting the spaces between, and destroying letters very often. The cutting was a tremendous amount of work. Eventually the Swiss developed a typeface that is now called Helvetica that had very, very tight shoulders on each individual letter, in the lead. So we could finally get the tight letterspacing that we liked, and then there was an explosion right away, because we were all ready for it. There was nothing else available besides Akzidenz-Grotesk in Europe and Standard over in the United States. At that time there weren’t as many weights as there are today. It was just Regular and Light in the beginning. Then, of course, Bold came about and then Extra Bold, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, and Extra Thin. And now the range is very, very wide and even more appealing than ever from that point of view. But at the time when Helvetica came out, it was a sensation, because of the possibility of having very tight letterspacing. 

			The impact, the sense of modernity, that was a given. Of course in the thirties there was Futura—that was used by the Bauhaus very much—and also Akzidenz-Grotesk. But Helvetica had all the right connotations that we were looking for in a typeface, for anything that had to spell out, loud and clear, modern. If it had to be classic, then we would use Garamond or Bodoni. We always had the tendency to use very few typefaces. It’s not that we don’t believe in type; we believe that there are not that many good typefaces, you know. If I want to be really generous, there’s a dozen. Basically, I use no more than three, I guess. Yeah, in my life, most of the time, I’m very happy with Helvetica and Garamond and Bodoni, basically. Then, of course, I use Century Expanded, and I can use Univers; I can use Futura, Gill—it depends on the job. 

			But if I had to name one typeface by default it would be certainly Helvetica. And as a matter of fact, I can say that I’m probably the one responsible for bringing Helvetica to this country, because when I came, in 1965, there was no Helvetica. So I told the typesetter, “Get it,” and they got it. You know, right in ’65, ’66, before that, everybody was using Akzidenz-Grotesk, or Standard, as it was called. I got Helvetica. I had Knoll, the furniture company, as a client, so I could use a lot of it in the proper context because it’s modern furniture. And that is what we did, you know. 

			I was predicting back in 1966, ’67, I would say, “Oh, just be patient, and two or three years from now there will be no other typefaces. There will be only Helvetica.” Little did I know that I was so right. It almost, indeed, became the universal type in a sense. Well, we used it a lot. We used it very well, because we knew how to use contrast of size and proper spacing, all these details, which are the ABCs of typography. And therefore, since we were using it well, a lot of people started to imitate us and be fascinated by Helvetica. A lot of people, they just used it because it was a sans-serif type, and they didn’t know good from bad­­—they were just using it. And that’s it. And then the computer came around and made it even more popular.
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