





Helvetica itself was nothing new anyway—it was a redrawing of Neue Haas
Grotesque in the 1950s, which itself was based on Akzidenz Grotesque from the early
twentieth century, in turn derived from the Standard Grotesque of the late 1800s. Arial
could easily fit into this lineage. As described in the Readme file that ships with v3.0
of the font software, “Arial contains more humanist characteristics than many of its
predecessors and as such [sic] more in tune with the mood of the last decades of the
twentieth century.”
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Helvetica (L) and Arial (R)

In his small book The Shape of Time, Yale historian George Kubler proposes
a realignment of art history based not on chronological procession (with one work
following, updating and replacing the previous), but rather multiply-streamed parallel
progressions moving through a constellation of distinct formal problems. One work does
not necessarily exist at a fixed point in time, but rather connects to one or more formal
problems that may also have jumbled chronologies. With this rearrangement, Kubler
suggests that time moves not forward in a straight line, but intermittently and coinciden-
tally in retreating and recursive loops—“more knot than arrow.” He continues, “The rest
of time emerges only in signals relayed to us at this instant by innumerable stages and
by unexpected bearers . . .

So, Adam, is Arial a signal? If so, to when is it pointing? It can’t be the 1910s of
Dada, the 1960s of Arte Povera, the late fifteenth century of the Renaissance nor the
mid-1970s of Conceptual art—Arial didn’t exist at any of these times. More likely, Arial
signals the present moment and contemporary professional graphic design. Your paint-
ings initiate themselves into this formal language by employing its codes: enlarged and
cropped images, severely restricted palettes and layered sans serif typography. (I even
remember you introducing me to an earlier work by saying “It’s like an album cover.”)
But then, why Arial? It’s a half-resolved typeface, a debased Helvetica at best, produced
in the service of IBM and Microsoft! Come on.

Your work aspires to be in many times at once, to insert itself in the between
spaces of an open art history. But what makes this work work? As soon as you signal
the codes of professional graphic design, you turn your back on it—you choose Arial.
The result is hard to place. | suppose that’s the point.

David Reinfurt
4 June 2009
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