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Reproduc-
tions

Sandra Bischler, Sarah Klein

At the end of the 19th century, 
Swiss arts and crafts schools 
began arranging student  
exhibitions on a regular basis 
in order to present what was 
taught and created in their 
classrooms and workshops to 
the interested public, experts, 
and potential students. In this 
way, the schools themselves 
also gained an overview of the 
state of their education, and 
could become aware of any 
need to formulate new goals.1 
The schools usually did not 
place the focus of these exhi-
bitions on individual achieve-
ments, but on giving an overall 
picture of their educational 
programs.2 However, in 1941 
an extensive exhibition of  
student works by the arts and 
crafts department of the Allge-
meine Gewerbeschule (AGS) 
Basel put its specialist class 
for graphic design in the fore-
ground: the Fachklasse  
für angewandte Graphik.3 This 
Fachklasse had been re-
formed during the previous 
ten years, and according to 
the school directorate itself, it 
had become one of its most 
important arts and crafts 
classes.4 [Fig. 9]

This increase in signifi-
cance may be one explanation 
for the fact that the 1941 exhi-
bition was documented with a 
comparatively large series of 
photographs that reproduced 
the arrangement of student 
work on the exhibition walls. 

[Figs. 10, 12, 14, 17, 19] This 
series of forty-nine black-and-
white exhibition photographs 
provides us with an overall 
picture of AGS design and 
graphic design education in 
the early 1940s, a period that  
is otherwise only sparsely 
documented.5 Although the 
photographs can provide  
evidence about certain educa-
tional principles, they also  
lure researchers into ventur-
ing interpretations that can 
turn out to be somewhat over-
hasty. This becomes clear 
when comparing the photo-
graphic reproductions with 
those student works that have 
been preserved, or with  
teaching materials and written 
documents.

For example, the fact that 
Hermann Eidenbenz’s course 
Vorbereitendes Zeichnen6 

(Preparatory Drawing) for 
graphic designers included 
both black-and-white drawing 
exercises and colorful paper 
collages only becomes clear 
when we encounter an original 
student work from the  
Eidenbenz archive that initially 
seems to be identical to a 
work documented in the exhi-
bition. [Figs. 10, 11] However, 
the teacher’s signature on the 
original, its later dating (1943), 
and the 180-degree rotation 
indicates that although it is a 
very similar work, it is not  
the one shown in the photo-
graph—and it implies that 
Eidenbenz’s students most 
likely worked from templates 
in class.7

Similarly, some of the stu-
dent work from Ernst Keiser’s 
courses for graphic design 
and chemigraphy apprentices 
was obviously based on tem-
plates. This becomes clear 

when comparing the exhibi-
tion photograph [Fig. 12] with a 
work from the teacher’s 
archives, entitled “template.” 
[Fig. 13] According to Keiser’s 
description, these exercises 
with geometric shapes and 
grids served as “familiariza-
tion with clean craftsmanship 
and technically correct  
use of tools and materials” 
(Gewöhnung an hand-
werklich-sauberes Schaffen 
und technisch-richtigen  
Gebrauch von Werkzeug und 
Material).8 The same exercise 
was also taught in the first 
year of the Fachklasse für an -
gewandte Graphik.9 

The exhibition wall of the 
technical course Lithographie 
(Lithography) [Fig. 14] showed 
exercises that enabled the 
student to explore different 
drawing tools and the material 
characteristics of the litho-
graphy stone, [Fig. 15] and also 
featured a large variety of 
applied exercises. For exam-
ple, an abstract advertisement 
with constructive lettering, 
[Fig. 16] points beyond the 
technical course Lithographie 
towards the applied graphic 
design courses taught  
by teachers such as Theo  
Ballmer. [Fig. 121]

The exhibition catalog 
also tells us that the section 
Fotografie (Photography)  
in the 1941 exhibition was  
Ballmer’s responsibility. The 
exhibition photograph, [Fig. 17] 
however, does not let us  
discern that Ballmer’s very 
technical photographic 
course was also extended to 
encompass applied work, 
such as the layout of a non- 
fiction book on animals that  
is preserved in the AGS library. 
[Fig. 18] Another exhibition 
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wall entitled “Schrift” showed 
the historical part of Ballmer’s 
lettering course, [Fig. 19] 
beginning with antique letters 
and continuing with their 
development. Ballmer had 
published a teaching concept 
in 1939 that included a timeline 
of letterform development, 
down to contemporary 
forms.10 [Fig. 20] This teaching 
concept reveals that Ballmer 
also provided templates, 
which were then reproduced 
with minimal modifications  
by the students.

As shown in the case of 
the student exhibition of 1941, 
the installation views allow  
us to categorize and date orig-
inals (albeit approximately) 
that are often found unlabeled 
and undated in various collec-
tions, libraries, archives, and 
private estates.11 Comparisons 
with originals or other docu-
ments, however, raise ques-
tions that take us away from 
the smooth surface of the 
photographs into the deeper 
layers of graphic design  
education. Their point of inter-
section shows us both what 
we can learn from such photo-
graphs, and when they in fact 
raise new questions.

1 See Kienzle 1923: 1–2.
2 See Gewerbemuseum Basel 

1923: n.p. See also Das Werk 
1941: XX. 

3 In 1941, this class was called  
the “Fachklasse für angewandte 
Graphik.” However, over the 
decades, this terminology 
shifted several times. The most 
common name was “Fachklasse 
für Graphik.”

4 On the increase in importance of 
the Fachklasse für angewandte 
Graphik compared to other arts 
and crafts branches, such as 
decorative painting or glass 
painting, see Allgemeine Gewer-
beschule Basel 1941b: 5. For  
the reorganization of the Fach-
klasse, see Allgemeine Gewer-
beschule Basel 1938: n.p.

5 Little attention has so far been 
paid to this period, probably 
because of the difficult source 
situation. Only recently have 
certain overviews of the history 
of graphic design education 
touched on this period. See, for 
example, Hofmann 2016; Vetter, 
Leuenberger, & Eckstein 2017.

6 See Allgemeine Gewerbeschule 
Basel 1941a: 18.

7 The same exercise can be found 
on a documentary photograph  
in the private archives of  
Hermann Eidenbenz, where it is 
signed with the name (Theo) 
Ferrari. See Klein 2019: 158.

8 See Keiser 1939: n.p.
9 The exercise also exists in the 

archives of former Fachklasse 
students Ferdinand and Beatrice 
Afflerbach, Plakatsammlung  
der Schule für Gestaltung Basel,  
Box 28.

10 Ballmer did not name what he 
regarded as the most contem-
porary letterforms, but his  
diagram of the historical devel-
opment of lettering ended with 
constructive lettering and  
handwriting—the two lettering 
styles that he used almost 
exclusively for his applied work 
at that time.

11 Student works that were shown 
in the exhibitions of the Allge-
meine Gewerbeschule Basel 
also often do not contain signa-
tures. The school claimed these 
as its intellectual property,  
as they were created under the 
auspices of its teachers.  
See Directorship of Allgemeine  
Gewerbeschule Basel 1920: n.p.
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Fig. 9 Spread from exhibition catalog Ausstellung von Schülerarbeiten der kunstgewerblichen 
Abteilung showing an article about the Fachklasse für angewandte Graphik, Allgemeine 
Gewerbeschule Basel, 1941.
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Fig. 10 Installation view of the “Fläche” panel and the “Linie” table, exhibition of 
student work, anonymous (photographer), Hermann Eidenbenz (teacher), Allgemeine 
Gewerbeschule Basel, 1941.
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Fig. 11 Teaching aid from the course Vorbereitendes Zeichnen with the theme “line 
surface,” Hermann Eidenbenz, Allgemeine Gewerbeschule Basel, 1943.
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Fig. 12 Installation view of the section “Chemigraphen und Graphikzeichner,” exhibition 
of student work, anonymous (photographer), Werner Koch (teacher), Allgemeine Gewerbe-
schule Basel, 1941.
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Fig. 13 Template for basic exercise, Ernst Keiser, Fachklasse für angewandte Graphik, 
Allgemeine Gewerbeschule Basel, before 1939.
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Fig. 14 Installation view of the “Lithographie,” section, exhibition of student work,  
anonymous (photographer), Werner Koch (teacher), Allgemeine Gewerbeschule Basel, 1941.
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Fig. 15 Student work from the lithography course, Marta Hirschmann (student), Werner 
Koch (teacher), Fachklasse für angewandte Graphik, Allgemeine Gewerbeschule Basel, before 
1941.
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Fig. 16 Kern Reisszeuge, student work from the lithography course, anonymous (student), 
Werner Koch (teacher), Fachklasse für angewandte Graphik, Allgemeine Gewerbeschule 
Basel, 1941.
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Fig. 17 Installation view of the “Fotografie,” section, exhibition of student work,  
anonymous (photographer), Theo Ballmer (teacher), Allgemeine Gewerbeschule Basel, 1941.
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Fig. 18 Tierbilder durch Wort und Skizzen erläutert, student work from photography course, 
Heiri Strub (student), Theo Ballmer (teacher), Fachklasse für angewandte Graphik, 
Allgemeine Gewerbeschule Basel, 1940.
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Fig. 19 Installation view of the “Schrift” section and the “Signet, Zeichen” table, 
exhibition of student work, anonymous (photographer), Theo Ballmer (teacher), Allgemeine 
Gewerbeschule Basel, 1941.
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Fig. 20 Spread from the brochure Unterricht für Schrift (lettering course) including a  
timeline of letterforms (bottom right), Theo Ballmer, Fachklasse für angewandte Graphik, 
All gemeine Gewerbeschule Basel, 1939.
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