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Abstract



Design history is complex and fluid, with many factors and characters 
affecting its styles and attitude changes, nonetheless is very tempting to 
get attached to milestones, turning points, as events that changed a whole 
zeitgeist, because that creates a comprehensive narrative we can grasp.

To analyze the work of a specific character in this history and to try to find 
connections within the surrounding context during a specific time span, 
appears to be an interesting way to see what affects the whole visual 
landscape of a specific generation, and also a way, to expand the knowledge 
beyond the narrowed down narratives.

The character in question here is Theo Ballmer, often present in design 
history, praised for his very precise constructive, also political posters and 
the context of this character is the graphic design made between the years of 
1920 to 1940s, his most prolific time as designer and teacher.

The innovative aspect of his geometric lettering and illustrations, all in a very 
cohesive whole, set him apart as one of the precursors of the Swiss style.

He was part of an elite of Swiss designers that attended the ZHDK during 
Ernst Keller teaching period, and also later attended the Bauhaus in Dessau 
during its most politically turbulent time.

In the later years of his career his works seemed to lean more towards 
photography and teaching, both activities in which he also cared a strong 
methodical, technical and analytical approach.

My aim here is to investigate how does his education, the cultural landscape 
and technology of the time shaped his career and personal style and how this 
style situates him in the broader context of Swiss graphic design.



1.  Introduction



I remember the first time I came across some posters of Theo Ballmer in a 
graphic design history book, if I recall the posters were the “büro” poster 
(IMG1) and the “norm” poster (IMG2). The striking simplicity and modernity of 
such posters impressed me, the sharp and precise countershapes, the rigid 
modularity, grids, the agressive contrast between black and red, and the 
very cohesive style. Everything looked so futuristic, specially considering the 
time it was made (1928). That style made those posters stand appart from the 
works of the same timespan in that book, as something different.

Later I kept finding those posters and others like the “Neues Bauen” (IMG3) 
and also some of his political posters in other books on history of design and 
Swiss design, however curiously, they weren’t accompanied with too much 
information and context about the designer. 

From the few sources that exist defining Theo Ballmer’s life we can trace the 
following career path:

• Born September 29, 1902 in Lausanne
• After graduating from high school, Theo Ballmer studied chemistry and 

lithography in Basel and Zurich. 
• He attended the School of Applied Arts in Zurich. 
• In 1926 he took up a job as a graphic designer at Hoffmann-La Roche, for 

which he designed the advertising until 1929.  
• From 1928 until the end of 1929 he studied at the Bauhaus Dessau
• After his return journey, from 1930 he then became head of the typeface, 

graphics and photography department at the Basel School of Applied Arts. 
Theo Ballmer worked as a lecturer at the Kunstgewerbeschule Basel until 
1965. He was also the owner of his own advertising agency. 

• He died at 1965.

In this short tragetory we can notice that he was part of the generation that 
come just before the famous international style. So he seems located in a in-
between period. I wonder if this fact makes him more eclipsed by an overall 
more comprehensible and consolidated generation.

His envolvement with important movements and figures of the time like Ernst 
Keller, Hannes Meyer in the Bauhaus Dessau, the new photography and the 
new typography, makes him a character worth of a deeper research.

The techniques and styles in lettering and illustration of his generation seems 
more heterogeneous than those of the international style designers.



Other curious fact is that there is also little documentaion on his classes: 
from the 1930s until the end of his life he was a teacher at the Allgemeine 
Gewerbeschule, in the departments of Photography, Lettering and graphics, 
at the same time that Jan Tschichold was a teacher at the department of 
typography. But differently than Jan Tschichold and many teachers and 
designers from Switzerland he did not have left monographs containing his 
thoughts  and theories. Fortunately some notebooks with the theory of his 
photography classes and some spreads of his graphic classes still survives in 
his archive in the Landesmuseum in Zurich.

From the  few texts on him, his works and sketches found in the archives is 
it possible to map and trace some of his influences, and perhaps to make 
a clearer image of the context in which he was inserted at the same time 
broadening the vision beyond his most famous style.

With this research I aim to satisfy the curiosity on his work as well as specifics
questions that arose in the process:
• What can we learn from his work?
• Is it possible to understand a designer career looking only to his works?
• Do the changes in his career reflects also the changes in the graphic 

scene at the time? What differed him, what are the common aspects?
• Did technology favored typography and photographic instead of hand 

lettering and illustration? Or this was an ideological choice?
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