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This book was published in conjunction with
Weltformat DXB Exhibition (2017) and the 5th
edition of Design House co-curated by project
initiator and Cairo-based designer Engy Aly
and Mobius Design Studio: Hadeyeh Badri,
Hala Al-Ani and Riem Ibrahim. Weltformat DXB
was generously supported by Tashkeel and Pro
Helvetia Cairo.

The curators of Weltformat DXB and all
organising parties gratefully acknowledge
the participation of the artists, designers
and writers who dedicated their time, words
and images to this publication.
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Two Poster Exhibitions at the Academy
of Art and Design in Basel

The Poster Collection of The School of Design (Schule
fur Gestaltung—SfG) in Basel is one of the largest and
most important of its kind in Switzerland, holding
thousands of posters by Swiss graphic designers from
the late nineteenth century to the present day. The
collection is open to the public and presents special
exhibitions focusing on specific topics at regular

intervals, making at least part of this immensely rich
collection accessible.

In recent years, The SfG Poster Collection has generously
opened its doors to the BA as well as MA and MDes
classes of the Institute of Visual Communication (IVK) at
the Academy of Art and Design in Basel (HGK FHNW).
Soon, it will move from Basel city centre to the former
transit depot in the new Dreispitz Arts District, becoming
a close neighbour to HGK FHNW and other institutions.
During its transition to the new space (which is expected
to be completed in early spring 2018), The SfG Poster
Collection is closed. To bridge this period, a series of

exhibitions jointly presented with IVK was initiated at the
beginning of this year.

Last April, an exhibition entitled 'Instrumentalisation and
Resistance' focused on posters from the last two decades
of (sub)cultural contexts, most of which were shown in
public spaces. Following Stéphane Hessel’s manifesto-
like motto: "To create is to resist. To resist is to create.”
We decided to compare selected posters by almost a
dozen designers, with each one exploring a different
technical and pictorial visual solution, inviting visitors to
make a critical comparison and generate a discussion

around the creative, intellectual and subversive potential
of posters.

In general, posters are neither made for nor shown in the
safety zone of a white cube in galleries or museums.
Public spaces create a different setting in which images
are exposed in an environment featuring various visual
triggers and distractions. How does a poster
communicate its content and how does it communicate

ExpressingAttitudes
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with its surroundings? When it comes to poster design, it
is interesting to examine how designers react to such
circumstances. Each artist (as well as designers or any
kind of image marker) does not only express aesthetical
issues through the pictorial solution he/she decides
upon. An image also incorporates and expresses social,
ethical, cultural and political attitudes, among others.
Does the designer simply follow zeitgeist phenomena
and fashionable trends or does he/she decides for rather

non-conformist, maybe even subversive, pictorial
solutions?

The designers selected for 'Instrumentalisation and
Resistance' have conceived a broad range of visual
strategies and techniques. In regard to the text-image
relationship and legibility of letterforms respectively (the
regular linear way of reading texts), several completely
break from common rules and conventions (the posters
by Marco Papiro, Felix Pfaffli or Erich Brechbiihl for
example). Some posters go far beyond the traditional and
conventional format and the standard functional or
commercial purpose. Some even use deconstructivist or
cut-up collage elements of abstract art movements such
as Constructivism, De Stijl, Dada or Appropriation, Pop
Art and Comic references (for example, the posters by
Marco Papiro, Remo Keller or Michael Birchmeyer).
Markus Stahlin and Felix Brenner use highly demanding
printing techniques such as stone print lithography or
unique manual prints, which are not practiced today,
resulting in technically outstanding, richly textured,
multi-layered compositions that are both visually and
intellectually fascinating to view.

posters like these prompt the question of how do we—
the onlookers, the public—look at the images by which
we are surrounded? Do we already have specific
expectations or are we open-minded and curious enough
to explore visually and intellectually unknown territory?
In this context, posters have played an important role in
culture and society for more than one hundred years.
They are a crucial feature of social and cultural
identification. It therefore matters even more that we
make up our minds in order to react critically and with a
new perception to images in the public space. Such an
environment is also a social, cultural and political space
and thus requires a critical, independent approach (not
just a commercialised entertainment, consu mer one).
Following the first exhibition 'Instrumentalisation and
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Resistance’ last April, the most recent show so far,
‘Ambiguous Messages' from October 2017, focuses on
historical posters of two subjects with a long tradition in
the history of Swiss poster design; tourism and federal
campaigns. Again, almost all of the selected posters have
been previously shown in public displays, although the
one by Armin Hofmann (‘Schweiz - Kleines Land Grosse
Landschaft') was rejected (and is now regarded as one of
Hofmann’s seminal posters of the 1960s), and the piece
by Viktor Rutz ('Herrliches Arosa') was at least partially
banned. The sheer volume and diversity of visual material
on the two topics is immense. As such, the exhibition has
been limited to the period from the 1930s to the 1970s,
with a few more recent examples. The poster design of
these five decades reflect Switzerland’s prosperous
economic growth and its position of socio-political
stability and comfort in the heart of Europe, which
virtually rendered the catastrophe of World War Il and the
political pressure of the subsequent Cold War period
almost invisible (see for example the rather irritating
posters of Hans Thoni—'Gesunde Jugend, wehrkraftiges
Volk durch Wintersport' from 1940 or Donald Brun’s
‘Vacances de Printemps' from 1945).

At first glance, the theme of ambiguity may seem
surprising in an exhibition of travel posters and federal
campaigns. However, ambiguous effects are quite
common to both commercial advertising and political
campaigns, whether accidental or intended by the
commissioner and/or graphic designer. The intent of this
exhibition is to select a few iconic visual topics from
Swiss travel poster desian (such as winter sports, classic
alpine destinations) and Switzerland as a European tourist
hotspot, juxtaposing them with now outdated campaign
posters from the Swiss army and charities together with
more contemporary examples dealing with youth issues
and women'’s rights, in order to provoke a broader
comparison and to consider their visual readability.

The posters on women’s rights can also be regarded as
thematically interlocking triggers between the two
exhibitions, 'Instrumentalisation and Resistance' and
Ambiguous Messages'.

The exhibited posters represent far less a comprehensive
overview, rather a modest sampling that may shed light
on the zeitgeist phenomena and stereotypes in design.
Perhaps it will also reveal public expectations around
issues of the social climate, aspects of gender/sexuality
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and politics. Some pieces may seem more ambiguous or
even irritating now than they were meant to be at the
time of release. Today, quite a few of the exhibited
posters appear anachronistic if not downright hilarious;
reactions certainly not evoked in their original context.
For the purposes of this exhibition, the selected posters
are intentionally shown in a new context and ‘staged’ ina
manner to enhance the original stereotypes and
ambiguous effects. The ‘forced’ dialogue between the
posters might also help answer the question whether
provocative design is better simply because it generates
a reaction from the onlooker, or whether subtle, creative
and artistic interventions have a more lasting effect.

A retrospective view may also help reveal how such visual
stereotypes and conventions work intellectually; how we
may perceive them in a more discerning and critical way
compared to how we view contemporary images from
which we do not have this objective distance. Time is the
best judge and ultimately proves whether an image can
work only in its own time or if its visual and inventive
power has a more enduring character, entrancing the
onlooker even today. Fifty years hence, critics may react
similarly to posters from the first decades of the twenty-
first century.
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