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Fig. 4.11

Ernst Keller, different clichés from different periods. 

Fig. 4.12

Ernst Keller, clock-face and bell inscription, Church of Saint Peter, Zurich, 1927. 

Fig. 4.13

Student work, author and year unknown.

Fig. 4.14

Works by Ernst Keller and students, year unknown.
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Motivation

The above-mentioned observations are leading to the conclusion that between 
the time of the turn of the century and the 1930s, new didactic forms of me-
diation and teaching, especially in the design area, were slowly implemented. 
In Switzerland, which had no classical academies (except in Geneva), the 
Kunstgewerbeschulen were founded approximately in 1870. These institutions 
started to find their own way of transmitting knowledge and craftsmanship 
and disrupted the classical academic tradition. If we look at the graphic de-
sign education, then we cannot avoid Ernst Keller, who had begun to build 
systematically his own way of teaching since 1918.

The question which arises is: What influenced the idea of change, and 
later the refinement to redefine the established didactical concepts? The very 
few surviving statements of Keller, and the list of the very influential design-
ers who studied with Ernst Keller, indicate a substantial change. When Ernst 
Keller claims that creative solutions emerge from the content of the problem, 
or that it is not a question of a specific style, then this points at concepts that 
are not present in the classical and academic education repertoire.

“Keller never attached importance to easily recognizable features of style 
either in his own work or in that of his students. He rejected every-
thing that smacked of mere routine. It was his belief that every graphic 
design problem must be solved out of its own specific requirements. 
The key to an assignment, and the final form taken by the design, must 
always be south in the given subject matter and function. The merely 
external characteristics that distinguish a ‘style’ were thereby eliminated.”  
(Rotzler 1976: 118)

Objectives 

The aim of this project is to investigate reasons and arguments on how Ernst 
Keller structured his teaching, which didactic principles guided him, and 
how his methods have been developed and refined over time. One important 
aspect seems to be his strong personality, and not only what he transmitted 
to his students, but also his very personal way of teaching. If we could answer 
these questions, maybe only in part, it should be possible to understand the 


