Karl Gerstner created a rational, systematic approach to graphic design. As
a boy in Basel this pioneer of Swiss typography longed to be a chemist. Unable to
afford the extensive training, he turned instead to the visual synthesis of graphic design. Gerstner merged
art with science. He developed a comprehensive system capable of generating a broad range of design
solutions, and he connected this system to the evolving field of computer programming. Gerstner detailed
his approach in Designing Programmes, a book that became a 1960s cult classic. For three decades he ran
ggk,

the advertising agency he founded with Markus Kutter in 1959. His early work with systems-oriented

design reveals, in his words, “How much computers change—or can change—not only the procedure of the
work but the work itself.”1 Gerstner’s parallel career as a fine artist steeped in the Concrete Art movement
consistently informed the precision of his commercial work.
1	Manfred Kröplien, “Status Quo at
66,” in Karl Gerstner, Review of
5 x 10 Years of Graphic Design etc.
(Ostfildern-Ruit, Germany: Hatje
Cantz, 2001), 242.
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Programme as Logic

Instead of solutions for problems, programmes for solutions—the subtitle
can also be understood in these terms: for no problem (so to speak) is
there an absolute solution. Reason: the possibilities cannot be delimited
absolutely. There is always a group of solutions, one of which is the best
under certain conditions.
To describe the problem is part of the solution. This implies: not to
make creative decisions as prompted by feeling but by intellectual criteria.
The more exact and complete these criteria are, the more creative the
work becomes. The creative process is to be reduced to an act of selection.
Designing means: to pick out determining elements and combine them.
Seen in these terms, designing calls for method. The most suitable I know
is the one Fritz Zwicky has developed, although actually his is intended
for scientists rather than designers. (Die morphologische Forschung, 1953,
Kommissionsverlag, Winterthur.) I have produced the diagram below in
accordance with his instructions and, following his terminology, I have
called it “the morphological box of the typogram.” It contains the criteria—
the parameters on the left, the relative components on the right—following
which marks and signs are to be designed from letters.
The criteria are rough. As the work proceeds, of course, they are to be
refined as desired. The components are to be made into parameters and new
components are to be specified, etc. Moreover, they are not only rough, they
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in keeping with the highest standard.

is so insignificant that it needn’t be accomplished

I appreciate the moral imperative that no task

are also not self-contained. The component “something else” is the parcel in
which the leftovers are packed if the parameter does not break down neatly.
The designations are imprecise in some cases. There are many imperfections.
But it is precisely in drawing up the scheme, in striving for perfection, that
the work really lies. The work is not diminished; it is merely transferred to
another plane.
The inadequacy of this box is my own and not inherent in the method.
Even so: it contains thousands of solutions that—as could be shown by checking an example—are arrived at by the blind concatenation of components.
It is a kind of designing automatic.
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There are only inferior solutions.

There are no inferior tasks.

Solutions from the Programme
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(Not all the solutions were found with the aid of the morphological box. But
all those found can be assigned to a place in it and analyzed.)
If all the components contained in the trademark intermöbel are added, we
obtain the following chain:
a 11. (word) - 21. (sans-serif ) - 33. (composed)
b 14. (shades combined, viz. light and dark) -12. (achromatic)
c 12. (size immaterial, therefore medium) - 22. (proportion usual) - 33. (fat)
- 41. (roman)
d 11. (from left to right) - 22. (normal spacing) - 31. (form unmodified) 43. (something replaced, viz., the face of the letter r by superimposition of the
two parts of the word).
Not all the components are of equal importance; only two are actually
decisive: b 14 + d 43.
The importance of “combined” is shown in example b 14: the components
light-medium-dark are not very expressive in themselves because they do
not represent an assessable value (apart from black always being dark). But if
letters of varying degrees of darkness are combined (as here) the parameter
of shade may be the point at which the solution crystallizes out.
Parameters as points of crystallization: I will illustrate all those in the
section “Expression” by the following examples:
“Reading direction” determines the expression of the typograms Krupp
and National Zeitung. In both instances the component d 15 (combined)
forms the basis. In Krupp d 11 (from left to right) is combined with d 14
(otherwise, i.e., from right to left).
In the case of National Zeitung the components are d 12 and 13.
“Spacing,” once again combined in the component, is determining in
Braun Electric and Autokredit A.G.

Programme as Grid

Is the grid a programme? Let me put it more specifically: if the grid is considered as a proportional regulator, a system, it is a programme par excellence.
Squared paper is a (arithmetic) grid, but not a programme. Unlike, say, the
(geometric) module of Le Corbusier, which can, of course, be used as a grid but
is primarily a programme. Albert Einstein said of the module: “It is a scale of
proportions that makes the bad difficult and the good easy.” That is a programmatic statement of what I take to be the aim of “Designing Programmes.”
The typographic grid is a proportional regulator for composition, tables,
pictures, etc. It is a formal programme to accommodate x unknown items.
The difficulty is: to find the balance, the maximum of conformity to a rule
with the maximum of freedom. Or: the maximum of constants with the
greatest possible variability.
In our agency we have evolved the “mobile grid.” An example is the
arrangement below: the grid for the periodical Capital.
The basic unit is 10 points; the size of the basic typeface including the
lead. The text and picture area are divided at the same time into one, two,
three, four, five, and six columns. There are 58 units along the whole width.
This number is a logical one when there are always two units between the
columns. That is: it divides in every case without a remainder: with two
columns the 58 units are composed of 2 x 28 + 2 (space between columns);
with 3 columns 3 x 18 + 2 x 2; with 4 columns 4 x 13 + 3 x 2; with 5 columns
5 x 10 + 4 x 2; with 6 columns 6 x 8 + 5 x 2 10-point units.
The grid looks complicated to anyone not knowing the key. For the
initiate it is easy to use and (almost) inexhaustible as a programme.
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