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The subject of IDEA No.333 is the Swiss virtuoso,
educator and typography philosopher Emil Ruder
(1914-1970), who worked from Basel from the 1940s
till the 1960s.

After having studied typesetting, calligraphy and
book design in Ziirich and Paris, in 1942 Ruder took
the position of typography instructor at the
Allgemeine Gewerbeschule Basel [Basel School of
Design]. With Basel as the setting, he became
involved heavily in design and education. Ruder’s
typographic expression, sparkling with elegance and
lucidity and waxing with a bold spirit of experimenta-
tion, was clearly distinct from the contemporary
family of Swiss Typography and maintained great
influence.

Swiss Typography is a much-refined direction of the
MNew Typography pioneered in the 30s. Its conven-
tional features include the use of systematic layout
on a grid, sans-serif typefaces, asymmetric com-
position and flush-left alignment. The concept of
Swiss Typography was widely accepted around the
world, but there was no unified ‘Swiss Typography’
movement. In practice, creators in a wide range of
fields demonstrated its approach: designers of
advertising and of posters and even those active in
the plastic arts.

Among these formats, Ruder’s typography alone
communicates the genuine meaning of the word,
‘typography’ because he began ‘from the inside’, as
atypesetter, and was grounded in its discipline.
With the engineering perspective of movable type as
the premise, Ruder worked within the bounds

of technical constraints to create typography that
functioned as a consummate information communi-
cator and was truly beautiful.

In contrast to conventional Swiss typography,

its style too stiffened by its emphasis on systematic
composition, Ruder strove for emancipation from
concern over the details and the whole. Within the
unprinted areas, Ruder discovered ‘positive negative
space’, giving birth to a typography in which type
and objects create an elegant dynamic equilibrium.
He had the understanding particular to a one-time
typesetter that white space is not merely void;

it represents a significant presence. His interests
extended beyond typography to music, art and
Oriental thought. Ruder developed an independent
typography from within this integration.

Ruder designed mainly in the cultural domain;
within his prodigious body of work are many books
of art and literature and posters and catalogs for
exhibitions. Based on modernist aesthetics, Ruder's
unusual atypical design — particularly his book
design —was criticized for its departure from conven-
tion, but Ruder never halted in his journey towards
innovation.
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While active in design, the foundation of his career
was his educational role at Basel School of Design.
Ruder started his postin 1942, and was appointed as
head of the Applied Arts Department in 1947.

He established the Tagesfachklasse fiir Buchdruck
[Letterpress Printing Class]. He implemented an
educational program designed to develop students’
creativity in typesetting and composition, together
with his colleagues. And in 1968 he initiated with
Armin Hofmann the International Advanced Program
for Graphic Design.

Ruder also set up an almost informal extra-curricular
special selection course, in which a small group

of students took part in intense practical workshops.
Thanks to the efforts of those who had been under
Ruder’s tutelage, the fame of the ‘Basel school’
pervaded Europe. In his later years, he became the
headmaster at the school and held the position

of director at the Gewerbemuseum [Basel Arts and
Crafts Museum].

Among his educational pursuits, Ruder was particu-
larly enthusiastic about writing on typography. In
the Swiss magazine Typographische Monatsblétter
[Typographic Monthly], he attempted to situate
typography notin a narrow disciplinary field but
within a broad range of cultural and historical axes,
and also espoused a methodology of typography
based on his own research. Involved in the editing
of that magazine, sometimes stirring up heated
controversy about typography, Ruder exerted a solid
influence on Europe's typographers.

The fruit of his work in education and publishing is
the manual of design Typographie, issued in 1967.
This volume, in which an effective methodology and
perspective are combined, surmounts any considera-
tion of either era or technology, and to this day is
accepted as one of the fundamental design tomes.
Ruder's perpetual concern was creating contem-
porary typography that kept pace with the develop-
ment of information technology but never lost

its humanity.

Ruder's students, holding close the benefits of Foreword
this revered master, are active in every corner of the
world. Among them is Helmut Schmid, editor and
designer of this issue, who now works in Japan. In
1997, Robundo published the road to Basel, authored
by Schmid. Itis a collection of testimonies by those
who were blessed with the eternal spring that

was Emil Ruder, and honor the days they spent with
the man whom they hold in such high esteem.

Kiyonori Muroga
January 2009

More than ten years later...

The conversation with Ruder’s legacy and instruction
continues today. In this issue, Schmid collected
some of the artifacts that have come to lightin the
course of his observation. Further investigation and
research will clarify more of the facts surrounding
Ruder, but this dialogue must continue. For we

may cobble together an artificial combination of the
components that make up a living entity, but life

will never be manifest there. It is our sanguine desire
that this issue will give our readers the opportunity
to join the circle of conversation with this great
virtuoso.

Translation: Yukiko Naito and Maggie Hohle
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