Swiss Design Classics
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Nestled in the heart of Europe and shaped by the majestic Alps,
Switzerland may be small in size — 232 times smaller than China — but
its influence on global innovation and design is anything but modest.
With 26 cantons (states) and four national languages — German,
French, Italian and Romansh — Switzerland’s cultural diversity has
fostered a tradition of craftsmanship, design and forward-thinking
innovation that is renowned worldwide for its simplicity, functionality
and timelessness.

To celebrate 75 years of diplomatic relations between China and
Switzerland (2025), Swiss Design Classics, an exhibition featuring 75
iconic furniture pieces that showcase the evolution of Swiss
craftsmanship from humble beginnings to global recognition, is
presented by the Embassy of Switzerland in China, in collaboration
with the Swiss Federal Office for Buildings and Logistics, USM,
Switzerland Tourism, and both local and international partners. The
exhibition also features a carefully curated selection of travel and
tourism posters that exemplify Switzerland’s unique approach to
visual communication, as well as a special exhibition honoring the
influential Swiss artist, designer and teacher Max Bill.

A key focus of the exhibition is Switzerland’s ongoing commitment to
innovation — not only in design, but also in fields such as engineering,
healthcare and sustainability. From groundbreaking inventions such
as sparkling water and aluminium foil to pioneering approaches in
research and development, Switzerland continues to drive progress
across a range of industries. The exhibition also pays tribute to the
80th anniversary of the Most Beautiful Swiss Books competition,
offering a glimpse of book designs that have won international acclaim
in recent years.

Swiss design and innovation have been influenced by its neighboring
countries — Austria, France, Germany and ltaly — and by international
collaboration. Scientists, artists, and skilled workers have all
contributed to its unique development. Today, Swiss universities such
as ECAL in Lausanne and ETH in Zurich attract a growing number of
international students, including many from China, underlining the
ongoing exchange of knowledge and creativity.

Swiss Design Classics offers a window into the essence of Swiss
design and innovation, characterized by technical precision,
thoughtful creativity and a deep connection to everyday life. Visitors
are invited to discover the profound impact Switzerland has had on
the world, as its influence continues to shape both functional objects
and broader global narratives in design and innovation.
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Crafting a nation:

the evolution of Swiss design identity
75 original Swiss furniture pieces
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Switzerland’s design journey traces a path from rural, archaically
crafted furniture and strong influences from foreign countries to the
establishment of a distinct national character. The country remained
largely rural until the 19th century, with only 10% of the population
living in cities by 1800, with simple furniture that was more a means to
an end, and the interiors of people in wealthier towns dominated by
international styles such as Gothic and Rococo. The creation of a
federal state in 1848 spurred economic growth in industries such as
textiles and mechanical manufacturing, and with it, design schools and
more sophisticated creations. The rise of tourism also boosted the
furniture industry, with local crafts such as woodcarving becoming
increasingly popular and refined, both within Switzerland and abroad.

In the early 20th century, Swiss design moved away from heavy, bulky
furniture and embraced functionalism. The Swiss Werkbund, founded
in 1913, played a key role in promoting quality craftsmanship and
practical design. Influenced by the German Bauhaus movement —
founded in 1919 and known for combining art, architecture and
industrial design with simplicity — Swiss design adopted a minimalist,
functional approach. In 1933 Marcel Breuer, the renowned German
architect and designer and a key figure in the Bauhaus movement,
chose to have his designs manufactured by the Swiss company
Embru because of its superior craftsmanship and production quality.
It was for the same reason that Vitra was later chosen to produce the
iconic Panton Chair Classic for Danish architect and designer Verner
Panton. The history of Swiss design is therefore not only a history of
designers, but also of manufacturers who are still appreciated
worldwide today — from De Sede to Lehni and Thut.

During both world wars, Switzerland’s neutrality provided a safe haven
for artists, giving rise to movements such as Dadaism during World
War I. The fact that Switzerland was spared from war and was able to
work with comparatively high financial resources contributed
significantly to the development and worldwide establishment of a so-
called Swiss Style in the 1930s and 1940s. A prime example of Swiss
functional design from the 1930s and 1940s is Hans Coray’s Landi
Chair, created for the 1939 Swiss National Exhibition, which balances
aesthetic appeal with practicality.

The post-war period marked a new chapter in Swiss design,
particularly in graphic design and the Good Form movement, led by
designers such as Max Bill and Willy Guhl, which emphasised
simplicity and quality. In the 1970s, Swiss design became more
flexible, playful, and experimental — often taking on a sculptural form
— as it responded to changing life- styles. Today, Swiss design
continues to lead the way with a focus on sustainability, durability and
innovation. Iconic pieces such as the USM Haller Modular Furniture
System and Bruno Rey’s Rey Stool (shown in the “stool-section” of
this exhibition) remain in demand, while contemporary Swiss
designers engage in collaborative, research-based practices to meet
the ever-changing needs of society. Panter & Tourron, with their
brand-new modular sofa edited by Vitra, embody eco-conscious,
flexible living. Studio AATB combines the latest technologies with a
hyper-ecological approach in its floor tiles, while Guy Meldem takes
classic chair forms, as seen at the beginning of the exhibition, but
builds them out of the simplest of scrap materials to create something
new out of something old. Global design narratives continue to be
shaped by the contribution of highly skilled and internationally
collaborating Swiss furniture manufacturers, from Ro&thlisberger to
Ruckstuhl.
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Swiss innovation:

Do you know these Swiss innovations?
24 groundbreaking innovations
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Switzerland’s leadership in global innovation is demonstrated by its
top ranking in the Global Innovation Index for 14 consecutive years.
This success is driven by a world-class education system, significant
investment in research and development, and a rich mix of social
diversity. World leading institutions such as ETH Zurich and EPFL
Lausanne fuel the country’s thriving innovation ecosystem, supported
by collaboration between academia, government and industry.

Swiss innovation touches many aspects of daily life, from food and
drink to engineering and healthcare. In 1783, Jacob Schweppe
revolutionised the beverage industry by creating sparkling water, while
Daniel Peter’s invention of milk chocolate in 1875 changed the world
of confectionery forever. In engineering, Hans Renold’s modern
bicycle chain improved mechanical efficiency, and Robert Victor
Neher’s invention of aluminium foil in 1910 became essential for food
preservation. In healthcare, Maurice

E. Muller's artificial hip joint changed the lives of millions.
Switzerland’s humanitarian legacy is also reflected in the founding of
the International Committee of the Red Cross in 1863, an organisation
that continues to shape global humanitarian efforts today.

In the annals of innovation, not only local inventors have made their
mark, numerous immigrant inventors in Switzerland also hold a
significant place. Polish artist and designer Oskar Zieta came to
Switzerland to study and developed the innovative FiDU (free inner
pressure deformation) process at ETH Zurich. His Plopp stool —
welded sheet metal inflated with air to create a comfortable stool — is
featured in the “furniture-section” of this exhibition. Like the inventor of
the vegetable peeler, Alfred Neweczerzal, both were immigrants and,
like many other non-Swiss natives, have contributed greatly to
Switzerland’s positive image abroad and to the country’s innovative
strength.

Historically, Switzerland was a nation of farmers dependent on well-
made, functional goods — a necessity that has shaped Swiss design
to this day. Simplicity, functionality and sustainability remain the core
principles of Swiss innovation. Products like Nespresso’s aluminum
coffee capsules and the Freitag bags made from recycled truck
tarpaulins, also featured in the “furniture section” of this exhibition,
exemplify how these values align with the demands of today’s
consumers.
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From local to global:

the Swiss Style

50 iconic tourism posters
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Switzerland was the first country in the world to commission a graphic
designer, Roger Pfund, to design its passports — an initiative that
underlines how graphic design is deeply rooted in the Swiss character
and reflects a wider ethos of clarity and functionality in visual
communication. Switzerland’s design history is particularly evident in
its tourism posters. In their early iterations, these posters emphasised
text, but as designers began to harness the power of imagery, the
medium transformed into a vital form of visual storytelling.

The use of colour lithography and bold graphic elements helped Swiss
posters become iconic around the world. Emil Cardinaux’s 1908
Zermatt — Matterhorn — 4505m — Switzerland poster is an example of
this evolution. His bold depiction of the mountain, painted with simple
lines and warm colors, symbolizes the beauty of the region and
combines the styles of Switzerland’s neighbours, German
monumentality with a dis- tinctly French playfulness, creating one of
the first works in a distinguished style that would later be called the
Swiss Style.

Between 1920 and 1950, the so-called Basel School further
developed poster design with its Object Posters, still characterised by
full format, simplified motifs and concise slogans. This period
contributed to the glob- al establishment of the post-war Swiss Style,
which emphasized simplicity, clear imagery and, above all,
typographic and mathematical precision to create visually coherent
designs. One of the world’s most recognizable fonts, Helvetica,
emerged from this movement, demonstrating how Swiss typography
has left a lasting mark on design history and, thanks to its clarity and
purity, can still be found in public spaces such as airport signage
around the world.

Contemporary Swiss posters continue to embody this rich heritage,
combining artistic innovation with effective communication and
serving as a testament to the enduring legacy of Swiss design, with 5
internationally renowned design schools operating in Switzerland, a
country smaller than the administrative region of Chongqing.
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More than just somewhere to sit
20 Swiss stools from four centuries
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This section of the exhibition encapsulates the rich 400-year history of
Swiss design through the lens of the humble stool. Known since
antiquity, the stool was the most common form of seating in the Middle
Ages, along with the bench, while the chair was mainly reserved for
high-ranking individuals until the 18th century. Celebrated for their
simplicity and functionality, the wide variety of stools on display
perfectly reflects the evolution of Swiss design.

An outstanding example is the 18th-century Engadine milking stool
made of sturdy Swiss stone pine. This three-legged stool epitomises
rural life and was once an indispensable piece of furniture for local
dairy farmers. Another milestone in Swiss design is the Stool 8,
Tabouret Tournant, designed in 1927 by Le Corbusier, Pierre
Jeanneret and Charlotte Perriand. With its minimalist form and swivel
seat, it embodied the principles of modern design and was exhibited
at the Salon d’Automne in Paris.

In the modern era, the sustainable focus of contemporary Swiss
designers is exemplified by Herzog & de Meuron’s Corker No. 2, made
from cork. Designed for the Serpentine Gallery Pavilion in London in
2012, this piece offers a tactile experience that reflects the modern
sensibility of sustainability.

Rounding off the selection is Fabio Hendry’'s (Hot Wire Extensions)
Soft Spring Stool, which takes an innovative approach to the reuse of
waste materials. This piece exemplifies the contemporary ~
design ethos, combining sustainability with aesthetic appe:
highlights the ongoing evolution of design practices in Switz
today.
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Form and function:

the legacy of Max Bill
Posters, prints, and furniture
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Max Bill is one of the most influential figures in modern art and design
of the 20th century. As a painter, sculptor, architect and designer, he
made a significant mark in many fields: Bill was a pioneer of Concrete
Art, which focused on geometric shapes, mathematics in general and
colour — rejecting any semblance of naturalistic subject matter.
Throughout his life, he championed the idea of Good Form — a
principle that combines aesthetics and functionality. His
interdisciplinary approach influenced not only design, but also art
theory and education.

His most famous design, the Ulm stool, exhibited in the “stool section”
of this exhibition remains a prime example of the Good Form ethos,
which rejects ornamentation in favour of clean lines, geometric shapes
and practical functionality. Created for the Ulm School of Design,
which Bill co-founded, the stool is both a functional piece of furniture
and a symbol of his belief that design should serve practical needs
while retaining aesthetic value. The stool, along with his other furniture
designs such as the Three-legged Chair and the Square Round Table,
embodies Bill's approach to modularity and multi-functionality.

Beyond his furniture, Bill’'s influence extended into the field of graphic
design. His prints (provided by collector Feng Yu and Falk Hirdes) and
posters, some of which are included in this exhibition, demonstrate his
mastery of form and color, always guided by his commitment to clarity
and precision and the power of minimalism to communicate complex
ideas visually.
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The most beautiful Swiss books
Years 2023 2022, 2021
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In 2024, the Most Beautiful Swiss Books competition is celebrating its
80" anniversary, honoring excellence in book design throughout
Switzerland. Since the first prize was awarded in 1943 at the
suggestion of graphic designer Jan Tschichold, the competition has
become an important institution in the field of book creation. The
exhibition Swiss Design Classics presents the prize-winning works of
the last three years and shows the innovation and creativity that
characterize contemporary Swiss book design. Organized by the
Federal Office of Culture, the competition aims to promote
contemporary trends and pioneering design approaches.

In 2023, an international jury examined some 412 titles and selected
18 outstanding works that are considered pioneering in their design.
These works not only reflect the diversity and creativity of Swiss book
design, but also underline the important role this discipline plays in the
country.
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