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ITINERARY DOF A YOUNG SWISS GRAPHIC
DESIGNER Erich Brechbiihl escaped the dogma of
traditional swiss typography by working with niklaus
Troxler. as leader of cross-disciplinary collective Mixer,
he tackles each of his posters with a fresh mind
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by soshua Haymann, with vanina pinter

mixer, left to
right: erich
srechbiihl,
semko van Hoof,
marco sieber,
Maurus
pomeisen.

A graphic designer with Mixer, Erich Brech-
biihl works for local clients and enjoys inter-
national success — like his former mentor
Niklaus Troxler. The young creative was just |
24 when his powerfully impactful images
began to feature in biennials, picking up
numerous awards. Here e:i sheds light on |
Brechbhiihl's path to date and on the roles of |
the other, lesser-known members of Mixer. |

early steps

. | drawing and the Swiss rigour of grid-based
lavouts, which he implemented in his job.

. Yet he felt his creative possibilities were
restricted. His training over, he decided to do
another course, this time in graphic design.
During this period he met Niklaus Troxler,
who agreed to host him as an apprentice in his
studio for four years, to 2002.

Troxler mainly tasked him with corporate-
identity projects and a few poster jobs. Trox-
ler, applying his usual pedagogy, accepted all

In 1990, aged 13, Erich Brechbiihl founded ..
the Mix Pictures non-profit association to[
stage cultural events and short films. A few |
years later, he trained as a typographer and

at the same time worked as a photo-typeset- |
ter at the printworks in his home village of |
Sempach, in Lucerne canton, Switzerland.
This training taught him traditional letter

Brechbiihl's ideas and let him execute each
of his projects from start to finish. Along the
way, Troxler queried his formal choices and

-urged him to experiment and try accident-
based techniques, in a bid to unsettle the tra-
ditional approach to typography that his
apprentice had hitherto absorbed.

| After struggling initially, Erich Brechbiihl

embarked on the initiatory journey that dis-
tinguishes simple form-drawing from the cre-
ation of meaningful signs — a practice spe-
cific to graphic design. Niklaus helped me
realise that you need content as well as style
to produce good design.

In parallel he continued with Mix Pictures,
now helped by three friends. They staged con-
certs and theatre productions that enabled
him to create his first posters as a freelance.
In this he is similar to Troxler. who is known
primarily for his posters for the Willisau jazz
festival, which he also directs. After his stint
with Troxler, Brechbiihl sought to extend his
experience in a bigger studio, and did a place-
ment of several months at MetaDesign in
Berlin. He was hired as an artworker on the
Volkswagen account and came away with the
clear idea that he would freelance.

mix to mixer
The four guys involved in Mix Pictures wanted
o stay together and combine their experi-
ences and skills in a cross-functional group.
Marco Sieber is a photographer and studio
‘manager; Remko van Hoof, a marketing direc-
tor; and Maurus Domeisen, a stage designer.
In 2003 they turned Mix Pictures into a com-
mercial outfit, which they named Mixer.
The group work together on some projects,
such as the one for the Sempach retfailers’
federation, [6] for which van Hoof handled
the advertising and marketing and Brech-
biih] did the graphics. For commissions from
a children's fashion shop and a metalwork-
ing firm, Sieber took photographs which
became the visual material for brochures and
posters created by Brechbiihl, Many of Brech-
biihl's commercial projects don't feature in
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erich srechbiihl by niklaus Troxler
I oriented Erich Brechbiihl towards experi
mentation, which is essential if one is to
achieve novel, convincing results, He had a
tough first year at the studio because he
was fixated on traditional typography. Then
he made very guick progress. He changed
and began to experiment. Working with him
] In my studio,

people carry out the projects [ assign them

became a real pleasure, [...

from A to Z. It's not teamwork. Few com
missions are done jointly. I'm just there to
make corrections and slightly influence

my apprentices’ development.

What sets Erich Brechbiihl apart, I think, is
that he always looks for clear conception.
He plays with letters and images. Take his
vellow posters. He started them even before

he came to work with me, and they have an
extraordinary sense of rhythm. Erich isn't a
manual draughtsman. He collects images
and photos, and then translates them into

graphic compositions. [...] He has under-

stood my work, in which illustration and
typography always interact. What you dis-
cover in illustration can transform typogra
phy, and vice versa. In my view, there are no
big differences between imagery and typog
raphy. Both disciplines are interesting, and

Erich uses both media tremendously well.

Swiss graphic designers today still have a
good grasp of traditional typography and
know-how, which they then shake up to find
their own style — that's typically Swiss. In
order to have great creative freedom, you

must acquire the foundations of typography;,

vyoung graphic designers is to be an author —

www.troxlerart.ch

which is an exact science. To play with

characters you must get to know them first,
and it's not easy. Many graphic designers
find a path, a style, but then remain its pris-
oner. Fortunately, many graphic designers
in recent yvears have helped typography
evolve in captivating ways. The objective of

that's very important to them, INTERVIEW BY JH
roster for

willisau jazz
festival. zoos.
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his official portfolio, The work that pays well
is mainly commercial design, and I don't like
to show it off. The designer focuses on cul-
tural pmjects that give him an oppm'ttmity
to develop more radical graphics — projects
that he runs with Mixer for other clients,
mostly on shoestring budgets.

Even so, Brechbiihl agrees to show us the
work he's least proud of and which reflects
a part of the profession that often stays in
the shadows, There's a fork in the road, which
separates the routes taken by "committed”
designers and by those wha submit to the
client brief. Often, some practitioners are
“forced” to travel both routes but illuminate
un!,yona. Bmchbuhls choice of route is now
starting to bear fruit. He is receiving more
and more commissions from cultural play-
ers and from other clients receptive to a
hoider brand nf graphm design.
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1. rmprophil, 2003, poster series for
the 1mprophil theatre company.

2. schéner als du (“prettier than you"),
2002, roster for a play based on the
snow white fairy tale, sempach youth
theatre.

1. chrieg om de fried {“war for peace”),
2003. poster for a stage adaptation

of aristophanes’ Lysistrata,
Freilichttheater, sempach.

4. Frilhlings erwachen ("spring
awakening”), 2004. poster for
wedekind's play, sempach youth
theatre.

5. Theatersport, 2002. Poster for

a theatrical improvisation match,
mmprophil theatre, Lucerne.
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Formal experimentation

Brechbiihl's posters, which from his earliest
efforts have been marked by the simple, high-
impact forms of Swiss graphic design, draw
inspiration from Armin Hofmann and Josef
Miiller-Brockmann. During his apprentice-
ship, his style evolved awav from Troxler's
without ever just palely imitating his master.
With his series of yellow posters, developed
since 1997 for the monthly concerts staged
by Mix, he thrives in the freedom of these
self-commissions to experiment with his
latest formal discoveries, changing his visual/
plastic approach from poster to poster.
Brechbiihl often begins with a simple con-

weihnachtseinkauf

S

cept that he then explores within the frame-
work of a highly rigerous formal execution.
In his series of posters for improvisation
matches staged by theatre company Improphil,
[1] he drew silhouettes of toys, then impro-
vised with them in his composition. Once the
iconographic elements were defined, he
applied a purely plastic approach, playing
with the spatial arrangement of the objects.
In the Theatersport series, [5] again evident is
his desire to disrupt spectators’ readings,
through a composition in which letters and
illustrations criss-cross and merge. [n these
skilful games and mini-systems, the location
of each element influences its chromatic and
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formal features.

Each poster is a chance for Brechbiihl to
employ a new style reflecting his current
interest. His output seems to evolve through
his explorations, which are more plastic than
conceptual in nature. All his posters aim fo
grab the eye. They blend illustration and
typography, which in his work always func-
tion together and converse. Recently he began
incorporating photographic elements, notably
in the posters Bourbaki panorama [11] and
Faustrecht - Pubertarer blues. [13]
www.mixer.ch
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5. oetalllisten sempach, 2002-2003.
visual identity for the sempach
retailers’ federation.

. wirtschaft zur schiacht. visual
identity for the restaurant located
where the battle of sempach took
place in the 14th century

3. 1m schtel, 1997-present. series
of pasters for the monthly concerts
staged by mixer at the 1m schte|
venue in sempach.

1108

achre
T e

e = R s
1'J S :F“g%

r m—
~BRUND-ARSTAD
aniaciemscy
Cosnb STHTET

i o
SR 1Em-APRILt—2885
_....”m - e e e aene

. ,..,‘.l..ll ra— 1
L S L
.lm.w o .
1 g 5
h e

DM
e I
o 'H'”wmﬂih AR s - il m

R b i e poir g PP IR DA b

PSPPSRI SN TRY WP,
- = Kylturkeller im Schiel b *-M-l‘. PRETRR R S
I m Kronegass — 6204 Sempach

www.imschie: oh

109 :




—

8.]10. SEPTEMBER 2005

125 JAHR

E
MG HARMOMNIE SEMPACH
,;'. & TEILINSTRUMENTIERUNG

L =

._
=
(=
R
-
=

L L
L
L L
L L
L] L] L
L
L
H
P |
b
11}
¥
L L Sed .
L e L] il
TI1T 1] . i
F00080 80
. L L .
J L
1]

BALABNEN 18 DS FEETRALLE SEEPAER BRadLn
s P P

D
o s EEEE ot n

S FEAFRALLL M A

1t
_{ L
b«
-
+ e
» -
e
-
3434 eaas
s - b
= _E .
- -+
Loy A t &

STt T R R T e e

[ ] q!

b .

i

-e

L

5

._!I

st

gsssss 32

B 3

=gl :m i

gt
| :

ot

9. Mg Harmonie sempach, 2005, Poster
for the 125th anniversary of sempach
orchestra,

10. erziehen heisst auch crenzen
setzen ("education is also about
marking boundaries”), 2005, Poster

for an education event.

1. sourbaki panorama, zo06. poster for
the 125th anniversary of the panoramic
painting of ceneral sourbaki, depicting
the French army of the east under his
command retreating into switzerland.
12. pie welle [“the wave"), 2004. Poster
for a play about the rise of fascism,
tremolo youth theatre, Lucerne.

13. Faustrecht/pubertarer blues, 2006.
poster for an event about youth
violence and depression,

14. sennentuntschi, poster for a play
after a scandalous story by Hansjbirg
schneider, in which three lustful
mountaineers build their own woman.
aeternam theatre, Luceme
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