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“Photographs combine the laws of photography with the laws of things that can 
be visualized through photography”. These are the words the photographer 
Hans Finsler described around 1930 about the Relation of advertising and pho-
tography. Visually communicating what designers and producers were aiming 
for was by no means common; in advertising photography, design was usually 
placed in a fictitious atmospheric context of use.
An attitude of objectivity, honesty and restraint, however, became equally bind-
ing for many advertising photographers and designers who belonged to the 
German and Swiss Werkbund. A closed attitude developed since the founding 
of the Werkbund and was handed down to the post-war decades after 1945 
almost without interruption in the concept of the “gute form“, accentuated by 
the Swiss Max Bill and for both countries, Germany and Switzerland, long time 
validity. A certain perseverance then characterizes this photography (Sachfoto-
grafie), which distanced itself from fashionable changes.

“In photography, the laws of photography are combined with the laws of 
things that can be visualized through photography” (Finsler, 1969 quoted in 
Götz, 1991, p. 292). These were the words used by the Swiss photographer 
Hans Finsler (1891-1972), one of the most important protagonists of New 
Photography around 1930, to explain the coherence between the design of 
objects and photography. With his teaching at the School of Applied Arts Burg 
Giebichenstein in Halle an der Saale, Germany, and after 1932 at the School 
of Applied Arts in Zurich, Switzerland, he contributed significantly to the 
development of a new objectivity in photography, which set one of its main 
emphasis on the photography of things.

The alliance between the style of photography and the design of objects that 
he propagated, however, does not derive solely from his photo-theoretical 
positioning, but also referred to the objectivity in the design of products that 
the German Werkbund has represented since its founding in 1907. 

KEYWORDS
Sachfotografie
German and Swiss Werkbund 
Photography and Advertising

Liabilities
Interdependencies between 
Good Design and Sachfotografie 
in Modern Advertising
GERDA BREUER
Design and Art Historian
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This concept became known under the title Gute Form (Good Design) after 
the second world war. Finsler was chairman of the Swiss Werkbund (SWB) 
from 1946-1955.

The Deutscher Werkbund (DWB) was founded on October 6, 1907 as an eco-
nomic cultural association of artists, architects, entrepreneurs, politicians, art 
critics and several workshops in Munich. According to the statute, it aimed 
at “refining commercial work in the interaction of art, industry and crafts, 
through education, propaganda and a closed statement on relevant issues”. 
One of his focus was to make German goods competitive in international 
export business through quality. In particular, the bad reputation of German 
goods circulating in the leading industrialized nation of England to produce 
predominantly cheap mass goods was to be counteracted. Relying on an 
ethically sound concept of quality, attempts were made to improve crafts-
manship and industrial production with a new design based on “usefulness”, 
“material” and “construction”, which was also called “objectivity”, while at 
the same time attuning to modernity. That is, one rejected also historical 
references in the form as well as their artistic appearance by the ornament. 
The demand for an industrial-technically as well as aesthetically high-quali-
ty production was aimed, as in the artistic reform movement since Arts and 
Crafts in England, but this time oriented towards the industry. The institution 
was now orientated in programmatic contrast to a seemingly only profit-ori-
ented industrialized cheap and mass production. In the neighboring countries 
of Austria, Switzerland, Scandinavia and Czechoslovakia, similar institutions 
were created, some of which had the same name. The Werkbünde charac-
terized an intensive theoretical discussion on economic-cultural questions, 
above all also of national economy. At the same time they accompanied a 
dense network of programmatic exhibitions, manifesto programs and numer-
ous publications. After the Second World War, they revived in Germany and 
in Switzerland with the time adapted programs and a partly divergent club 
structure. Once again, the focus was on an ethically founded concept of quali-
ty, to which the title Gute Form (Good Design) pointed.

Not actually coming from the profession of photography – Finsler was a 
trained architect and had also studied art history and was influenced by the 
Sehschule (Training of Perception) of the art historian Heinrich Wölfflin –  he 
initially begun as an amateur, working to document student’s work by pho-
tography. Finsler (1969 quoted in Götz, 1991, p. 292) describes this process 
as a mere inventory: as an analysis of the objects, their material qualities and 
their design, their essence and their context (Rotzler, 1964).
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I wondered there: how to photograph things that have been created according 
to certain formal laws? Before my experiments, these things were photographed 
improperly by a professional photographer according to the then usual template. 
[...] Photography in connection with the things to be recorded became a fascinat-
ing discovery for me. If I had completed a photographic apprenticeship, I would 
never have come to the same conclusions. Forcibly, I became a photographer. 
Students came, and it was the first class for new photography at a School of 
Applied Arts. 
The years after the First World War meant a new beginning in many areas. They 
asked for the basics. For example, they asked: What is a house? What is a chair? 
What is color? I asked, at first quite unsystematically: What is photography? 
What are the laws of things that I record? Is there an evaluation of things in pho-
tography? Does photography look different from the eye? 

But Finsler does not mention that this objectivizing attitude had a photo-
graphic basis in the general preference for the thing since the beginnings of 
the modern medium, the 1910s in the US and the 1920s in Germany. Straight 
photography and Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) were able to profile 
on the still objects the brilliance of the technical medium, without imitating 
painterly effects and atmospherical moods as the fine arts. The invention of 
photography in the 19th century initially focused on the purely documenting 
nature, and it was said that it had no pictorial, aesthetic-subjective independ-
ence. But after a short while, one sought to revalue the medium by competing 
with art. Around 1900, painting was attempted to imitate pictorialism, such 
as impressionism, with the means of photography. In the second heyday of the 
history of photography however, the characteristic of photography, its objec-
tive reproduction of the object and its apparative conditions, was emphasized. 
Neues Sehen was more concerned with new ways of seeing through “Foto-Au-
ge” (photo-eye),1 that means, the apparatus requirements of the mapping, and 
subjective aspects of the perception as well as the variety of perspectives as 
in constructivism. The photographers of the Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectiv-
ity), however, emphasized the “objectivity of reproducing their object” which 
the German photographer Albert Renger-Patzsch (1897-1966) described as 
“photographic photography” (quoted by Kemp 2011, p. 50). They set them-
selves apart from the technique of photographing and their motifs, which is 
based on painting.
Renger-Patzsch, the main representative of Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objec-
tivity) in Germany, described this photographic realism as the emancipating 
process of a new medium. In his programmatic essay “Die Freude am Ge-
genstand” (The Joy of the Object) he focused on things, their structure, their 
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form, their material for photography. In his opinion, photography was the 
most suitable medium for capturing their individuality. Depth of field, isola-
tion of the object, unspectacular views, realistic spatial and surface effects, 
according to the human eye, etc. should now be perfected, so that the pho-
tographer should have a new self-confidence for the technical and apparatus 
conditions of his medium. No wonder that he originally wanted to give his 
main work, the illustrated book Die Welt ist schön (The World is Beautiful), 
1928, the title Die Dinge (The Things).2

1. Photography and Advertising
Because the look was straightly directed to the things, the demand for Sach-
fotografie (New Objectivity) in the new print media and advertising became 
great (Molderings, 2008, p. 8). Now it appeared as the appropriate medium 
to inform about the quality of the goods, their materiality and the way of 
production. With the sharp, precise picture of the subject, much more exact 
conceptions of the quality of the offered goods could be conveyed, the objec-
tivity of the photograph seemed to be the proof, to offer no false promises 
about the goods. An exact recording technique as well as a factual imagery, 
which reproduced objects to scale and detail in form and functionality, were 
prerequisites. Companies and producers recognized the advantage of pho-
tography as an advertising medium and in this way were among the most 
active supporters of New Photography.
In the area of ​​poster advertising, the modern Sachplakat, usually a color litho-
graph, preceded in the 1910s in Germany the New Photography, that was con-
centrated on the individual product. It combined the isolated object in large 
format with the manufacturer’s brand name and put it in front of plain-color-
ed ground. In Germany, often in connection with the brand discussion of the 
Deutscher Werkbund, there was also an order placed by certain companies 
like Opel, Bosch, Stiller, Salamander. At the beginning there were the posters 
of Lucian Bernhard since 1905, followed by the poster artists who worked 
with the printer Hollerbaum & Schmidt, alongside Lucian Bernhard, Ernst 
Deutsch, Hans Rudi Erdt, Julius Gipkens, Julius Klinger and Paul Scheurich. 
They played such a large role that today everybody speaks of Deutscher 
Plakatstil (German poster style). 
However, in the size of posters, photographs were not yet reproducible, and 
color photography was already invented, but was only used in advertising 
in the 1930s. When Agfa and Kodak launched their color films almost at the 
same time in the thirties and the small-format cameras conquered the mar-
ket, color photography was gratefully accepted by the masses, but long-last-
ing reservations arose even in the art world.
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But despite all the suggestive objectivity, the metamorphosis of the thing, 
its transformation into goods or the unwanted emergence of pitfalls, ambi-
guity, and the play with associations and poetic elements have fascinated 
many commercial artists. Whether things, objects or goods - a metamorphic 
process oscillates between the concepts. The thing serves and enhances the 
one who acquires it, but it can humiliate, alienate and subdue him or her. It 
can be possession and obsession, fetish and desire. With the modern goods 
and the consumer a new phenotype of the modern psyche appeared. Many 
billboards knew about this multi-layered relationship structure. Even the 
Constructivists, who devoted themselves verve to the Sachplakat (objective 
poster) – many were organized in the Ring Neuer Werbegestalter (Circle of 
New Advertising Designer) up from 1928 – have played, despite all the rigor 
of their guiding principles, with Dadaist joke.
In the late 1920s, the boundaries between Sachwerbung (Objective Advertis-
ing), Dadaism and Surrealism were fluid. Dada’s enthusiasm for the everyday 
object and its poetry, for the pitfalls in the evidence of a thing and for the 
disavowal of reason in the objectivity also went into the picture-finding of 
objective posters. The surrogate function of the thing for the really other 
fascinated the surrealists. René Magritte probably visualized them most im-
pressively. Known objects of fetishism such as shoes and hats were therefore 
particularly popular in advertising.
In the 1940s and 1950s, this direction became a style of its own Swiss adver-
tising graphics. Their representatives Niklaus Stoecklin, the brothers Her-
mann and Willi Eidenbenz, Donald Brun and Herbert Leupin created brand 
advertising, which became one of the classics of Swiss poster art. There were 
also companies that were particularly fond of billboard advertising, includ-
ing shoe companies Bally and Bata and fashion house PKZ. In addition to the 
food industry, it was apparel and accessories where branded merchandise 
first became established. All of these companies recognized the importance 
of professional advertising from early days on and engaged renowned poster 
designers.3

2. Sachfotografie and Werkbund
Hans Finsler was, like Renger-Patzsch, close to the German Werkbund and 
became, as mentioned already, chairman of the Swiss Werkbund after the end 
of World War II. His photo series for Swiss companies such as Wohnbedarf, 
the porcelain factory Langenthal, the furniture factory Embru and the textile 
factory Heberlein are among the most well-known Swiss Sachfotografien.
Visually communicating what the designer and the manufacturer wanted 
aspired a special mental coloring in this institutional context. For since the 
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founding days of the Werkbund in 1907 to the time of National Socialism 
and the re-founding of the institution in Germany in 1947 – as in Switzer-
land – an attitude of objectivity, honesty and restraint in the appearance of 
things was decisive. In his volume titled What is Quality? (1951), the former 
managing director of the German Werkbund and later the first Federal 
President of the Bundesrepublik Deutschland (BRD) put the spirit of the 
Werkbund in a nutshell by writing: “Quality is the decent one”. The Werk-
bund propagated a morality of things, this means hidden values ​​behind the 
design, and developed “product cultural codes”. The German design histori-
an Gert Selle and the Swiss Peter Erni drew attention to the normative can-
on of design and the missionary fury that accompanied the activities of the 
Werkbund for decades.4 The closed value attitude of the Werkbund members 
resembled a religious community. In particular, Erni has described how 
the violation of the rules of unification came close to a heresy, the apostasy 
from the belief in “good” quality work.
This ethically founded concept of quality has equally prevailed in the envi-
ronment of the Swiss Werkbund. Finsler gave his companies a specific brand 
image through his objective photographs, which was combined with quality 
and functionality. And he supported an informal network of kindred spirits.
Photography compliant with the Werkbund and advertising were objectively 
informative, sometimes soberly restrained. They wanted to convince, not 
persuade. “The best advertisement is the good quality of the goods and the 
unconditional trust, the decent attitude towards the colleague and the buyer”, 
Max Laeuger characterized the good advertising of his time in a small book 
by the designer Hermann Gretsch at the end of the thirties (1937, p. 195). 
People believed in the educational value of things. This closed attitude5 was 
handed down almost without interruption in the post-war decades into the 
concept of  “Gute Form” (Good Design), which had long been valid for both 
countries, Germany and Switzerland. A certain perseverance then charac-
terizes these photographers, who all distanced themselves from fashionable 
changes. He wanted to show the “obstinacy of things” one of Germany’s best 
known representatives of Sachfotografie, Willi Moegle, who remained loyal to 
his recording style from the early Werkbund days to the 1980s, described his 
life’s work: “I supported the designer’s wish with photography - there was a 
community between the manufacturer, the designer and me. I recognized the 
Gute Form (Good Design)”.6 

Far from the critical discussions about realism, a documenting style had 
established itself in advertising that was closely linked to a design attitude 
in design that promoted a value-oriented functionalism (Gebrauchsfunk-
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tionalismus). Although the term is usually associated with the international 
exhibition Die gute Form organized by the Swiss sculptor and designer Max 
Bill on behalf of the Swiss Werkbund (SWB), which was presented for the 
first time in 1949 as a special show at the Swiss Mustermesse in Basel – 80 
panels designed by Bill showed photographs of selected, exemplary shaped 
consumer goods from all over the world – however, the commitment to the 
material form of objects and the corresponding style of documenting has 
been developed much earlier.

3. Common Style Features
To list features of a coherent style between design and photography, one 
might cite the following parallels:

—	 the clear, manageable form in the design of things corresponds 
	 to center the object in photography; 
—	 the rejection of sentimental colors corresponds to the black and white 
	 photography; 
—	 the model of the industrial form signalizes the serial production 
	 to such design as stacking, ranking of the same parts; 
—	 the criticism of a coat of meaning and the sentimental to a blank 
	 background in white or black; 
—	 the calm effect of the object to its position in front of an empty surface; 
—	 the honesty in the design to the rejection of atmospheric staging;
—	 the main goal of material justice to the emphasis on the material 
	 character of things,
—	 ornamentlessness as a design principle to highlighting smooth, 
	 cool materials, etc.

Most photographers appeared unnamed behind the Sachfotografie, but in 
later decades, well-known specialists emerged. Among the best known of the 
1950s and 1960s were Willi Moegle, Adolf and Franz Lazi, Albert Renger-
Patzsch, Werner Mantz, Karl Hugo Schmölz, Heinrich Heidersberger, Carl 
Andreas Abel and Hans Finsler. This advertising photography was intended 
in the sense of Renger Patzsch, to be “servant of the object”. In design, the 
concept of the Stummer Diener (dumb servant) came to mind, the object and 
the photograph were so unobtrusive that in advertising photographs one 
occasionally had to point out the objects in the room for which one was cam-
paigning.
 Just as in the late 1960s and 1970s the alleged sober style was accused of 
bloodless neutral design, the photographs of these representatives often lost 
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their magic that could be found in the classical years of modern art. In the 
course of economic growth and general greater prosperity, the desire for 
luxury, for greater diversity, for greater change and differentiated customer 
wishes, arose. Fashion photographers such as Charles Wilp, for example, 
counted among the photographing commercial artists, in which the aesthet-
ics of the goods were idiosyncratic. The rhetoric of visual praise received the 
authorship of the photographer, the conventions of  “objective” description 
were neglected. Although representatives of the Gute Form (Good Design) 
still designed the objects photographed by Wilp, as Jupp Ernst designed 
the Afri-Cola bottle, there was no longer any harmony between design and 
photography in the sense of objectivity. Increasingly, companies in their 
advertising no longer adapted to the intentions of the designer, as was the 
case however with the concepts of corporate design of an Otl Aicher for Erco, 
FSB, Bulthaup, etc., and is still partially today again. The fine line between 
Gebrauchswert (use value) and Tauschwert (exchange value) was in the sixties 
and seventies clearly accentuated in favor of the latter, fetishized desires 
were the messages to which the medium adapted.

However, objective photography in the style of documentary continued in 
a certain way and with other accents in the sixties and seventies, as we 
mentioned Otl Aicher already, who was representative of the Hochschule 
für Gestaltung (School of Applied Arts) in Ulm, Germany. Furthermore the 
objectivity of advertising photography mingled with the aesthetic code of 
the International Style and had a greater impact, and above all, through the 
dominance of American companies7, which set the tone for the cool office 
style and the elegantly distanced furniture design. The principles of design 
– “right angle” of their harsh rationalism and systemic thought, the zen-like 
barrenness that mingled with the elegance of the materials to an elitist style 
of understatement – mated with the reduced-atmospheric objectivity of color 
photography in their own glossy brochures.
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NOTES 1	 Foto-Auge was the title of a publication 
by Franz Roh and Jan Tschichold with 
76 examples of modern photography 
published in 1929 by the Akademis-
cher Verlag Dr. Fritz Wedekind & Co., 
Stuttgart. 

2	 It was probably the new title that 
triggered a critique that has entered 
into the discussion of realism as an 
artistic form: the Jewish philosopher 
Walter Benjamin saw in this kind of 
external realism a “whitewashing” of 
the world in the form of the aesthetics 
of goods (Warenästhetik), as they do in 
advertising photography that emerged 
in the thirties and a fetishization of 
the objects, which did not convey any 
knowledge but false promises. In the 
context of the realism debates, the 
German dramatist Bertolt Brecht had 
also criticized the reference illusion 
of documentary photography. His 
much-quoted statement “A photograph 
of the Kruppwerke or the AEG gives 
almost nothing about these institutes”, 
rejects realistic performance and thus 
photography the power of knowledge. 

	 “The situation becomes like that 
complicated because a simple ‘repro-
duction of reality’ says less than ever 
about reality. A photograph of the 
Krupp works or the AEG shows almost 
nothing about these institutions’’ (Bre-
cht, 1977, p. 161). Criticism of Realism  
had a long tradition in literature, and 
it often ignited discussions about the 
contradiction between utility and 
exchange value (Gebrauchswert und 
Tauschwert), i.e. the commodity char-
acter (Warencharakter) of a thing. As 
late as the 1950s, Theodor W. Adorno 
(1958) reinterpreted the concept of 
realism as the most unimaginative. His 
famous dictum that the novel can only 
be faithful to its realistic heritage if it 
renounces realism does not only dis-
close realism as a cognitive medium, 
but even rejects it as a delusion: “If the 
novel wants to remain faithful to its 
realistic heritage and say how it really 
is, it must renounce a realism that 
reproduces the façade by only helping 
it in its deception” (p. 64).

3	 Poster Collection 24: The Magic of 
Things, Museums für Gestaltung 
Zürich, 2012; see the text by G. Breuer, 
Fast ohne Worte. Über Sachplakate, pp. 
12-17; in english Almost without Words: 
On Object Posters, pp. 40-45.

4	 See different editions of Selle, 
Geschichte des Design in Deutschland; 
Erni (1983). See also Oestereich (2000) 
and Breuer (ed.) (2007).

5	 The fact that there were endless 
discussions about the manner of 
photographic communication in the 
Werkbund, in which Hans Finsler was 
also involved, must not hide the fact 
that they were committed to common 
principles. In Erni (1983).

6	 “Den Eigensinn der Dinge zeigen…” 
(“Showing the Attachment of 
Things...”), Willi Moegle in a conver-
sation with Charles Compère (1989), 
in Form. Zeitschrift für Gestaltung, 
III(127), p. 46. See also Breuer (2004).

7	 Knoll international and Hermann 
Miller were among the best known.
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