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“I am Cobalt” 
Thérèse Moll
Cinzia Ferrara
Università degli Studi di Palermo

Keywords
Thérèse Moll, Swiss Graphic Design, MIT, Typography, Jacqueline S. Casey.

Abstract
Thérèse Moll (1934 - 1961), a little known but by no means secondary figure, is 
part of the history of visual communication design in which she left a brief but 
lasting trace. Moll is enrolled at the School of Arts and Crafts in Basel where she 
meets important designers and teachers including Armin Hoffman, Emil Ruder, 
Karl Gerstner and Antonio Boggeri. Still very young, she receives an invitation to 
be a visiting designer at MIT in Boston. At the beginning of 1959, Thérèse Moll 
arrives in the U.S.A. and during her four-month stay she works with Jacqueline 
S. Casey and Ralph Coburn at MIT’s Office of Publications, radically modifying 
the MIT communication, while at the same time introducing to her American 
colleagues the modernity and experimentation of the Swiss school of which she 
too is a spokesperson. The grid system, the typography, and the asymmetrical 
composition are only some of the elements of the efficient machine for commu-
nicating represented by the Swiss school that, like Le Corbusier’s house was a 
machine for living, is a powerful and effective device that responds to a specific 
need and that improves our quality of life.
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History should be read through its continuum and through 
its gaps, boldly stated British writer Virginia Woolf lecturing 
students on “Women and Fiction” at Newnham Arts Society 
and Girton Society at the University of Cambridge in October 
1928.1

Virginia Woolf was well aware that at the time the history of 
literature had (and maybe still has today) many gaps the re-
sult of more or less conscious neglect or oversight, and due 
not only to a gender-based discrimination against women 
(with history being mostly written by men), but also to the few 
known women writers in England in the early twentieth centu-
ry. Drawing inspiration from Woolf’s remarks and using them 
as a sort of magnifying glass to go deeper inside a different 
field of study, we notice that the history of visual communi-
cation design is also full of gaps, empty spaces waiting to be 
filled by what Giovanni Anceschi2 calls “microhistories”. 
One of such gaps can certainly be filled by Thérèse Moll. 
Despite a brief but very intense life, her work allowed her to 

1 “On October 20, the Woolfs drove to Cambridge, where they were guests of Pernel Strachey, di-
rector of Newnham College. That evening Virginia gave a lecture at the Arts Society, and the follow-
ing day she had lunch with George Rylands at King’s College. The following week she returned to 
Cambridge, this time by train, with Vita [Sackville-West], and spoke at the Girton Society (October 
26). These two lectures, entitled “Women and Fiction”, were expanded and published in 1929 under 
the title of A Room of One’s Own. (Bell, 1981)

2 In his talk at “Design: storia e storiografia”, the first international conference of Historical 
Studies on Design held in Milan in 1991, Anceschi denounces a lack of scientific publications on 
design and studies on the history of Italian graphic design. Anceschi defines “microhistories” as 
the many necessary reconstructions in visual communication design that may concern the work of 
an author, the history of a particular geographical area, or the reconstruction of a certain period of 
history. Sometimes the gaps caused by various reasons, at times merely contingent, if identified and 
filled can help reconstruct long periods of history that, like a connective tissue, join the history of 
men and women of different personal and professional experiences, alongside stories of schools, 
movements, regions or entire geographical territories, and cultural areas. (Pasca & Trabucco, 1995)
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that from her home country Switzerland crossed borders and 
seas reaching the United States of America. A network of 
relations that brings to mind the “small-world model”,3 gener-
ating not just a series of intersecting lines, but an entire sur-
face, a map tracing her whereabouts, the names of those she 
encountered, her projects, the places she visited, where she 
lived and worked, all the years gone by.

A map to be read as a polycentric radial system, showing not 
only the importance of Moll’s work, but also her influence 
on American graphic design, enriched by the modernity and 
experimentation she brought from the Swiss school. So, on 
one hand, the importance of a figure impossible to fully ap-
preciate relying only on her essential biography and short life 
span (she died at 27 years old), on the other, the possibility of 
reconstructing her history and work thanks to the people she 
crossed paths with, who can help shine a light on her place in 
the international scene of visual communication design and 
finally introduce her into the narrative and synoptic frame-
work of the history of design. These people are her friends, 
colleagues, fellow designers, and teachers: a small and fasci-
nating world of knowledgeable, brave, modern, and uncon-
ventional women and men. 

3 The small-world model was born out of the Network Theory. Its birth is associated to Collective 
dynamics of smallworld networks by mathematicians Duncan Watts and Steve Strogatza published in 
Nature in 1998. According to the study atomic elements of any kind (people, molecules, electronic 
processors, etc.) are more or less closely interconnected, regardless of the distance that separates 
them (www.nature.com/articles/30918).
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2. Thérèse Moll and Dorothea Hofmann
Dorothea Hofmann (1929), née Schmid, is a fellow student and 
friend: she and Moll study together and both become com-
munication designers, sharing many important moments of 
their lives. In 1949, they are enrolled in the Vorkurs (founda-
tion course) at the Basler Allgemeine Gewerbeschule (School 

Figure 1. Thérèse Moll, Coursework: production of black and white figures of equal quality, blanking 
out portions of grid, 1950. Courtesy of Armin and Dorothea Hofmann.
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of Arts and Crafts in Basel) today known as the Schule für 
Gestaltung Basel (Basel School of Design). The following 
year, they take the difficult entrance examination for the 
Fachklasse für Grafik (professional programme for graphic 
design). Only a few new students are accepted based on the 
quality of their work and their Vorkurs portfolio. In 1950, 
only seven students are accepted (three men and four wom-
en), including Moll and Hofmann. The four-year programme 
helps Dorothea and Thérèse develop their identities as design-
ers and women. Faculty at Fachklasse für Grafik, directed by 
Berchtold von Grunigen, numbers twenty teachers, most of 
them young (including Armin Hofmann, Donald Brun, Emil 
Ruder, Theo Eble, Gustav Stettler, Walter Bodmer and Hans 
Weidmann) and little less than thirty students in total, allow-
ing for an excellent student-teacher ratio (almost 1:1) and in 
a constant exchange between students who work together in 
one room. The school offers state-of-the-art training combin-
ing study, methodological approach, experimentation, and 
graphic design, at times working on commissioned projects, 
following what happened in Bauhaus. Through a combination 
of travels, lectures and publications, this pedagogical teach-
ing method is widely innovative and receives international 
recognition (Resnick, 2019, p. 52).

Many years later, in her 2016 book Die Geburt eines Stils. 
Der Ein uss des Basler Ausbildungsmodells auf die Schweizer 
Grafik 4 (The Birth of a Style. The Influence of the Basel Educa-

4 The graphic design of the volume is by Dorothea and Armin Hofmann’s son Matthias, also a 
graphic designer.
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origin and dissemination of Swiss graphic design, Dorothea 
Hofmann includes some work from Moll’s portfolio that she 
was given by Moll’s mother after her daughter’s death. 

In the book Hofmann claims that the Swiss teaching method 
influenced Bauhaus pedagogy to a greater extent than has 
ever been suggested. The author supports this thesis on his-
torical grounds (Vorkurs are established in Zurich in 1887 
and in Basel in 1908, and the first graphic design course is 
launched in 1915, forty years before the foundation of the 
famous German design school) and by profiling many promi-
nent figures of Bauhaus, including Johannes Itten who played 
a major role in establishing the first Bauhaus Vorkurs, of 
Swiss origins. This indeed provides sufficient elements to 
open up a new, interesting area of research, namely design 
teaching in the past and present, never fully uncovered and by 
no means outdated. 

3. Thérèse Moll and Karl Gerstner
Karl Gerstner (1930-2017) meets Thérèse Moll in 1950 when, 
having won a one-year scholarship, he attends evening classes 
and the graphic design course held by Armin Hofmann at the 
Fachklasse für Grafik. Their friendship soon turns into a per-
sonal relationship and later transitions into a professional col-
laboration. Soon after receiving her Swiss Federal Diploma in 
March 1954, Moll accepts an assistant’s placement in Antonio 
Boggeri’s Milan studio, where she spends a few months, prob-
ably for at least 9 months, leaving behind only limited traces 
of her work. 
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Figure 2. Thérèse Moll, Broxi, package design for detergent packaging for BP Petroleum, Atelier Karl 
Gerstner, 1955-57. Courtesy of Armin and Dorothea Hofmann.
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joins the atelier that Gerstner had set up in 1949, working on 
a variety of projects for the pharmaceutical company, J.R. 
Geigy AG. Basel is an epicentre for the chemical and pharma-
ceutical industry, which explains the type of work produced 
in those years. 

Thérèse Moll leaves Gerstner’s atelier at the end of 1957 to join 
the in-house design office at Geigy (later Ciba-Geigy AG and 
finally Novartis International). She has great design skills, she 
is extremely meticulous in her work, and controls the whole 
graphic composition down to every single detail. At Ciba-Gei-
gy, Karl Gerstner meets Markus Kutter and the two launch 
the Gerstner + Kutter advertising agency, in early 1959, later 
named GGK (Gerstner-Gredinger-Kutter) after Paul Gredinger’s 
arrival in 1963. GGK soon becomes one of the most success-
ful agencies in the 1970s, with offices in Europe and the U.S., 
expressing a rigour and style in design that “make Swiss adver-
tisements look like they have been generated by the work of a 
designer rather than of an art director” (Hollis, 2005, p. 131).

Gerstner arrives in the U.S. in 1958 for Swiss Graphic Design-
ers exhibition curated by the Institute of Contemporary Art, 
Boston, and opened in 1957, where a review of contemporary 
Swiss graphic design is displayed, including two of his works 
alongside those of Armin Hofmann, Josef Müller-Brock-
mann, and Emil Ruder. The exhibition is documented by a 
catalogue and, more importantly, is followed by a series of 
lectures by Swiss designers (including Gerstner) invited to 
talk about their work. 
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Figure 3. Thérèse Moll, Front Cover: prospectus for Micorène, stimulant de la respiration et la circula-
tion, Geigy propaganda department, 1958. Courtesy of Armin and Dorothea Hofmann.
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These lectures disseminate the dictates of Swiss graphics and 
typography and, consequently, fertilise the vast territory of 
American graphic design. 

Gerstner is also invited to visit the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) in Boston and, when asked to recommend 
a young Swiss to invite at MIT as visiting designer,5 he must 
have recommended Thérèse Moll who arrives in America the 
following year (Wiesenberger & Resnick, 2018). 

5 John Mattill invited Gerstner to be a visiting designer, and when he declined, he would have 
suggested Moll (Professor Resnick).

Figure 4. Thérèse Moll, Advertisement for Micorène against acute deficiency of oxygen, Geigy propa-
ganda department, 1958. Courtesy of Armin and Dorothea Hofmann.
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exhibition, curated by MoMA in New York in 1959. The cata-
logue includes “Broxi”,7 the 1955 packaging products for the 
Zurich-based BP (Benzin & Petroleum) oil company. 

In the following years Gerstner and Moll will go separate ways.

4. Thérèse Moll and Armin Hofmann
Armin Hofmann (1920) is Moll’s teacher at the Fachklasse 
für Grafik where, at 27, he has joined faculty in 1947 thanks 
to Emil Ruder (1914-1970) who, having heard a new teacher 
was required at the school, suggests Hofmann apply for the 
position. Hofmann will continue teaching for over 40 years, 
including periods abroad (mainly the U.S.) and, as a promi-
nent representative of the Swiss school, will pursue an intense 
professional career as a graphic designer. Soon Gerstner and 
Moll, and Dorothea and Armin do socialize as couples. Also, 
he and Dorothea fall in love and marry in 1953. 

Armin Hofmann describes his long teaching experience in 
a book published in 19658 (Hofmann, 1965). Much more than 
a mere textbook, this volume illustrates the principles of 
Hofmann’s rationalist approach to teaching, and a correct 
methodological approach to graphic design. 

6 The catalogue documents the exhibition at New York’s MoMA from 9 September to 1 November 
1959 (Constantine & Drexler, 1959).

7 “Broxi” package was also featured in Graphis Magazine in 1957, which is probably where the 
MOMA curator’s first saw it (Professor Resnick).

8 This bestseller in its genre has been reprinted worldwide many times since 1965. Present-day 
editions include translations in English, French and German.
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teaching experiments carried out at Fachklasse für Grafik, 
including some of Thérèse Moll’s early student work featuring 
graphic compositions of rectangular elements within a grid 
contained inside a square. The line, the point and the plane 
set the pace for the various topics reviewed, across pages and 
images, in a sequence that breaks down and illustrates na-
ture and the fundamental elements of form right down to the 
atoms and molecules. Point, line and plane appear in Kan-
dinsky’s book (Kandinsky, 1968) on his teaching experience 
at Bauhaus in 1922 (Kandinsky, 1926) in which he summarises 
his theoretical formulation and outcomes of his research, in 
a text that is innovative for art theory and a milestone for 
graphics. 

At this point, as for many of the people that are part of Moll’s 
story, the scene moves from Switzerland to the United States 
of America. 

5. MIT’s Office of Publications
John Mattill (1921-2019) joins MIT’s news service in 1948 after 
earning an MA in technical writing from the University of 
Iowa. In 1952 he establishes MIT’s Office of Publications (an 
institution similar to today’s University Press) whose task is 
to manage all MIT’s editorial projects. However, while great 
care is placed on editorial content, visual presentation is 
hardly taken into consideration. 
Although not a designer, Mattill realises the importance of 
combining these two aspects and when the time comes to pick 
the person with the right skills he seeks the advice of György 
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ra Kepes9 and on his suggestion hires Muriel Cooper, a young 

designer who graduated at Massachusetts College of Art in 
1951. (Wiesenberger & Resnick, 2018) Cooper will be joined 
later by Jacqueline S. Casey, Ralph Coburn, and Dietmar 
Winkler. The four of them are responsible for an innovative, 
experimental approach that provides graphic design with full 
recognition and importance for MIT’s communication. Mat-
till understands the importance of inviting visiting designers 
from Europe, the place where design has developed its foun-
dations and that defined new rules and methods, new ideas 
and new forms in the Swiss school.10 Mattill cannot imagine 
the full extent of this decision, based on practical reasons, 
that involves the presence of external figures joining the in-
house staff for short periods (from January to May) to help 
them with the office’s huge amount of work.

5.1. Thérèse Moll at MIT’s Office of Publications
Thérèse Moll arrives at MIT in early 1959: her four months in 
America are instrumental in exporting the principles of the 
Swiss school that so deeply have influenced her. The effect 
is overwhelming. The Office of Publications’ approach to 
design changes completely, embracing a new graphic space 
conception and composition, regulated by the tool of the grid 
in which solids and voids enjoy equal dignity and power. 

9 György Kepes (1906-2001) designer, painter, art teacher and theoretician of Hungarian origin. 
Transplanted to America, in 1947 he accepts a graphic design teaching post at the MIT School of 
Architecture and Planning and, in 1967, establishes the Centre for Advanced Visual Studies, an 
art-science research institute where he will remain until his retirement in 1974. 

10 “In all the fields of artistic and advertising expression, our generation is looking for new ideas 
and new forms. These are not the result of an empirical evolutionary process, but signify detach-
ment from tradition and any evidence […]” (Lohse, Müller-Brockmann, Neuburg, Vivarelli, 1958).
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The new approach also affects typography (with the use of 
the contemporary Helvetica and Univers sans-serif typeface), 
composition (symmetry is abandoned in favour of asymme-
try), and layout (no longer justified, the text now has a more 
dynamic left alignment). 

Muriel Cooper (1925-1994) joins the Office of Publications in 
1953, initially focusing on designing brochures for the MIT 

Figure 5. Thérèse Moll, Front Cover: prospectus for MIT Summer Session “Aesthetics of Surfaces”, MIT 
Office of Publications, 1959. Courtesy of Armin and Dorothea Hofmann.
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plex contents into an appropriate and clear graphic form. 

The almost square, bi-fold brochures make an effort to commu-
nicate the often-arcane technical content of MIT’s courses, using 
photography and photomontage, usually of technical imagery 
such as magnified cellular structures or weather maps, using 
bright colours and a sometimes eccentric typography, in which 
Cooper finds abstract patterns […]. (Wiesenberger & Resnick, 
2018, p. 31)

The attention to images on the brochure covers is not matched 
by the same degree of care in the choice of fonts or text layout 
that seem to lack the idea of a coordinated, integrated design, 
in which each element is related to the others in a dynamic, 
yet organic system. 
 
Thérèse Moll arrives at MIT with her Swiss graphic design 
background of highly systemic nature and rigorous composi-
tion, and sparing use of elements (fonts, shapes, images, co-
lours, etc.) to create a universal language that, over time, ef-
fectively becomes a sort of visual international style. (Polano, 
1998) Moll is the expression of the Basel movement influenced 
by Armin Hofmann that considers the abstract form the best 
choice to convey communication, thus requiring the designer 
to translate contents by searching deeper below the surface. 
The focus on the abstract form provides the perfect setting for 
a conceptual encounter between Cooper’s work at MIT and 
Moll’s design experience at the Swiss pharmaceutical com-
pany. After Moll’s residency at MIT, where she worked with 
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embracing the Swiss experience and its characterising fea-
tures, yet transforming them and testing their potential while 
bringing to light their constraints and rigour. While this oc-
casionally leads to a somewhat rigidity, the institution’s new 
communication will rely on such principles and, in Jacqueline 
S. Casey’s words, “although much has been modified by time, 
technology and the work of other designers in the office, the 
basics that Thérèse brought with her are still operating today” 
(Resnick, 2019, p. 57).

6. Thérèse Moll and Elizabeth Resnick
Elizabeth Resnick is currently Professor Emerita, Graphic 
Design at Massachusetts College of Art and Design in Bos-
ton. A graphic designer, curator, and author of many books, 
Professor Resnick never had the opportunity to meet Thérèse 
Moll, although she discovered Moll’s contribution to American 
graphic design though her research on Jacqueline S. Casey in 
an essay published in the U.S. (Wiesenberger & Resnick, 2018) 
and in two articles published in Britain (Resnick, 2008; 2019).

She first discovers Moll by chance: in 1989 Muriel Cooper, 
as a member of the Massachusetts College of Art Board of 
Trustees, nominates Jacqueline S. Casey for an honorary de-
gree, which is awarded in January 1990.

Two years later, The MIT Museum mounts a retrospective of 
Casey’s work, and publishes a small catalogue that Resnick 
acquires and that, in 2006, enables her to recognise and pho-
tograph a series of posters that are about to be removed from 
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als. Eight of those posters are included in Resnick’s feature on 
Casey published in Eye in 2008, in which Moll is also men-
tioned (Resnick, 2008, p. 52).

At the end of 2015, typographic design historian and author, 
Paul Shaw proposed a book on Mid-Century Typographers 
for the MIT Press. Shaw invited Professor Resnick to write a 
chapter about The MIT Office of Publications where Cooper, 
Casey and Moll worked. Resnick involves design historian 
Robert Wiesenberger as a co-author, and the result is a de-
tailed essay exploring the history, people, and projects creat-
ed within The Office. Details of Thérèse Moll’s contribution 
was made possible by the many letters exchanged by Resnick 
and Dorothea Hofmann between 2016 and 2018. 

When Shaw’s project is eventually shelved, Resnick submits 
the essay to Victor Margolin, founder and member of the 
editorial board of Design Issues. The editorial board votes 
to accept the essay and publishes it in 2018 (Wiesenberger 
& Resnick, 2018). In the same year, Resnick also proposed 
writing an article specifically on the work of Thérèse Moll to 
John Walters, the editor of Eye Magazine. The proposal was 
accepted, and the article was published in 2019 completing 
Resnick’s extended research and study on Thérèse Moll’s life 
and works: a historically and critically accurate rendition that 
lays the foundations for additional in-depth research. 

This essay originates from Elizabeth Resnick’s published 
work and from her strong philological rigor omitting no 
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deepest gratitude to her knowledge and generosity as a per-
son and historian, and also to Bruno Monguzzi, the first to 
bring to light and share the need to study the life and works of 
Thérèse Moll. 

7. Thérèse Moll and Her Small-World
The small world described here is one where Thérèse Moll 
is the full expression: a knowledgeable, brave, modern and 
unconventional woman, looking at us from one of rare pho-
tos of her taken in Basel by Karl Gerstner circa 1953. In the 
photograph Moll is in the foreground. Behind her the Rhine 
riverbank, punctuated with wooden buildings on piles, seems 
relegated to a secondary position, with all the lines descend-
ing and uncontrolled in contrast with her figure, perfectly 
vertical, where only the movement of her feet seem to indicate 
an impatience for posing still for a long time. Although the 
photo is in black and white, its lack of colour does not deprive 
it from any important information. The woman is only 19 
years old, and yet, despite her young age, she appears deter-
mined and self-confident. 

Thérèse Moll was born in Basel, Switzerland, on 17 November 
1934. She committed suicide on 27 September 1961. Everything 
that happened in between is known through other people’s lives. 

Few traces are left of her work, which nevertheless allow us to 
evaluate her design methodology, fully in line with the sys-
temic graphics of the Swiss School that she follows as if cele-
brating a liturgy, yet without a dogmatic attitude. 
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focus on detail and on the technical aspects of the objects ob-
served in their formal quality, in search of an aesthetic value 
free from classical canons and moving towards the new myth-
ological forms of modernity that use the codes of machine, 
technology, and industry. 

The drawings and photographs she used, fully mastering the 
methods and techniques of representation, are the result of 
distortions, reflections, enlargements or X-ray introspections, 
showing what would otherwise be invisible to the human eye, 
moving close into details of the branches of the bronchi, the 
joints between the bones, the clockworks inside a watch, or 
showing them in front or cross-section as if they were mi-
cro-architectures standing out on the page with their lack of 
dimensions. 

Each and everything she represented is dignified by her gaze, 
regardless of the nature of the object, estranged and taken out 
of context, translated into powerful shades of colour domi-
nated by an unresolved contrast between blue and red, trans-
formed into two-dimensional silhouettes, deformed in a game 
of reflections and transparencies. Typography, a key element 
of Swiss school, establishes the clarity of contents, with its 
ordered layout aligned with grids, hierarchies in reading 
and balance, and becoming a shape that relates to the other 
forms in the composition. In Thérèse Moll’s works, however, 
although constantly interacting with the images, typography 
never steals the show and is always one step behind these 
small enlightened objects. Beauty emerges from order, from 
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Vitta, 2003, p. 180) even from the necessary emptiness in a 
space where all shapes and colours mix creating an unstable 
balance between the various tensions produced. 

The grid system, the typography, and the asymmetrical com-
position are only some of the elements of the efficient ma-
chine for communicating represented by the Swiss school that, 
like Le Corbusier’s house was a machine for living, is a pow-
erful and effective device that responds to a specific need and 
that improves our quality of life.

“I am cobalt”, Thérèse Moll could have said, had she had the 
time, seeing herself in the characteristic blue that appears 
time after time in her work, and named after the chemical 
element. In the periodic table of elements, atomic number 27 
(Moll’s age when she took her life) is cobalt. Oliver Sacks11 
would have gifted her on the day of her birthday with a frag-
ment of the mineral containing the cobalt, and maybe also a 
fragment of nickel, number 28 on the periodic table, looking 
forward to her following birthday.

11 Oliver Sacks (1933-2015), British doctor, writer and academic, diagnosed with an incurable 
disease, takes leave from his readers with four essays collected in Gratitude (Sacks, 2016; Italian 
edition). The first essay is entitled “Mercury”, and the second one “My Periodic Table”. Sacks picked 
up the hobby of element collecting as a child and continued it throughout his life. He used to match 
atom numbers with his age and with the age of his friends to whom he gave fragments of materials 
classified and ordered in the periodic table. 
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