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International Master of Graphic Design UIC/HGK FHNW

The MDes Basel addresses students who want to be 
part of an international program influenced by the 
tradition of Swiss graphic design and typography.  
The methodologies developed in the middle of the 
20th century at the Basel School focused on basic 
exercises and an experimental as well as process- 
oriented design approach. The ability to create visual 
variations serves as the basis for a critical analysis 
of visually perceived messages. Even though the 
societal, technological, political, and cultural context 
has changed over the past decades, the pedagogical 

principle of experimental exercises proves to this 
day to be a successful methodology enabling com-
munication designers to develop a contribution to 
contemporary aesthetics. Students are adding to 
their design skills through a process-led approach 
to solving complex visual problems for print and 
time-based media. Students are gaining the ability 
to conduct a reflective and goal-oriented design 
process and develop a contemporary individual  
vocabulary applicable to the international market of 
communication design practice.

The program accepts students with a BA or BFA  
degree in Graphic Design, Communication Design,  
Visual Communication, or Media Design.

The MDes Basel is a co-operation of the Uni-
versity of Illinois at Chicago (UIC) and the Visual 
Communication Institute, The Basel School of De-
sign HGK FHNW. Unique to this program is the  
opportunity to graduate with an internationally ac-
credited Master of Design (MDes) from UIC and the 
Swiss equivalent, MAS of Graphic Design I, Iconi-
cism and Graphic Design II, Mediality from the HGK 

FHNW. Students are matriculated and registered at 
UIC with classes being held at the Visual Communi-
cation Institute HGK FHNW in Basel.

Balancing theory and practice, the first two se-
mesters of the program consist of core classes  
(design theory, design practice, new media) and elec-
tive tools (photography, typography, graphic form, 
video, research).  The third semester continues this 
trajectory, while a mini-thesis begins the investiga-
tion into a topic of choice to which students will ded-
icate themselves in the fourth semester.

The courses offered allow students to add to their competences in order …

→ to conduct goal- 
oriented design  
processes for con-
temporary visual  
communication,

→ to solve complex  
projects on a  
conceptual and  
practical level,

→ to develop commu
nication strategies,

→ to develop visual  
messages across  
analog and digital 
media channels,

→ to deepen technical 
skills for time based 
and interactive media,

→ to start a lifelong  
development of  
an individual visual 
archive, 

→ to analyze images  
and verbalize  
design decisions,

→ to familiarize  
themselves with  
the history of graphic 
design and images  
in general, 

→ to familiarize them-
selves with the  
Swiss methodology  
of design teaching,

→ to develop experimen-
tal design processes 
with a high likelihood 
of innovation. 

The acquisition of such related practical expertise, 
with a theoretical basis, opens the gates to a range 
of employment opportunities in internationally-ori-
ented design offices, corporate-design agencies, 
new-media agencies, publishing houses, bureaus 
for exhibition design, architectural firms or starting 
one’s own design studio. Our MDes program is well 

suited as a preparation for teaching design at a uni-
versity level. Apart from the specific professional 
qualifications in the fields of graphic design, the ac-
quisition of soft skills is an explicit part of the learning 
result. These include the skills of writing and verbal 
expression, research methodology, presentational 
skills, and social and transcultural competences.

4 semesters,  
120 ECTS  
(60 US credits),  
full-time program.

Application deadline: 	 end of March
Semester begins: 	 middle of September
Course language: 	 English

Tuition:	 CHF 12,500
 	 per semester
		   			 

The Visual Communication Institute, The Basel School of Design HGK FHNW, is part of the 
Swiss university system and offers a Bachelor’s degree in Visual Communication, a Mas-
ter’s in Visual Communication and Iconic Research as well as an International Master in 
Design in co-operation with the University of Illinois at Chicago. Beyond the educational 
programs, the institute is involved in practice-led research and development projects and 
supports PhD candidates in the field of visual communication. The Basel Summer Work-
shops, offered by the institute, provide an opportunity to gain insight into the pedagogical 
approach and research methodologies of today’s Basel School.

The activities of the institute are based on the understanding that visual communi
cation profoundly shapes the way we experience our environment and serves as an inde
pendent means to perceive and generate knowledge. The actual profile of the institute 
has developed out of the Swiss Graphic Design tradition, taking recent findings from ad-
jacent fields of knowledge, the aspect of digitization and the current political, social, and 
cultural developments into account.

The institute is one of ten institutes of the FHNW Academy of Art and Design located 
at the Campus of the Arts Basel, a cultural cluster with state-of-the-art workshops, labs, 
light-flooded facilities, archives and exhibition rooms. In fact, Basel is one of the richest 
cultural centers for art and design within Europe. With only 37 square kilometers, the city 
hosts around 40 museums and the yearly Art Basel event.

Master of Arts in Visual Communication and Iconic Research 

Key Issues One significant effect of todays digitized communi
cation is the ease of creating and disseminating im-
ages for communication. In opposition to language – 
which has been reflected on since antiquity – images 
have not gotten an equivalent field of reflection. As 
the practice of visual communication finds itself at 
the center of the described flood of images, it is cru-
cial to engage in interdisciplinary projects in order 
to broaden the understanding of how images gen-
erate meaning in social exchange. 

Following this line of thought, the MA program 
merges practice-led design processes with aspects 
of iconic and media theory. The combination of prac-

tical processes of image creation and a theoretical 
reflection on images and media, enables students 
to engage in practice-led inquiries of iconic and me-
dia research. The program is based on the convic-
tion that, singly, neither a technical and craft-based 
design practice, nor a theory-based reflection on 
visual messages provides a sufficient basis to suc-
cessfully cope with the described challenges of 
digitized communication. Both are required, that is,  
process-oriented design practice combined with  
a sound understanding of iconic and media theory 
and media technology. 

Acquisition of  
Competences

The courses offered allow students … 

→ to conduct experi
mental design pro-
cesses for innovative 
communication,

→ to develop and rec
ognize an individual 
disposition in the  
design processes,

→ to get involved  
in complex projects  
on a conceptual  
and practical level,

→ to familiarize them-
selves with method
ologies of practice- 
led image and media 
research,

→ to familiarize them-
selves with theoreti-
cal aspects of images 
and media,

→ to analyze images  
and verbalize design  
decisions, 

→ to anchor design  
decisions in related 
fields of knowledge, 

→ to deepen technical 
skills for time-based  
and interactive media, 

→ to develop commu
nication strategies.

Addressed  
Professional Fields 

The four-semester MA program qualifies students 
for a career in an international, transdisciplinary 
work environment, either in business, the creative 
industries, research, or an academic context. Some 
of the program’s alumni establish their own design 

office, others are working in corporate-design agen-
cies, new-media agencies, communication agen-
cies, publishing houses, at TV stations – or as cura-
tors, image editors, or journalists. Some alumni are 
involved in academic research projects. 

Facts and Figures 4 semesters, 
120 ECTS

Application deadline: 	 end of April
Semester begins: 	 early September
Course language: 	 English

Tuition for 	 CHF 700 
Swiss nationals:	 per semester

Tuition for	 CHF 1,000
European nationals:	 per semester

Tuition for students 	 CHF 5,000
from abroad:	 per semester

For further  
information

thebaselschoolofdesign.ch

Program Coordinator 	 Dr. Paloma Lopez, paloma.lopez@fhnw.ch
Student Administration 	 Brigida Brunetti, brigida.brunetti@fhnw.ch
Head of Institute 	 Prof. Michael Renner, michael.renner@fhnw.ch

thebaselschoolofdesign.ch

Program Coordinator 	 Theodore Davis, theodore.davis@fhnw.ch
Student Administration 	 Brigida Brunetti, brigida.brunetti@fhnw.ch
Head of Institute 	 Prof. Michael Renner, michael.renner@fhnw.ch

Outline of  
the Program

The program accepts students with a BA degree  
in graphic design, communication design, media 
design or students with a bachelor’s degree in the 
humanities.

The program offers a variety of courses which 
allow students to develop according to their inter-
est. The main courses offered in the program ad-
dress aspects of design practice (authorship, design 
concept, design direction), research (practice-led 
design, image and media research), and theory (im-
age history, image theory, media theory). In addition, 

a series of elective seminars and workshops are 
available in order to add to their technical, practical, 
research-oriented, and theoretical competences.  
It is also possible to study and focus on an individ-
ual project in the field of visual communication. By 
working in an interdisciplinary group, linking and 
complementing knowledge and skills, students 
from different backgrounds steadily achieve iconic 
and media competence in practical, theoretical as 
well as research terms.
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