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The history of Deutsche Lufthansa AG is inextricably linked with the evolution of 20th-century graphic design and

the birth of modern corporate identity. Founded in 1926 through the merger of Deutscher Aero Lloyd and Junkers

Luftverkehr, Lufthansa was not merely an airline; it became a symbol of German industrial precision and modernist

aesthetics. This technical analysis explores the trajectory of Lufthansa’s visual identity, focusing on the seminal

1962 redesign by Otl Aicher and the HfG Ulm (Ulm School of Design), which established a blueprint for systemic

branding that remains a benchmark for designers and technical communicators today.

The Genesis of a Global Icon: The 1918 Crane and Early Branding

Long before the 1926 merger, the foundation of Lufthansa's visual identity was laid by architect and graphic 

designer Otto Firle. In 1918, Firle designed the famous flying crane for Deutsche Luft-Reederei (DLR). The crane,

characterized by its upward momentum and streamlined form, represented flight, safety, and technical reliability.

When Lufthansa was officially formed, the crane was adopted and integrated with the distinctive yellow and blue

color palette that would eventually define the airline's global presence.

During the early decades (1926–1950s), the branding was largely illustrative and varied across different media. It

lacked the rigorous consistency of contemporary corporate identity systems. However, as aviation technology

transitioned from propeller-driven aircraft to the jet age, the need for a more standardized and scalable visual

language became apparent. The complexity of managing an international airline required a brand architecture that

could function across diverse touchpoints, from aircraft liveries and ticketing to uniform insignia and airport signage.

The 1962 Redesign: Systematic Design and the HfG Ulm

The year 1962 marked a watershed moment in graphic design history. Lufthansa commissioned Otl Aicher and his 

design group, E5, at the Ulm School of Design (HfG Ulm) to create a comprehensive corporate identity. This was 

not a mere cosmetic update; it was a transition to Systemic Design. Aicher’s approach was rooted in the belief that

design should be a rational, objective process derived from the functional requirements of the organization.

The Mathematical Grid System

At the core of the Aicher redesign was a strict mathematical grid system. This grid governed the placement of every

visual element, ensuring a modular and flexible application across various scales. Whether the brand was applied

to a small luggage tag or a massive Boeing 707 fuselage, the proportions remained constant. The grid was defined

by a series of horizontal and vertical coordinates that dictated the spacing between the crane logo (enclosed in a

circle) and the wordmark.

Typography and Information Hierarchy

One of the most significant changes was the adoption of Helvetica (specifically Helvetica Medium) as the primary 

typeface. Before the 1962 redesign, Lufthansa used various serif and slab-serif fonts. The shift to Helvetica 

represented a commitment to Modernism. Helvetica’s neutral, clean, and highly legible forms were ideal for an

airline operating in an environment where information—such as gate numbers, flight times, and safety instructions—



must be processed rapidly and without ambiguity.

•  Legibility: High x-height and open apertures improved visibility from a distance.

•  Neutrality: The typeface did not carry historical or regional baggage, supporting Lufthansa’s image as a global 

carrier.

•  Systematization: Using a single font family in restricted weights (primarily Bold and Medium) created a 

cohesive visual voice.

Technical Breakdown: The Visual Identity Components

The 1962 manual, often cited in design literature and documented in the A5/05: Lufthansa and Graphic Design

publication, provided specific technical instructions for every brand component. Below is a detailed matrix of the

core elements established during this era.



Component Technical Specification Functional Objective

The Crane Logo Enclosed in a circle; specific 
geometric construction based on a 15-
degree angle.

To provide a stable, recognizable focal 
point that signifies flight.

Primary Color (Blue) Lufthansa Blue (RAL 5003 / Pantone 
281).

To evoke trust, stability, and the high-
altitude sky.

Secondary Color (Yellow) Lufthansa Yellow (RAL 1028 / 
Pantone 1235).

To ensure high visibility and contrast 
against the blue background.

Typography Helvetica (Customized spacing and 
kerning).

To provide maximum readability 
across technical documentation and 
signage.

Grid Architecture Modular 8pt / 12pt typographic grid 
systems.

To standardize layout across all 
printed and digital collateral.

The Physics of Aircraft Livery and Color Consistency

Implementing a visual identity on an aircraft involves significant technical challenges. The environment is harsh, 

with extreme UV exposure, temperature fluctuations, and hydraulic fluid contact. The Lufthansa Yellow  and 

Lufthansa Bluehad to be formulated not just for aesthetic appeal, but for durability and reflectivity. The placement

of the logo on the vertical stabilizer (tail) followed precise engineering drawings to account for the curvature of the

aircraft body and the aerodynamic properties of the paint.

Furthermore, the A5/05: Lufthansa and Graphic Designstudy highlights how the brand was applied to the

interior of the cabin. The transition from the exterior identity to the interior experience involved a subtle shift in color

palettes and materials (textiles, plastics, and metals) to maintain a sense of "corporate continuity" while ensuring

passenger comfort and safety standards (e.g., fire retardancy of seat covers).

The A5 Series and Design Documentation: A Critical Review

The publication A5/05: Lufthansa and Graphic Design: Visual History of an Airplane, edited by Jens Müller and 

published by Lars Müller Publishers, serves as an essential primary source for technical writers and designers.

The A5 series is dedicated to documenting the history of graphic design through a technical lens. This specific

volume provides a forensic look at the brand manuals and design artifacts that defined Lufthansa.

The book’s importance lies in its documentation of the process rather than just the product. It showcases the 

sketches, the geometric proofs for the logo’s construction, and the expansive manuals that dictated everything from 

the depth of the blue on a napkins to the exact centimeter placement of the wordmark on the fuselage. For a 

technical strategist, this represents the gold standard of Design Documentation.

Core Lessons from the A5/05 Publication:

1.  Precision in Standardization: How a global organization maintains a single visual voice across thousands of 

employees and millions of touchpoints.

2.  Longevity of Good Design: The 1962 system remained largely unchanged for over 50 years, proving that 

design based on mathematical principles and functionalism outlasts trends.

3.  The Designer as Engineer: Otl Aicher viewed himself as a visual engineer, emphasizing that the designer’s 



role is to solve communication problems through structured logic.

Comparative Analysis: Lufthansa vs. Contemporary Aviation Design

To understand the technical superiority of the Lufthansa identity, it is useful to compare it with the branding of its 

contemporaries during the mid-20th century. While many airlines relied on "speedlines" and aggressive imagery, 

Lufthansa focused on static balance and typographic clarity.



Feature Lufthansa (Modernist Approach) Competitors (Stylistic Approach)

Logo Form Geometric, circular, contained. Often loose, feathered, or non-
enclosed.

Color Strategy Limited to two high-contrast primary 
colors.

Diverse palettes, often incorporating 
metallic and gradients.

Typography Rigidly standardized (Sans-Serif). Varied, decorative, or cursive script.

Layout Philosophy Grid-based, rational, and structured. Illustrative, artistic, and less 
repeatable.

Modern Adaptations: The 2018 Brand Evolution

In 2018, Lufthansa underwent its first significant brand refresh in decades. While the core DNA remains the same, 

several technical adjustments were made to adapt to the Digital-Firstera. The most notable change was the

removal of the yellow background from the tail of the aircraft, moving to a solid blue with a white crane. This

decision was met with debate in the design community but was driven by technical considerations: the need for

better contrast on digital screens and a more "premium" positioning in the global market.

From a technical writing perspective, the 2018 update required a complete overhaul of the airline’s design 

documentation. The Lufthansa Bluewas slightly darkened to improve its appearance under different lighting

conditions (metamerism control). The typography was also optimized for mobile interfaces, ensuring that the brand

remains legible on the smallest of screens (smartwatches and mobile boarding passes).

Practical Implementation Guide: Applying Systemic Design Principles

Organizations looking to replicate the success of the Lufthansa model should follow a structured technical workflow.

Below is a step-by-step procedure for developing a systemic corporate identity:

Phase 1: Auditing and Discovery

•  Identify all brand touchpoints, from physical assets to digital interfaces.

•  Analyze the environmental conditions under which the brand must perform (e.g., outdoor legibility, low-

bandwidth digital environments).

Phase 2: Defining the Geometric Core

•  Develop a base logo that is mathematically sound. Use vector-based geometry to ensure scalability without 

loss of integrity.

•  Establish a "Clear Space" rule defined by a ratio of the logo’s dimensions (e.g., X-height units).

Phase 3: Typographic Standardization

Phase 4: Manual Creation and Distribution

The Broader Implications of Design Consistency

The technical legacy of Lufthansa’s graphic design extends beyond the airline industry. It served as a precursor to 

the modern Design Systemsused by tech giants like Google, Apple, and IBM. The concept of a "source of truth"

for visual components, pioneered by Aicher and the HfG Ulm, is the direct ancestor of modern CSS frameworks

and UI kits. By treating design as a system of repeatable, interoperable parts, Lufthansa demonstrated how a visual



identity can scale globally while maintaining absolute local precision.

The study of the A5/05: Lufthansa and Graphic Designis therefore more than a nostalgia trip into aviation

history; it is a masterclass in how logic, mathematics, and high-level documentation can create a brand that defines

an era. As we move further into a world of complex, multi-platform communication, the principles of clarity,

consistency, and systematic rigor established by Lufthansa remain as relevant as they were in 1962. Technical

writers and strategists must recognize that a brand’s strength is not found in its aesthetics alone, but in the

structural integrity of the system that supports it.
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