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60 SPECIES OF  
PHOTOGRAPHIC SPACES
EXPLORING THE COLLECTIONS

What does it mean to collect and 
exhibit? What are the motivations 
underlying a collection and how does 
its perception by the public evolve 
over time? Finally, how can we give the 
public the opportunity to perceive the 
way a collection is built and designed? 
These are some of the questions that 
arose when we decided to appropri-
ate the new space dedicated to the 
collections of Photo Elysée. 

60 Species of Photographic Spaces. 
Exploring the Collections reflects our 
desire to reinterpret one of the classic 
museographic formats, namely the 
presentation of collections, in a 
dynamic, stimulating and contempo-
rary way.

Featuring many photographic tech-
niques and a wide variety of genres 
from the earliest days of photography 
to the present, Photo Elysée’s collec-
tions have been built according to a 
generalist approach to photography 
for almost four decades. From among 
the thousands of objects in these col-
lections – which number more than 
one million – a selection was made in 
several stages, based not only on for-
mal, but also on historical, cultural 
and technical criteria. The 600 photo-
graphs selected, which form only the 
tip of the iceberg, have been classi-
fied into 60 thematic categories. 
These categories are emblematic of 
the museum’s various acquisition poli-
cies over time, but are also capable of 
dialoguing with the diversity of con-
temporary studies devoted to the 
image through disciplines such as art 
history, anthropology, gender studies, 
history, sociology and cultural studies.

This exhibition is a project that will 
evolve over several years, like collec-
tions or museums themselves that are 
constantly changing depending on 
the individuals that animate them and 
the different historical contexts. For 

the next five years, ten themes, each 
composed of ten images, will be 
simultaneously shown to the public. 
Since the fragile material nature of 
photography makes it necessary to 
change them regularly, five themes 
will be renewed every five months until 
all 60 subjects have been shown.

The exhibition reveals a particular 
vision of photography linked to the 
specific institutional history of Photo 
Elysée. Analyzing and selecting works 
are subjective actions, motivated by 
the desire for knowledge and a better 
understanding of the world. This exhi-
bition therefore presents only one 
possible aspect of the exploration of 
the collections. It is, above all, the 
fruit of teamwork, notably through 
texts written by people from different 
horizons associated with the museum. 
Most especially, it bears witness to a 
diversified and dynamic photographic 
culture, conducive to many social 
contexts, notably artistic. Throughout 
its history, photographic technologies 
and the resulting social practices 
have repeatedly and effortlessly 
crossed disciplinary boundaries in the 
arts, sciences, politics and society. 
Given the breadth of the collections, 
our project has neither the ambition 
to be exhaustive, nor the will to pro-
pose a definitive vision of the history 
of photography. Instead, it provides 
tools for a playful probing of the col-
lections and gives form to the 
immense thematic diversity they 
cover. 



Photographs, like other visual media, 
do more than reproduce a supposed 
reality. Images are not only the repre-
sentation of something; they always 
assume other functions within society. 
They serve, for example, as a means of 
communication and demonstration of 
power; they sometimes also testify to 
the powerlessness of political leaders 
or nations. This can be seen in the shot 
of victorious Russian soldiers raising 
the Soviet flag atop the Brandenburg 
Gate or, on the contrary, in the por-
trait of Otto von Bismarck, founder of 
the German Empire, on his deathbed. 
However, the representative functions 
of images have often been interpreted 
as being passive and, therefore, inca-
pable of agency.

Images are produced, disseminated, 
consumed, interpreted and, some-
times, manipulated or censored. All 
these phenomena must be seen as 
active processes, influenced by con-
scious decisions, cultural or social 
conventions and relationships of 
power that form a larger system of 
communicative uses that evolve over 
time and as a function of the context. 
It is then a question of controlling the 
meaning and circulation of images. 
Yet, their interpretation cannot be 
entirely reduced to the perceptive 
processes of the observer nor to con-
textual factors; images also possess a 
certain effective power. It may thus be 
worthwhile to analyze them as active 
agents with the inherent power to 
change the course of the world 
through their influence on human per-
ception, thought and behavior. 

Photographs of the Vietnam War or of 
Nazi camps could be cited here as 
examples. It is in this sense that the 
thinkers of the image have developed 
a theory of the image act. Analogous 
to the speech act, the concept of the 
image act attributes an active role to 
the image, similar to that of a 
speaker: it has the capacity to act by 
itself. The art historian Horst Bre-
dekamp affirms in his studies on the 
theory of the image act that, as arti-
facts manufactured by human beings, 
images do not possess a life of their 
own, but they constantly develop a 
presence that allows them to be more 
than simple dead matter. The author 
thus puts forward the idea that 
images are not limited to simply show-
ing reality, but that they also contrib-
ute to creating it. Yet, how do some of 
them manage to exert this effective 
power?

Consider the image of the American 
prisoners and guards at Abu Ghraib 
prison during the Iraq war. This widely 
published photograph was not pro-
duced for public display but, instead, 
for private use by the soldiers. More 
than a one-off individual criminal act, 
the photographic process is part of a 
systematic interrogation process 
designed to humiliate the detainees. 
The image shows a shocking perfor-
mative act of psychological torture: 
the American soldiers smile at the 
camera, while the victims are repre-
sented as a mass of passive, dehu-
manized and anonymous bodies. The 
sudden visibility of these despicable 
and degrading photographic acts 
made possible what written reports 

had previously failed to do, causing a 
major global outcry with real political 
consequences.

Another example is to examine the 
way the image is used, animating it by 
allowing bodies themselves to 
become images, as in the work of 
Spencer Tunick. Tunick is known for his 
photographed performances of fully 
nude people gathered in large num-
bers in a given context. In his complex 
compositions, which often highlight 
broader social or environmental 
issues, individual identities are lost in 
a mass created by naked human bod-
ies. The photographer solicits people 
by issuing calls for participation. 
These performances also attract 
other photographers, in this case, Isa-
belle Favre. This type of photography 
is a hybrid between two functions, 
that of an image acting on the world 
and that of the capture and presenta-
tion of an ephemeral artistic perfor-
mative act. Although all these 
photographs are the result of a photo-
graphic act, only some manage to 
become image acts in the sense that 
they develop the power to act on the 
world.

 Lars Willumeit
 Curator

6 THE IMAGE ACT



DAVID E. SCHERMAN
Lee Miller in Hitler’s bathtub, Munich, Germany, 
April 30, 1945, 1945

The photograph was taken the day 
after the liberation of the Dachau con-
centration camp, north of Munich, in 
the apartment of Adolf Hitler, who had 
just committed suicide the same day 
in a bunker in Berlin. It reveals the 
deliberate violation of a taboo, but is, 
above all, a visual provocation. It rep-
resents a double image act: that of a 
theatrical performance of purifica-
tion, in the real and symbolic sense, by 
the photographer Lee Miller, who 
appears in the image, as well as the 
act of immortalizing this scene, per-
formed by the photographer David E. 
Scherman, as an allegorical demon-
stration of victory over the Nazi 
regime in the private bathroom of a 
dictator who was responsible for 
maybe the largest genocide in world 
history.

JEAN MOHR 
Photograph of the performance of “Balance 
Proof” by Marina Abramović and Ulay, presented 
at the Art and History Museum, Geneva, 
December 8, 1977, 1977

In 1977, Marina Abramović and Ulay 
stood on either side of a two-sided 
mirror and tried to hold it in place with 
the strength of their naked bodies. For 
thirty minutes, they tried to find a bal-
ance that would allow them to leave 
the stage at the same time so that 
they would not be crushed when the 
mirror fell. This performance was 
immortalized by Jean Mohr, as well as 
by other photographers. The perfor-
mance act, as such, ephemeral – thus 
linked to the moment and only observ-
able by those present – has left a visi-
ble and lasting trace through the act 
of photographic documentation.

LIST OF WORKS DAVID E. SCHERMAN
(United States, 1916–1997)
Lee Miller in Hitler’s bathtub, 
Munich, Germany, April 30, 1945
1945
Gelatin silver bromide print
26.3 × 25.4 cm 

JEAN MOHR
(Switzerland, 1925–2018) 
Photograph of the performance 
of “Balance Proof” by Marina 
Abramović and Ulay, presented 
at the Art and History Museum, 
Geneva, December 8, 1977
1977
Gelatin silver bromide print 
25.5 × 38 cm 

ANONYMOUS
Abu Ghraïb, Iraq
2004
Inkjet print on paper (print from 
the ISCP exhibition, 2008)
43.4 × 32.7 cm 

MAX CHRISTIAN PRIESTER
(Germany, 1865–1910) and 
WILHELM “WILLY” WILCKE
(Germany, 1864–1948)
Bismarck on his deathbed
1898
Inkjet print on paper (print from 
the ISCP exhibition, 2008)
29 × 44 cm

ISABELLE FAVRE
(Switzerland, 1974)
Photographic installation of 
Spencer Tunick, Aletsch Glacier, 
Switzerland
August 18, 2007 
Inkjet print on paper
89.5 × 60 cm 

EVGUENI KHALDEÏ
(Ukraine, 1917–Russia, 1997)
The Statue of the Brandenburg 
Gate 
May 2, 1945 
Gelatin silver bromide print
28 × 39.5 cm

ANONYMOUS
Fairground shooting range, Bern
1991
Inkjet print on paper (facsimile 
of a Polaroid instant print)
7.5 × 9 cm 

IAN BRADSHAW
(United Kingdom, 1943) 
Twickenham Streaker
1974 
Gelatin silver bromide print 
39.5 × 49.5 cm 

KENJI NAKAHASHI
(Japan, 1947–United States, 2017)
Time – (B)
1980
Gelatin silver bromide print 
25.3 × 33 cm 

JESSIE SCHAER
(Switzerland, 1997) 
Untitled. From the series 
Perception, du vide à la forme
2019
Inkjet print on paper (exhibition 
print, 2020)
40 × 60 cm 

FOCUS



7 SERIALITY

Seriality refers to the concept of put-
ting images in series, that is to say, in a 
sequence or a succession that forms a 
coherent whole. The notion of series is 
not specific to photography as it can 
be found in all areas of the arts – visual, 
literary, musical and scenic. 

Claude Monet is often credited with 
inventing the modern artistic series. 
Around 1890, he painted the Rouen 
Cathedral many times, always from 
the same angle, but at different times 
and under different light conditions. 
Through repetition and comparison, 
the artist was able to both observe 
changes in the atmosphere and to 
affirm a unique style.

The series plays a central role in pho-
tography because it offers the possi-
bility not only to go beyond the fixity 
and uniqueness of its representation 
by establishing a narrative, but also to 
suggest a time frame or a movement, 
as well as to provide a framework for 
the narrative. In the 19th century, the 
documentary interest of the series 
prevailed: the multiplication of shots 
of the same subject – architectural, 
scientific or social – made it possible 
to better grasp the subject and to 
have a more complete and richer per-
ception than that gleaned from a sin-
gle image. 

In this regard, Hans Steiner’s report-
age shows the various issues involved 
in the construction of a tunnel in 
terms of machinery and human labor. 
In another register, Michael Etzen-
sperger’s series endeavors to create a 
movement in an almost 

cinematographic sequence showing 
an image of a sculpture that comes to 
life.

The series is also crucial in analytical 
photography, which adopts an objec-
tive approach tending towards neu-
trality and realism. The Germans 
Bernd and Hilla Becher made it an 
essential component of their practice. 
In this context, the series becomes a 
tool for classifying elements – build-
ings, for example – and creating exem-
plary typologies. The shooting 
protocol is then precisely determined: 
it is a matter of capturing several 
images in the same way in order to 
compare them. We can thus observe 
what they have in common (the bun, 
the dress, the victorious pose of 
Charles Fréger’s skaters) and what dif-
ferentiates them (the smile, the 
expression, for example). The effect of 
the series is to make the individual 
subject less important than the sys-
temic elements that are found from 
one photograph to another, allowing 
the artist to express a point of view on 
the subject and to shape the percep-
tion that the spectator has of it

It can sometimes be considered that 
seriality is the very foundation of a 
work, especially when the series takes 
on an immense scope and is part of 
an almost obsessive approach to pho-
tography. The American Karl Baden, 
for example, photographed himself in 
the same pose every day for almost 25 
years. Today, digital technology and 
social networks are giving more and 
more importance to this type of prac-
tice – especially with the selfie.

The term “series” is also found in the 
photography market, in a very particu-
lar sense. The term “limited series” or 
“limited edition” is used to express the 
limited number of prints of a single 
image that the artist can sell. In this 
case, the series no longer aims to mul-
tiply but on the contrary to limit – and 
therefore to enhance – what the indus-
try could reproduce in an identical 
way ad infinitum.

 Pauline Martin
 Curator, Head of Exhibitions



FRIEDERIKE VAN LAWICK  
UND HANS MÜLLER
La Folie à deux. Muriel Olesen/Gérald Minkoff, 
1992–1996

German artists Friederike van Lawick 
and Hans Müller use the series to show 
an imaginary visual progression – cre-
ated with Photoshop – of the faces of a 
woman and a man who form a couple 
The only two real portraits are at the 
beginning and the end of the series; 
all the others are a mixture of the two 
characters, each appearing in greater 
or lesser proportion. The series allows 
us to reflect on the question of gen-
der, on the reality constructed by the 
digital medium, as well as on the links 
that a couple weaves during its life.

NICOLAS FAURE 
A1/A9 : échangeur Orbe/Yverdon, March 2002

Nicolas Faure has photographed the 
sides of many highways in Switzer-
land. Through this serial work, he 
encourages us to reflect on the land-
scape of the 21st century and on the 
way it is conditioned by human con-
structions. The series is both docu-
mentary and artistic. It informs the 
viewer about the way in which nature 
and the highway cohabit in different 
locations in Switzerland. But it also 
forms a larger whole, which goes 
beyond the accumulation of informa-
tion given by each image: a vague but 
palpable impression of a certain con-
temporary Swiss landscape emerges. 

LIST OF WORKS FRIEDERIKE VAN LAWICK
(Germany, 1958) and  
HANS MÜLLER
(Germany, 1954) 
La Folie à deux. Muriel Olesen/
Gérald Minkoff
1992–1996
Chromogenic print from a digi-
tal file
119 × 89.5 cm 

NICOLAS FAURE
(Switzerland, 1949) 
A1/A9 : échangeur Orbe/
Yverdon (VD)
March 2002
Chromogenic print
83 × 103 cm

NICOLAS FAURE
(Switzerland, 1949)
A16 : Glovelier (JU)
September 1998 
Chromogenic print
83 × 103 cm

NICOLAS FAURE
(Switzerland, 1949)
A9 : route du Simplon (VS)
November 2003 
Chromogenic print
83 × 103 cm

HANS STEINER
(Switzerland, 1907–1962)
Power station in Innertkirchen 
1942 
Contact sheet on gelatin silver 
bromide paper
24 × 38 cm 

MICHAEL ETZENSPERGER
(Switzerland, 1982)
Nike 1. From the series 
Normalstandpunkt, kein ande-
rer als die direkte Vorderansicht
2013 
Inkjet print on paper (exhibition 
print, 2015)
42 × 35 cm 

MICHAEL ETZENSPERGER
(Switzerland, 1982)
Nike 2. From the series 
Normalstandpunkt, kein ande-
rer als die direkte Vorderansicht
2013 
Inkjet print on paper (exhibition 
print, 2015)
42.5 × 35.5 cm 

MICHAEL ETZENSPERGER
(Switzerland, 1982)
Nike 3. From the series 
Normalstandpunkt, kein ande-
rer als die direkte Vorderansicht
2013 
Inkjet print on paper (exhibition 
print, 2015)
42 × 35 cm 

MICHAEL ETZENSPERGER
(Switzerland, 1982)
Nike 4. From the series 
Normalstandpunkt, kein ande-
rer als die direkte Vorderansicht
2013 
Inkjet print on paper (exhibition 
print, 2015)
42 × 35 cm 

MICHAEL ETZENSPERGER
(Switzerland, 1982)
Nike 5. From the series 
Normalstandpunkt, kein ande-
rer als die direkte Vorderansicht
2013 
Inkjet print on paper (exhibition 
print, 2015)
42 × 35 cm 

CHARLES FRÉGER
(France, 1975)
Winner Faces 01. From the series 
Steps
2001–2002
Chromogenic print
60 × 50 cm 

CHARLES FRÉGER
(France, 1975)
Winner Faces 12. From the series 
Steps
2001–2002
Chromogenic print
60 × 50 cm 

FOCUS



8 STILL LIFE Still life photography has been present 
since the beginning of the medium, 
having inherited from painting the 
codes of a genre that has accompa-
nied all Western art. This is even more 
true since the low light sensitivity of the 
first emulsions and the long exposure 
times that result from it are particularly 
well suited to these inert scenes.

In painting, still life was favored as a 
means to focus on the matter itself 
and to reflect on pictorial techniques. 
Likewise, in photography, still life has 
constantly acted as a testing ground 
to illustrate technological develop-
ments in the field of image produc-
tion. We can see this progression, for 
example, in the work of Adolphe Braun 
and Alexander Mikhailovich Rod-
chenko, thanks to the rendering of 
objects, a marriage between the tex-
ture of the surfaces of the subject and 
that of the material of the light-sensi-
tive emulsion that allows the photo-
graphic process.

Still life plays the same role, in partic-
ular, on the path that leads to the 
mastery of color. The essential role of 
symbolism in the composition of 
scenes is another emblematic char-
acteristic of the genre. It is for this 
reason that at the beginning of the 
20th century, artists from the various 
avant-garde movements embraced 
the still life genre. To the viewer, driven 
by his or her instinct to go beyond a 
simple image of the world, it offers a 
motif that lends itself perfectly to this 
process of transcending the mun-
dane. Exposing faces or human forms 
in a representation where life is at first 
sight absent, the photographs of 
Max-Francis Chiffelle and Maurice 
Tabard enchant reality by using parei-
dolia – a cognitive reflex that pushes 
the brain of an observer to create 
meaning in front of something inde-
terminate by assimilating it to what 
the person already knows.

Still life speaks to all cultures. For 
example, the Japanese symbolic 
grammar impregnated with the 
theme of mono no aware – the fatal 
awareness of the impermanence and 
fragility of things – responds to the 
themes of the collective unconscious 
of Western vanities, allegorical repre-
sentations of the passing of time and 
the caducity of human activities. The 
genre is still a pioneer in the evolution 
of the visual language of the contem-
porary world. Thus, in the era of the 
consumer society, and like pop art, 
still life plays with the codes of visual 
communication and advertising 
through its composition and 
vocabulary. 

 Frédéric Noyer
 Digital Archivist



JAN GROOVER 
Untitled. From the MIT series, 1986 

Still life is the favorite subject of the 
American photographer Jan Groover 
who initially studied painting and 
drawing. In an imaginary space set up 
in a studio so that she can control 
every detail, she creates a world of 
objects without characteristics of 
their own, which she strips of their 
essence by anonymizing them with a 
layer of paint and then arranges in 
elaborate compositions. By ridding 
them of their functions as things, the 
photographer exposes matter alone in 
a kind of nudity.

ANOUSH ABRAR 
Blond Doll. From the series Real Dolls, 2003

In his series Real Dolls, Anoush Abrar 
visually plays with the double function 
of the dummy, subject-object that he 
endows with the projection of an ideal 
of beauty that disfigures and dehu-
manizes. Nature rendered dead by 
this artifice, the woman – a dummy 
whose attributes evoke both plastic 
surgery and pornography – finds her-
self animated by the use of the 
impulses she arouses. She henceforth 
plays the role of manipulated interloc-
utor so as to reassure the male within 
the world of carnal love that is 
increasingly virtual and robotized.

LIST OF WORKS JAN GROOVER
(United States, 1943–France, 
2012)
Untitled. From the MIT series
1986 
Platinum palladium print
19.5 × 25.2 cm

ANOUSH ABRAR
(Iran, 1976)
Blond Doll. From the series Real 
Dolls
2003
Chromogenic print
80.8 × 64.8 cm

ANOUSH ABRAR
(Iran, 1976)
Atelier B. From the series Real 
Dolls
2003 
Chromogenic print
75 × 60 cm 

MAURICE TABARD
(France, 1897–1984)
Les Guitares 
Circa 1929
Gelatin silver bromide print
(print by Pierre Gassmann, 1990)
30 × 23 cm 

MAX-FRANCIS CHIFFELLE
(Switzerland, 1913–2002)
Nature morte 
1950 
Gelatin silver bromide print
23 × 17.3 cm 

KENJI NAKAHASHI
(Japan, 1947–United States, 2017)
Pencil 
1979 
Chromogenic print
16.5 × 24.5 cm 

ADOLPHE BRAUN
(France, 1812–1877)
Still Life of Flowers
1854–1857
Albumen print
43.9 × 38.1 cm

NOBUYOSHI ARAKI
(Japan, 1940)
Untitled 
Undated
Polaroid instant print 
7.5 × 7.5 cm 

BARBARA JAFFE
(United States, 1942) 
Tungsten/Fluorescent –  
The Electric Age 
1980–1990 
Chromogenic print
30 × 37 cm 

ALEXANDRE MIKHAÏLOVITCH 
Rodchenko
(Russia, 1891–1956)
Glass and light 
1928 
Gelatin silver bromide print
(original posthumous collection 
print from the Rodchenko 
archives, 1993)
38 × 28 cm 

FOCUS



9 HISTORICAL EVENTS 

The French Revolution, the assassina-
tion of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, 
women’s suffrage in Switzerland, and 
the September 11 attacks in New York: 
these events are all considered to be 
particularly exceptional moments, 
significantly impacting the world and 
marking a break in the historiographic 
narrative, sometimes leading to a new 
paradigm, a new era. In order to be 
able to share these events, historians 
use documents – sources – to under-
stand and analyze the episodes that 
punctuate the past. These documents 
consist of a wide range of objects, 
images, texts and testimonies pro-
duced during the period in question, 
from which they reconstruct the facts 
in an empirical and rational manner. 
This method is the basis of the scien-
tific character of history as an aca-
demic discipline. 

Thus, a photographic image – such as 
a will from the 14th century or a carica-
ture from the late 18th century – can 
serve as a historical source. It shows 
the scene recorded by the eye of the 
camera, and this moment, which 
existed before fading away, is 
inscribed on the surface of the image, 
which preserves, so to speak, its trace. 
Its existence makes it possible to 
reproduce the real, to recreate facts, 
to become a memory of the event.  

However, the supposedly obvious 
nature of the photographic image 
inevitably requires a certain knowl-
edge of the context and the codes 
that make it possible to read the 
image. There is always an interpreta-
tion, both in the way the 

representation is composed by the 
photographer, as well as in the way it 
is received by the public; the image 
alone is never an event in itself.

Through the selection of works from 
the Photo Elysée collections, we see 
that the caption can change the 
meaning we give to an image, that it 
determines the context of the event. 
This is the case of the photograph by 
Swiss photographer Hans Steiner, 
which shows the portrait of former 
British Prime Minister Winston Chur-
chill, easily recognizable by his suit, 
bow tie, hat and legendary cigar. How-
ever, the caption here indicates that 
this print is not just a portrait of the 
former Prime Minister, but that it is, 
instead, an image of a parade in 
honor of Churchill during his visit to 
the canton of Bern, Switzerland, in 
1946, one year after the end of the 
Second World War.

We can see from this example that the 
photographic image can never give all 
of the information about an event or a 
moment. Such is the case with Tony 
Wurman’s photograph or that of the 
photojournalist Stéphane Sednaoui, 
which only show us a tiny part of the 
events that are taking place at the 
time the photo is taken. Alone, without 
contextualization, the image does not 
define the object or the scene it 
shows. It recreates here a fragment of 
the past, without it being clearly asso-
ciated with the New York attacks of 
2001 or the Romanian revolution of 
1989.

This is how the photographic image 
alone makes certain past events visi-
ble, and how the public becomes the 
witness. However, although it informs 
us about events that have taken place 
and that are now over, it cannot 
express their meaning nor can it ever 
fully explain them.

 Caroline Gilliard
 Fundraising and Sponsorship 
 Manager (Plateforme 10)



HANS STEINER 
Winston Churchill’s visit to Switzerland, canton of 
Bern, September 16–17, 1946, 1946

Hans Steiner was a major figure in 
Swiss photography. His work as a pho-
tographer and reporter represents a 
modernist vision of all the layers of 
Swiss society, as well as of the country 
as a whole between 1930 and 1960, so 
well reflected in his photographs.

This example shows how the caption 
of a photographic image can deter-
mine the meaning we give it. It is no 
longer just a portrait of Winston Chur-
chill that we see, but an image that 
illustrates a historical event: his 
arrival in 1946, one year after the end 
of the Second World War, in the can-
ton of Bern, in Switzerland.

TONY WURMAN 
Untitled. From the series Here Is New York, 
11 September 2001, 2001

This photograph by Tony Wurman was 
taken after the attacks of September 
11, 2001. The attack on the World Trade 
Center towers is generally illustrated 
by chaotic views of the destruction of 
the towers, the horrified faces of the 
witnesses, the fires, the dust and the 
ashes invading Manhattan.

Apart from the series title, there is no 
indication that this photograph is 
associated with the 2001 attacks. 
Despite the context of extreme vio-
lence, the image shows a scene of 
everyday life, where only the masks 
suggest the existence of the event. In 
2022, this image seems all the more 
trivial now that masks have become 
part of our everyday visual culture.

LIST OF WORKS HANS STEINER
(Switzerland, 1907–1962)
Winston Churchill’s visit to 
Switzerland, canton of Bern, 
September 16–17, 1946
1946
Gelatin silver bromide print
17 × 16.5 cm

TONY WURMAN
(Place and date[s] unknown)
Untitled. From the series Here Is 
New York, 11 September 2001
2001
Inkjet print on paper 
23.6 × 35.5 cm

WALDEMAR JAMA
(Poland, 1942)
Untitled. From the series Cycle 
Time and Auschwitz, 1981–1989
1981–1989
Gelatin silver bromide print
26.5 × 27 cm

GILLES PERESS
(France, 1946)
New York
1979–1980
Gelatin silver bromide print
32 × 48 cm 

STÉPHANE SEDNAOUI
(France, 1963)
Untitled. From the series 
Romania, December 1989
1989
Gelatin silver bromide print
51.5 × 35.5 cm

JEAN-PIERRE GRISEL
(Switzerland, 1920–2008)
Visit of the Emperor Haile 
Selassie to the International 
Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC)
1954
Gelatin silver bromide print
25.3 × 20.2 cm

SIBYLLE BERGEMANN
(Germany, 1941–2010)
Untitled. 
1975–1986
Gelatin silver bromide print
35.5 × 54.4 cm

ANONYMOUS
May 1989, demonstrator
1989
Pigment print (Cibachrome)
26 × 39 cm

HANS STEINER
(Switzerland, 1907–1962)
Day of the election of General 
Guisan by the Swiss Federal 
Assembly, Bern, August 30, 1939
1939
Gelatin silver bromide print 
(exhibition print, 1989)
30 × 29 cm

JOHN PHILLIPS
(Algeria, 1914–United States, 
1996)
Arab refugees on their way to 
Jordan. They are the first of the 
million and a half refugees to 
follow
1948
Gelatin silver bromide print
39,9 × 48,9 cm

FOCUS



10 THE MEDIA

Photography and the mass 
media – the press, postcards, radio, 
television, the Internet – have a long 
history in common, as well as parallel 
and competing histories. The first 
illustrated Swiss periodicals appeared 
in the 1830s – at the same time as the 
invention of photography, in the form 
of the daguerreotype and the calo-
type. However, these early processes 
could not be used by the press for 
technical reasons, and it was not until 
half a century later that they became 
directly reproducible. During this time, 
the publication of engravings made 
“from photographs” already prepared 
readers for reporting and newspaper 
photography – like an image allegedly 
showing the world as it is and attest-
ing to the truth. It wasn’t until the 
1910s that some printing houses 
equipped themselves with rotogra-
vure printing presses for the produc-
tion of heliogravures – a process 
particularly suited to mass print runs. 
This allowed photography to conquer 
the illustrated Swiss periodicals, as 
well as the postcard, another mass 
medium that disseminated images 
around the world.  

Thanks to this success, the profession 
diversified: photojournalists appeared 
in the 1920s alongside studio photog-
raphers, followed in the next decade 
by press photographers who worked 
for the news agencies. These photo-
journalists became the new heroes 
and heroines, introducing the 
unknown into the home. Their pictures 
tell stories of distant lands and cul-
tures, but also of nearby regions and 
customs. Sports, especially aviation 

and the automobile, also fascinated 
the public and took up a large part of 
the illustrated press. These photo-
graphic reports gave the image a new 
role, placing it at the heart of the 
story, whereas the text only anchored 
it in its context. 

The photojournalists were adventurers 
who left their country to find novelty 
elsewhere and to discover universes 
hitherto unknown to the people; the 
publication of their images gave birth 
to the first photographic icons. At the 
beginning, the profession was domi-
nated by men, although there was the 
occasional woman. Press photogra-
phers were much less recognized and 
celebrated. They carried out the daily 
program that the agency or the editor 
entrusted to them. Hans Steiner’s 1956 
photograph shows a moment of wait-
ing before the event to be captured 
occurs. News photographers often ran 
from one event to the next to capture 
the latest news. Their aim was to cap-
ture a moment that would catch the 
reader’s eye and reveal emotion. And, 
when the subjects were abstract, they 
created symbolic representations to 
illustrate them. 

As of the 1970s onward, competition 
from television became a threat to 
the illustrated press. In 1979, the only 
way that René Burri found to immor-
talize the astronaut Neil Armstrong 
was to photograph him on the TV 
screen. The television quickly shifted 
to color, whereas, for economic rea-
sons, the press continued to publish 
images in black and white. It was only 
thanks to digital technology that color 

made its real appearance in the news-
papers. Consequently, photojournal-
ists became increasingly rare. News 
agencies and press photographers 
survived until the era of digital pho-
tography. However, the decline of 
newspapers and the importance of 
the Internet today have left a progres-
sively large place for “citizen report-
ers”, to the detriment of professional 
photographers. 

Would it be a coincidence if, at the 
very moment when its practice is on 
the wane, reportage photography is 
entering the art world and museum 
collections? In Switzerland, the 
archives of recognized photojournal-
ists form the basis of the collections 
of institutions dedicated to photogra-
phy, notably Photo Elysée in Lausanne 
and the Fotostiftung Schweiz in 
Winterthur.

 Nora Mathys
 Head of Collections

Calotype. The calotype is a negative-positive 
photographic process invented by William Henry 
Fox Talbot. It makes it possible to obtain a direct 
paper negative and, therefore, to reproduce pos-
itive images by contact printing, i.e., by placing 
the negative on a photosensitive paper and 
exposing the entire setup to light.

Daguerreotype. The daguerreotype was the first 
practicable photographic process, invented by 
Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre, following the 
work of Joseph Nicéphore Niépce. The image, 
without a negative, is directly recorded on a sil-
ver plate treated to make it light-sensitive. 

Heliogravure. Heliogravure is a printing process 
that allows the transfer of a photographic image 
onto a copper plate through a light-sensitive gel-
atin layer.



ALEXANDER MICHAILOWITSCH 
RODTSCHENKO 
The daily newspaper, 1928 

At the beginning of the 20th century, 
newspapers and radio were the main 
sources of information. Alexander 
Mikhailovich Rodchenko, an avant-
garde Russian photographer, depicts 
the day-to-day ritual of millions of 
people: reading the daily newspaper 
at breakfast time. It is a symbol of 
political interest that knows no 
boundaries of social class, gender or 
nation. The act of reading the news-
paper at the beginning of the day was 
already an act of empowerment in 
1928, at the beginning of the Stalinist 
era. 

HANS STEINER 
Speaker, 1942 

In 1942, the Swiss photojournalist Hans 
Steiner did a story about the staff of 
the national radio stations. Radio, 
which had been popular since the 
1930s, became the main media for 
keeping up with political news in real-
time. Radio and photography had long 
been very complementary. During the 
Second World War, in particular, they 
became essential tools for propa-
ganda and information.

LIST OF WORKS ALEXANDRE MIKHAÏLOVITCH 
RODCHENKO
(Russia, 1891–1956)
The daily newspaper
1928 
Gelatin silver bromide print
(original posthumous collection 
print from the Rodchenko 
archives, 1997)
25.5 × 37.5 cm 
 
HANS STEINER
(Switzerland, 1907–1962) 
Speaker
1942 
Inkjet print on paper (exhibition 
print, 2010)
31.7 × 30 cm

GILLES PERESS
(France, 1946) 
Commercial on the American 
television channel ABC
1979–1980
Gelatin silver bromide print 
(print, 1997)
22.4 × 48.5 cm 

HANS STEINER
(Switzerland, 1907–1962)
Newsstand, Bärenplatz, Bern
Circa 1953 
Inkjet print on paper (exhibition 
print, 2010)
30 × 30 cm 

LUC CHESSEX
(Switzerland, 1936)
Trinidad, Cuba
2005
Gelatin silver bromide print
36 × 24 cm 

HANS STEINER
(Switzerland, 1907–1962)
Trial of the attack on the 
Romanian embassy, Bern
1956
Inkjet print on paper (exhibition 
print, 2010)
29.9 × 30 cm 

JEAN MOHR
(Switzerland, 1925–2018)
Fleet Street, London
1964
Gelatin silver bromide print
25 × 20 cm 

OLIVIA HEUSSLER
(Switzerland, 1957)
TV-action
1981
Gelatin silver bromide print
27 × 39.8 cm 

RENÉ BURRI
(Switzerland, 1933–2014) 
Boardroom of an advertising 
agency, New York, USA. The 
American astronaut Neil 
Armstrong, the first man to walk 
on the moon (July 20, 1969), 
appears in a commercial for 
Chrysler
1979
Gelatin silver bromide print 
17.7 × 23.8 cm 

FRANK SCHRAMM
(United States, 1957)
September 17, 2001 –  
Jim Nakamura NTV
2001
Inkjet print on paper 
76.2 × 101.6 cm

FOCUS



WHAT TO CONSIDER WHEN  
EXHIBITING PHOTOGRAPHS?

The photograph is a “drawing with 
light”. This means that it is very sensi-
tive to light and climate. For example, 
if a photograph has been insufficiently 
processed, it can be re-exposed by 
light, increasing its sensitivity and 
thereby diminishing its legibility.

The photograph is a chemical-physi-
cal object. Its composition can vary, 
and it reacts to external influences 
such as light, heat, humidity and cer-
tain materials such as paints. 

Since the invention of photogra-
phy – the first experiments were made 
in 1827 – there have been numerous 
attempts to make it faster, sharper 
and more colorful. In total, there have 
been around 1500 different photo-
graphic processes. 

In order to exhibit the many different 
types of photographs safely, the above 
aspects must be taken into account.

WHY IS IT SO DARK IN HERE?

Light causes materials to age. That’s 
why old people have a lot of wrinkles, 
because skin too ages with light. This 
also applies to photographs – they 
become more sensitive and fade.

So that we can look at them as long as 
possible, we reduce the light in the 
exhibition spaces, and in this way we 
protect and preserve them. Here in 
the exhibition rooms there are about 
50 lux, as much as roughly one candle-
light. We have tricks, of course, to 
make it seem brighter.

WHAT ARE THE LITTLE DEVICES  
DOING EVERYWHERE?

Using room climate sensors, the con-
servators regularly check the climate 

conditions in the rooms. After all, it’s 
not only light that can damage pho-
tography, but also temperature and 
humidity. It is very important that the 
climate is stable. This means that 
there should be only slight fluctua-
tions in temperature and humidity. 

Many different materials have been 
used to make photographs, e.g. gela-
tin, metal, paper, glass, plastic, and it 
is not uncommon to have a combina-
tion of various materials. These react 
differently to heat and cold, as well as 
to dry and moist air – so they expand 
when warm and contract when cold. 
At worst, a layer could peel off, and we 
want to prevent that.

Basically, photographs are like vege-
tables: the colder and drier they are 
stored, the longer they last. That’s why 
our storage rooms are cooled down to 
6°C. But this would not be feasible in 
an exhibition, which is why we rely 
here on stable, pleasantly tempered 
rooms of 20°C and 50% humidity. 

CAN ALL PHOTOGRAPHS  
BE EXHIBITED?

Of course, we would love to be able to 
present all of our photographs! How-
ever, there are those that are much 
too sensitive. This may be because 
their composition is chemically unsta-
ble, and light would cause the image 
to be lost very quickly. With color pho-
tographs, it often happens that the 
colors increasingly fade. With such 
photographs, a facsimile is often pro-
duced. A facsimile is an exact copy of 
the original and must be marked as 
such. By means of this “exhibition 
print”, a fragile and valuable photo-
graph can still be visible to all, but the 
delicate original remains safely stored 
in our depots.

PHOTOGRAPHY AND  
CONSERVATION ISSUES
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