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LEHNERT & LANDROCK
Revisiting a Colonial Archive 
From 31st October 2025 to 1st February 
2026
Lehnert & Landrock. Revisiting a Colonial 
Archive takes a fresh look at the photographic 
archives of the Lehnert & Landrock studio, 
which entered the Photo Elysée collections 
in 1985. Active in North Africa in the early 
20th century, Rudolf Franz Lehnert and 
Ernst Heinrich Landrock constructed and 
disseminated an iconography of the Orient 
that was deeply marked by the colonial 
context of their time.

Today, the museum is questioning its role as 
a mediator of images by offering a critical 
and introspective reinterpretation of the 
photographs from the Lehnert & Landrock 
studio. In collaboration with a scientific 
committee, the exhibition examines the 
political and aesthetic dimensions of 
images produced in the context of Western 
expansionist enterprises and representative of 
the Orientalist movement.

To deepen this reflection, Photo Elysée has 
invited the Spanish artist Gloria Oyarzabal 
to explore the museum's archives.  Her 
contemporary perspective questions the 
way museums approach collections linked 
to colonial history. Her work dialogues with 
that of the Saudi artist Nouf Aljowaysir, who 
demonstrates how artificial intelligence 
prolongs and reinforces stereotypes 
associated with the portrayal of the Orient. 

THE EXHIBITION 
Decolonial approach 
For several years now, museums have been 
engaged in a critical examination of their 
collections originating from colonial contexts. 
Photo Elysée is part of this dynamic, offering a 
reinterpretation of the photographic archives 
of the Lehnert & Landrock studio, which was 
active in the Maghreb and Egypt in the early 
20th century. While these images have long 
been praised for their technical qualities, 
they have actively conveyed a constructed 
and submissive vision of the Orient, fueled by 
the political and cultural domination of the 
colonial era. Today, the decolonial approach 
allows these portrayals to be analyzed, and 
their uses and dissemination to be questioned, 
through a multi-voice reflection.  

Construction of an imaginary world and 
staging of bodies 
The Lehnert & Landrock studio was part of the 
Orientalist artistic movement formed during 
the 19th century. Adopting the visual codes of 
documentary photography, their work was put 

Lehnert & Landrock, Untitled, identified as  In the Arab Village, 1904-1914 
© Lehnert & Landrock / Edouard Lambelet and Photo Elysée

Lehnert & Landrock, Untitled, 1904-1914 © Lehnert & Landrock / Edouard 
Lambelet and Photo Elysée
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together with European expectations in mind. 
To meet the commercial challenges and tastes 
of the time, landscapes and bodies were 
staged according to precise aesthetic codes. 
Grouped into "genre scenes" and "types," 
the images form an imaginary of an archaic, 
passive "Orient" with deliberately blurred 
boundaries. Among these stereotypical 
representations, the figure of the odalisque, 
a lascivious and sexually available reclining 
woman, embodies the fantasized vision of an 
Orient reduced to sensuality and decoration. 
This iconographic motif has permeated 
art history. It can be seen, for example, in 
the painting La Blanche et la Noire by Félix 
Vallotton (1865-1925), which the artist Gloria 
Oyarzabal revisits in her series "USUS FRUCTUS 
ABUSUS. La Blanche et la Noire"  

Dissemination of images 
The power of Lehnert & Landrock's 
photographs also lies in their widespread 
distribution. Postcards, albums, portfolios, 
book illustrations: the images circulated 
throughout Europe and the accompanying 
captions were translated into several 
languages to reach a variety of markets. 
These images became true consumer items, 
fueling the desire for exoticism among a 
European public in search of "elsewhere". 
Their dissemination had a significant and 
lasting impact on the collective imagination 
of the East in the West. Even today, these 
photographs – particularly their reproduction 
on postcards – continue to circulate and 
captivate viewers with their staging, colors 
and dreamlike lighting. 

Contemporary interpretations
Photo Elysée invited the Spanish artist Gloria 
Oyarzabal to produce a new work based on the 
museum's collection. After several months of 
reflection and discussion between the artist, 
the museum and the scientific committee, two 
new series are showcased in the exhibition: ON 
PHANTOMS, Wounds & the Wa/ondering Eye  
and Essay for an Atlas of the Ethical Journey 
of Aesthetics. The Devil is in the Details. These 
works strike up a dialogue with those of Nouf 
Aljowaysir. With the series Salaf (Ancestors) 
and the video Ancestral Seeds, the Saudi artist 
highlights the biases of artificial intelligence, 
which perpetuates and reinforces stereotypes 
associated with the way in which the Orient is 
portrayed. 

SCIENTIFIC COMMITTEE 
Photo Elysée has engaged researchers and 
specialists in decolonial studies in the design 
of this exhibition. The scientific committee is 
composed of:   
•	Beya Othmani, independent exhibition
curator, researcher attached to MoMA (The 
Museum of Modern Art, New York)
•	Nadia Radwan, Associate Professor and
Head of the Visual Arts Department, HEAD – 

Lehnert & Landrock, Untitled, identified as Tomb of a Marabout in an Oasis in 
Gafsa, 1904-1914 © Lehnert & Landrock / Edouard Lambelet and Photo Elysée

Lehnert & Landrock, Untitled, 1904-1914 © Lehnert & Landrock / Edouard 
Lambelet and Photo Elysée
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Geneva (Geneva University of Art and Design) 
•	Christelle Taraud, historian and feminist,
Lecturer at NYU Paris (New York University 
Paris) and Associate Member of the Centre for 
19th Century History (University of Paris I/Paris 
IV, Paris) 

DISCLAIMER
Photo Elysée has chosen to revisit a complex 
body of photographic work. The exhibition 
highlights the colonial context in North Africa 
in the 19th and 20th centuries and contains 
racist, sexist, Arabophobic, Islamophobic and 
anti-Semitic portrayals, as well as images of 
nudity. Their display may prove offensive to 
some viewers

OPENING
THURSDAY 30th OCTOBER FROM 6PM 
Free admission

PRESS CONTACT
presse.elysee@plateforme10.ch

Exhibition partners 

Fondation VRM

Global partner

Cover image credit:  
Gloria Oyarzabal, Untitled (detail), from the series ON PHANTOMS, 
Wounds & the Wa/ondering Eye, 2025 ©Gloria Oyarzabal

Nouf Aljowaysir, Salaf #1540, 2021, from the series Salaf (Ancestors), 2021-2025  
© Nouf Aljowaysir

Gloria Oyarzabal, Untitled (detail), from the series ON PHANTOMS, Wounds & 
the Wa/ondering Eye, 2025 © Gloria Oyarzabal 
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PRESS IMAGES
 
This reproduction authorization is granted 
subject to the following conditions: 
- Full and unaltered reproduction of the works
- Mention of the author's name, the title of the 
works and their date of creation, as well as the 
corresponding caption and copyright

Gloria Oyarzabal, Untitled (detail), from the series ON PHANTOMS, Wounds & 
the Wa/ondering Eye, 2025 © Gloria Oyarzabal

Nouf Aljowaysir, Salaf #298, 2021, from the series Salaf (Ancestors), 2021-
2025 © Nouf Aljowaysir

Lehnert & Landrock, Untitled, identified as In the Desert, 1904-1914​ 
© Lehnert & Landrock / Edouard Lambelet and Photo Elysée


