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NOTICE FOR VISITORS

THIS EXHIBITION FEATURES RACIST, SEXIST, ARABOPHOBIC, ISLAMOPHOBIC
AND ANTI-SEMITIC IMAGERY, AS WELL AS DEPICTIONS OF NUDITY.

In this exhibition, Photo Elysée revisits a complex photographic corpus
depicting North Africa under colonial rule in the 19th and 20th centuries.
Viewers may find this content offensive.

The works on display were selected following extensive discussions both
internally and between the three members of the advisory board, all experts
in North African colonial and decolonial studies: Beya Othmani (MoMA, New
York), Nadia Radwan (HEAD—Genéve, Geneva) and Christelle Taraud (NYU
Paris; Université Paris |/Paris V).

The images and original captions convey, either directly or indirectly, the
West’s racist, Arabophobic, Islamophobic, anti-Semitic and sexist view of the
Orient. Some of the photographs depict nude subjects, especially women.
Images judged to contain explicit child pornography were excluded from the
exhibition, although their existence is acknowledged.

Any original titles have been retained to shed light on the circumstances in
which the images were distributed and how they were used commercially
around the world. Just like the images they describe, these titles can at times
convey, in a racist or sexist way,the colonial reality of their time.

These images still circulate widely today without critical analysis, especially
online. For that reason, Photo Elysée and the advisory board have decided to
display them here to encourage new interpretations and to put the violence
they embody on public view.
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1. LEHNERT & LANDROCK
REVISITING A COLONIAL ARCHIVE

In this exhibition, Photo Elysée offers a critical reinterpretation of the
photographic archives of the Lehnert &Landrock studio, which are preserved
in the museum’s collection. Founded by Rudolf Franz Lehnert (Austrian, 1878-
1948) and Ernst Heinrich Landrock (German, 1878-1966), the Lehnert &
Landrock studio was active in Tunis o5 from 1904 to 1914, then in Cairo s_alll
starting in 1924. It produced and distributed photographs depicting an
iconography of the Orient for a European audience. After the two men parted
ways in 1930, their images continued to be commercially exploited
throughout the 20th century.

The works of the Lehnert & Landrock studio have been studied and
showcased in the past by Photo Elysée. In 1991, for example, a major
retrospective featured specially produced black-and-white prints. Although
that earlier exhibition explored the staging and framing of the images, it was
conceived first and foremost as a tribute to Lehnert’'s technical prowess,
“formal rigor” and “mastery of light.” No mention was made of the colonial
environment in which the images were produced, nor of the stereotypes they
conveyed.

With this new show, Photo Elysée—like other major cultural institutions in
Switzerland and beyond—has opted to engage in a process of reflection,
taking a critical and introspective look at these images and at its previous
exhibitions through the lens of contemporary social concerns and decolonial
studies. In doing so, the museum is challenging its role as a mediator of
images.

This exhibition marks the first public presentation of original photographs
from the Lehnert&Landrock studio at Photo Elysée. Supported by a specially
appointed advisory board, it seeks to delve deep into the origins of these
objects, to explain how they were produced, and to explore their aesthetic
and political dimensions.

To open up the discussion to diverse voices, Photo Elysée in vited Spanish
artist Gloria Oyarzabal (1971) to work with the Lehnert & Landrock archives.
She brings a contemporary perspective to the question of how museums
today approach collections with links to colonial history. The museum also
solicited input from Saudi Arabian artist Nouf Aljowaysir (1993), whose work
focuses on how artificial intelligence sustains and reinforces stereotypes
associated with representations of the Orient.
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2. ARECURRING MOTIF

Some themes in art transcend time, none more so than the odalisque.
Originally a term used to refer to a female servant living in the Ottoman
sultan’s harem, its meaning was twisted by the Orientalist movement,
turning the odalisque into a nude, reclining, sexualized representation of
women from the region. Like other contemporary artists, Gloria Oyarzabal
revisits these themes with a critical eye, offering a reinterpretation of
Félix Vallotton’s 1913 painting La Blanche et Ila Noire.

Iconographic motifs are akin to exercises in style, appearing time and again
throughout art history. Although they take on different forms and shift in
meaning according to the prevailing social, political and cultural
circumstances, they never truly disappear. Rather, they are transformed,
reinterpreted and executed in different ways—acts of reappropriation that
often redirect the viewer's gaze, exposing the tensions that exist between
antiquated tradition and contemporary criticism.

The odalisque stands out as a particularly enduring and telling example. The
term originally referred to a female servant living in the Ottoman sultan’s
harem. It comes from the Turkish odalik, itself derived from oda (“room”), and
first appeared in French in around 1624. It became a favored refrain of 19th-
century Orientalist artists such as Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres (1780-
1867) and Eugéne Delacroix (1798-1863). This group, acting within a broader
cultural and ideological movement fueled by European colonial expansion,
eroticized and exoticized the term.

Viewed through a colonial, masculine and Western lens, the odalisque was
no longer merely a servant. She was depicted as a reclining, lascivious
figure—available, submissive and offered up to the viewer’s gaze. She came
to symbolize a fantasized vision of the Orient, cast as a place of sensuality,
silence and submission, often reduced to the enclosed, forbidden space of
the harem.

Persisting through time and across media—paintings, engravings,
photographs and postcards—this iconographic motif became a true
archetype, popularizing an image of the Orient as feminized, subjugated and
ornamental. The figure of the odalisque, and the distorted way in which she
was portrayed, helped shape a collective Western vision in which the Orient
functioned less as a real place than as a dreamlike world.

The nude woman reclining indoors remained a popular motif among 20th-
century artists, including Félix Vallotton (1865-1925). He explored the subject
in paintings such as Le Bain turc and La Blanche et Ia Noire, works that were
both traditional and modern in their execution.

Today, contemporary artists re-examine this enduring motif with a critical
eye, questioning the nature of this gaze from ages past. In her reworking of
Vallotton’s La Blanche et la Noire, Gloria Oyarzabal deconstructs the
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odalisque in an exercise that explores colonial memory, sexual domination
and visibility, opening the door to an alternative narrative.

The Vallotton paintings mentioned above are currently on display in the
exhibition Vallotton Forever. The Refrospective at the Musée cantonal des

Beaux-Arts (MCBA) in Lausanne.
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3. ON PHANTOMS, WOUNDS & THE WA/ONDERING EYE

Drawing on the museum's collection artist Gloria Oyarzabal produced two
new series for this 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.

In On Phantoms, Wounds & the Wa/ondering Eye, Oyarzabal reveals the
symbolic scars of a complex political history contained in the materiality of
the photographs. The figures captured on the negatives become ghosts, and
the alterations visible on the archive materials are akin to wounds—physical
marks that attest to how these objects were used and distributed before
finding their way info museum collections. Exposed by the artist, they are less
flaws than silent evidence of a manipulative force at work. By resurfacing
these colonial images, Oyarzabal challenges the established historical
narrative and invites us to look at the photographs with a critical eye. What
do we truly see? What do we choose to ignore?

According to French-Israeli essayist Ariella Aisha Azoulay, photography today
bears the additional burdens of restituting, repairing and renaming.
Oyarzabal draws on this spirit, approaching these archives not as static
objects but as active witnesses, debts and political acts.
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4. THE ALLURE OF THE ORIENT

In the 18th century, the Orient became an object of fantasy in Europe. This
led to the emergence of Orientalism, a European literary and artistic
movement that presented a simplistic and idealized vision of the region
stretching from North Africa to the Middle East. Major events such as the
world’s fairs showcased the cultures and peoples of these lands to
audiences hungry for exoticism.

Starting in the 18th century, European audiences were fascinated by the
Orient. The Orientalist movement came to be one way of expressing Western
economic and political dominance over this region (which itself was
deliberately given a vague definition). At a time of European industrial and
colonial expansion, the West shaped its own identity—through its political,
scientific, commercial and cultural institutions, as well as through the arts—
in opposition to that assigned to the Orient, which it cast as the ultimate
“other.” Yet Orientalism by no means faithfully reflected the cultures it
claimed to represent. Rather, it served as one of the main vehicles of this
mirror-image construction of Western identity.

As European audiences clamored for stories and images of this imagined
“elsewhere,” Orientalism opened up new commercial opportunities for artists
of all kinds. Among them were photographers who, seeking to cater to the
tastes of colonizer markets, often presented meticulously staged scenes
under the guise of objective, ethnographic study, carefully selecting their
subjects to reinforce prevailing stereotypes about these distant lands and
their peoples. This ambivalent relationship with the Orient was neatly
encapsulated in the world’s fairs, such as the 1900 Paris Exposition, which
were designed to showcase the achievements of Western nations. Colonial
exhibitions featuring racialized people as “exhibits” drew huge crowds,
wowing visitors with what they perceived as archaic aspects of non Western
cultures while underscoring everything that was modern about the
industrialized world. Orientalist imagery even featured in advertising,
including campaigns for major Swiss companies, as businesses sought to
appeal to Western audiences seeking the exotic.

The Photo Elysée collection contains numerous examples of Orientalist
photography, a selection of which features in this exhibition.
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5. THE MAKING OF AN IMAGINARY WORLD

Landscape photographs from the Lehnert & Landrock studio present a
dreamlike world ripe for exploration. Yet in this carefully crafted, idealized
space, the everyday lives of those living under colonial rule are erased
from view.

Between 1904 and 1914, the Lehnert & Landrock studio produced a series of
landscape photographs in Tunisia o, These alluring images draw attention
away from the lived reality of colonialism under the French protectorate since
1881 and use clever visual devices to blur the line between reality and fiction.

Lehnert & Landrock’s portrayals of lush and desert-like landscapes depict a
dreamlike world ripe for exploration and conquest. With their wide framing,
infense colors and vibrant lighting, these photographs transform real-world
locations into ideadlized representations: serene, motionless and timeless.
Human figures—often distant, reduced to mere silhouettes—emphasize the
vastness of the landscape. They appear to be absorbed in their everyday
routines, apparently unaware of the camera and existing in harmony with
nature.

These same aesthetic choices, this time applied to an urban environment,
can be seen in the studio’s depictions of the Medina 4wkl ddsall of Tunis o s,
which show people moving through seemingly labyrinthine spaces as if
engaged in endless exploration. “Typical” local activities such as traditional
crafts also take center stage in these shots. Once again, photography
purports to serve as a token of authenticity and realism.

Yet in these idyllic and picturesque scenes, reality is an illusion. Everything is
orchestrated for the photo shoot: where the subjects are situated, what
clothing and jewelry they wear and what activities they perform. Vaguely
worded captions make precise location impossible, serving instead to
construct a convincing “elsewhere.” And all signs of colonial rule are kept
outside the frame.

A romanticized, imaginary world—an endangered paradise straight out of
One Thousand and One Nights—emerges from this seductive and seemingly
innocent body of photographs. The images evoke the exploration narratives
that gained traction in the West at the turn of the 20th century and paved the
way for mass tourism. All tfraces of local resistance and of the realities of life
in a modern city are erased from view. The corpus as a whole conveys the
idea of a peaceful, archaic and almost uninhabited world: a mirage
exploited by colonial powers for propaganda purposes.
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6. ESSAY FOR AN ATLAS OF THE ETHICAL JOURNEY OF AESTHETICS.
THE DEVIL IS IN THE DETAILS

In his 1978 book Orientalism, Edward Said 2,5 v portrays the Orient as a
static, imaginary world that is more faithful fo colonial and Western fantasies
than to cultural or social realities. In Essay for an Atlas of the Ethical Journey
of Aesthetics. The Devil is in the Details, Gloria Oyarzabal maps the details
that shape and characterize this fantasy. She uses drapes, veils, dunes and
columns to show how Oriental women—women with struggles, voices and
concerns—are often silenced, sexualized and erased from their own history.

Endlessly reproduced, even in contemporary cultural output, these images
reinforce the idea of an implicit hierarchy between a “civilized” West and an
“archaic” Orient. If we are to challenge these representations, we must probe
the dominant perspective, with its filters and blind spots, without reducing the
subjects to stigmatized stereotypes. In her work, Oyarzabal poses a key
question: What remains of these images, and how should we look at them
today?
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7. SALAF (ANCESTORS)

In Orientalist photographs, Arab peoples are often depicted as a
homogeneous group with no geographic, ethnic, historical or cultural
distinctions. The varied uses of these images, the vague captions
accompanying them and the deliberately nebulous definition of the term
“Orient” all helped to build a uniform image of the “Arab”—a people cast as
the ultimate “other,” no matter whether they lived in the Maghreb — xkl or the
Middle East.

Salaf (Ancestors) <l a series by Saudi Arabian artist Nouf Aljowaysir gs_n sl
¢, focuses on just these representations. In 2020, setting out to trace her
ancestors’ migrations across Arabia and Mesopotamia, she quickly
discovered that most images documenting her family’s history came from
colonial archives and were steeped in visual and narrative clichés.

The artist assembled a corpus of 6,000 historical images from museum
collections and public archives, which she then analyzed using artificial
intelligence (Al) models. This exercise brought to light systematic biases:
veiled women were not correctly recognized, and Bedouins were labeled as
“soldiers” or as wearing “military uniforms.” Yet these errors did not take place
by chance: they were the result of colonial stereotypes deeply embedded in
the algorithms’ training datasets. Through this process, the artist
demonstrated that her country’s visual history continues to bear traces of
such content.

Aljowaysir's answer to these misclassifications was to use a segmentation
tool to erase stereotypical representations from her corpus. The end result—
what she calls an “absent data corpus”—emphasizes both the erasure of her
ancestors’ collective memory and the reductive action of Al systems.

With Salaf (Ancestors) <., Aljowaysir <xs o)l analyzes and challenges
Orientalist narratives entrenched in modern-day technologies, exploring the
interaction between memory, image and power.

o]
83
20

\\%



11/14

PHOTO
ELYSEE

8. STAGED BODIES

The harem is a source of particular fascination in representations of the
Orient, embodying almost every conceivable Western taboo and serving
as a space for tfransgression—especially of a sexual nature. Images of
nude and sexualized women and men catered to European demand,
fueling the growth of colonial sex tfourism.

The photographs produced by Lehnert & Landrock, like the output of other
studios of the period, cast the Maghreb «_2ll as a place of sexual promiscuity
and exploitation and, in doing so, helped cultivate the nascent sex tourism
industry. Images such as these objectified women and feminized “Oriental”
men, with the overall sense of ambiguity underscored by the young age of
some models. These photographs commonly featured suggestive symbols,
nude poses and subjects gazing directly at the camera and, by extension,
the viewer. As such, they formed a catalog of ethnic bodies “offered up” to a
global audience: a corpus of (homo)erotic images, in some cases
constituting child pornography, with the fantasy of the harem as its bacdrop
and the odalisque as its main attraction. Photographers painstakingly
selected and staged decorative elements—twisted columns, carpets,
fountains, carafes and jewelry—to produce an “effect of reality,” seeking to
create an illusion of stolen intimacy for the consumption of viewers eager to
experience their own slice of the purportedly off-limits Oriental world. The
undressing and unveiling of traditionally hidden bodies represented the
ultimate form of transgression.

Lehnert & Landrock’s nudes also catered to the emerging sex tourism industry
in the Maghreb <kl in the early 20th century. For the middle classes
engaged in this practice, “going to the Orient” was considered an act of
conquest: not only of the region’s lands but also of its peoples. Prostitution
became widespread in Tunis o« 5iin the 1860s, eventually leading to regulation
of the practice in 1889. The city was home to both native (Muslim and Jewish)
and European prostitutes, all operating in the same area of the Medina 4asal)
4kl district—anarrangement that reflected the emergence of a sex market,
fueled by racialized discourses, that originated in Europe and was exported
to its colonies. While early feminist movements began challenging male-
female power dynamics in Europe, and at a time when homosexuality
remained heavily repressed, sexual experiences built on a fantasized sense
of “otherness” were being actively promoted in the Orient.
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The alleged sensuality of women and men in “hot” countries gave rise to
numerous myths and stories. In his translation of One Thousand and One
Nights (published as The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night), Richard
F.Burton (1821-1890) included an essay on the “Sotadic Zone,” claiming that
homosexuality was particularly widespread in the part of the world between
the Mediterranean and the Middle East on account of the “tropical” climate.
This portrayal was buttressed by The Immoralist, a 1902 novel by André Gide
(1869-1951), which depicted Tunisia u« ssiand Algeria ) ! as lands of freedom
where erotic encounters with underage prostitutes were common practice.
“Going to the Orient” became synonymous with transgression.

This sexualized vision of the Orient remains firmly embedded in our collective
imagination with stereotypes dating back to the 19th century still shaping
contemporary perceptions of North Africans.
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9. FROM TYPE TO INDIVIDUAL

The Lehnert & Landrock studio produced numerous portraits. Rather than
depicting individuals, however, these photographs grouped the peoples
of the Maghreb <l into broad categories known as “types.” The images
were often distributed as postcards, with simplistic captions that
described the subjects in sexist and racist ways.

Studios such as Lehnert & Landrock claimed that their portraits were part of
an ethnographic study aimed at documenting peoples living under colonial
rule. But they were more a product of fantasy than of documentary endeavor:
the subjects were presented not as individuals but instead as “types”
assigned to stereotypical categories such as “Oriental Types,” “Young Arab,”
“Harem Servant,” “Rabbi” and “Bedouin Woman.”

These inherently racist and sexist photographs of the women and men of the
Maghreb «_ 2kl were detached from social reality. Desighed to appeal to
fantasies of a docile, youthful and dehumanized Orient, they were
deliberately altered so that their subjects conformed to an exotic ideal.
Individualizing features and cultural markers, such as tattoos and mustaches,
were sometimes erased from prints, and skin tfones were lightened or
darkened.

Postcard captions were nothing more than short, generic descriptors—
sometimes translated into multiple languages for different markets—that
could be swapped at will, reinforcing the underlying idea that Oriental figures
were mere caricatures. As needs and circumstances dictated, the same
woman could be described as “Beautiful Moroccan Woman,” “Bedouin Girl”
or “Moroccan Witch.” These malleable labels were a product not of artistic
freedom but rather of the exploitation of the human body to cater to the
dictates of colonial stereotypes.

The models—particularly the women—sometimes posed for photographs
alongside their occasional or regular work as prostitutes. It was common for
artists to seek out willing nude models in brothels, a practice that was
tantamount to a form of domination: the undressing and eroticization of
traditionally veiled Muslim women reinforced the notion that Oriental women
were naturally seductive, unprincipled and sexually available.

However, this reading overlooks important contextual complexities. In a
deeply unequal society living under colonial rule, posing for a photograph or
painting could also be interpreted as a form of strategic, economic or even
personal resistance. And despite their equivocal status, some models were
able to earn an income, build a reputation and gain some autonomy.

The models occupied a paradoxical, nebulous space between submission
and agency: they were subjugated objects of a dominant power, products of
generic colonial imagery and voiceless participants in a visual economy, at
times striving against the odds to exist as subjects in their own right.
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10. DISTRIBUTION

The Lehnert & Landrock studio’s photographs of the Orient were distributed
throughout Europe in a variety of printed formats. The accompanying
captions were not just informative, as they also helped shape how viewers
understood and interpreted what they were seeing.

Photographs depicting a fantasized Orient, as viewed from theWest,
circulated widely throughout Europe and the colonized lands. The Lehnert &
Landrock studio flooded the European market with thousands of these
images through collaborations with publishing houses including Leipzig-
based outfit Orient Kunst Verlag, founded in 1920.

Order books reveal the diversity of the studio’s output in terms of subjects and
formats: printed albums, books, postcards, gelatin silver prints, and sepia and
color photogravures. Postcards and photogravures were the most common.
Produced in series, the images were offen accompanied by captions that
catered to different audiences and played an important role in shaping and
guiding viewers’ perceptions and interpretations. The same image could be
given different titles depending on the language and country of distribution:
a photograph of a single group of Algerian women might be labeled
“Femmes arabes” or “Femmes marocaines”, “Mujeres marroquies” or “Donne
dell’harem.”

Other postcard publishers also reproduced Lehnert & Landrock’s images,
further amplifying their reach. Some images featured in colonial propaganda
books and magazines, or in advertising materials. Erotic photographs from
the Lehnert & Landrock studio were a mainstay of books such as L’Amour aux
colonies [Love in the Colonies] and L’Art d’aimer aux colonies [The Art of Love
in the Colonies]. These purportedly scientific publications detailed the
allegedly promiscuous behavior of peoples living under colonial rule.

The mass distribution of these images has had a profound and lasting impact
on collective Western representations of the Orient. Many examples,
especially in postcard form, are still in circulation to this day. They pass from
hand to hand through flea markets, auctions and private collections,
captivating audiences with their dreamlike staging, colors and lighting. Yet,
all foo often, any critical analysis of the circumstances in which they were
produced remains sorely absent.
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