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The photographer, filmer, and painter Hannes Schmid is one of the great 
visual narrators of our time. He is famous for his iconic images of the Marl-
boro cowboys and his innovative fashion-scene shoots since the early 
1990s. Following previous exhibitions – to name a few – at the Rubin Muse-
um in New York, at the Museum Folkwang in Essen, and at the Fotostiftung 
Winterthur, the show we are mounting at the Kunstmuseum Bern is the 
first large comprehensive exhibition of the artist’s oeuvre and preseents 
some 150 of his works.

For the greatest part of his professional career Hannes Schmid worked as 
a photographer in the areas of fashion, advertising and editorials, so that 
an unbelievably huge archive was accrued. It wasn’t until 2003 that Schmid 
began to concentrate purely on his freelance projects. He began to not 
only create whole new groups of works, but also made new works built 
on what he had accumulated during his career. These two approaches 
often overlap and cannot be clearly defined apart. Schmid’s photography 
is the basis and the point of departure for his art, even if his work today 
with large-scale installations and videos is far removed from the pictures 
that he originally made with his first camera, which he purchased at a flea 
market. But even today he says that he is still working in the area of pho-
tography; in his eyes it is a medium that creates images and opens up new 
worlds for him, and a continual source of inspiration for new ideas – which 
is his ultimate goal.

The exhibition is not structured chronologically but is subdivided into four 
areas under the categories of RITUALS, VISIONS, DIALOGS and MOVEMENTS, 
categories that follow different photographic concepts.

Rooms 1– 4:  RITUALS
Rooms 4 – 6:  VISIONS 
Rooms 7 – 11:  DIALOGS
Rooms 12 – 14:  MOVEMENTS

Rooms 1– 4: RITUALS

For Gods Only, The Flow of Life, Daytona 

Hannes Schmid views perception and documentation as being closely 
affiliated with knowledge and direct interaction. A key focus of the ex-
hibition is rituals: religious and social rituals, rituals hidden from the 
public eye or those comprehensible as transitional moments from world-
ly to spiritual spheres, or rituals requiring specific physical and spiritual 
perversions in order to carry out religious rites. For Gods Only is a docu-For Gods Only is a docu-For Gods Only
mentary-like series about traditional Chinese opera in Singapore, which 
is performed exclusively for honouring deities and spirits. The Flow of Life
tells the story of the Maha Kumbh Mela, a Hindu pilgrimage and the largest 
pilgrim congregation in the world. Daytona zeroes in on the rituals of Bike 
Week in Florida.

Rooms 1 + 2: For Gods Only

The series For Gods Only reveals the story of ritualistic street opera in For Gods Only reveals the story of ritualistic street opera in For Gods Only
Singapore, one of the archetypes of Chinese opera. It is a performing art 
that originated in Southern China, comprising music and dance, and was 
passed on orally over the generations. It was staged in honor of and to pay 
tribute to local deities. The latter, invisible to human eyes and the camera, 
are the actual spectators and are provided with seating on simple chairs.

In the five-part video the dances are projected onto the walls of the stair-
well, blending formal elements and content so that a museum temple for 
dances in honor of the gods is created.

Like all the performing arts, this opera presents a fragile system in regard 
to both its development and structure. It only acquires presence while 
the performance is taking place. Hannes Schmid recorded the opera in a 
whole series of photographs, documenting the last performance, which 
took place in 2007, and preserving it for posterity. This motivated UNESCO 
Switzerland to give its patronage to the project. For Gods Only engages For Gods Only engages For Gods Only
with the various levels of cultural rituals, with theater and Chinese calli-
graphy, and especially addresses the issue of global cultural exchange. 
The artworks take up the themes of the transformation of everyday lo-
cations into temples for the gods (卜BU, 2006/2012), of actors into mes-
sengers of the gods (态TAI, 2005/2012), and of documentary photographs 
into multimedia images, where descriptive calligraphic lettering – super-
imposed over the photographic images – conflates with the visual narra-
tive – or just a «real story». 

The nine photographs on show are unique collector’s pieces from a series 
comprising 138 pieces altogether and are loans from the Rainer-Marc Frey 
Collection.



Room 3: The Flow of Life

In the installation The Flow of Life, Schmid takes a look at the largest 
pilgrimage in the world, the Kumbh Mela, which takes place every twelve 
years in India. The photographs for the series were taken on January 24 
2001. Some 90 million people are pressing slowly toward the Ganges to 
undergo ritual cleansing in the river. Schmid let himself be swept along 
with the masses using a still and a video camera, capturing highly dramatic 
moments of the event. The gargantuan procession could stand as a symbol 
for what a devout Hindu comprehends under «Moksha», that is, salvation. 
The individual disappears in the masses, it is like a drop of rain in a river. 

With the installation – comprising a sevenpart series of photographs and a 
video projection – Schmid makes palpably visible the limits of what is en-
durable in ritualistic rites, limits that he experienced himself by mixing with 
the crowd. If we attempt to classify this project in the area of photography, 
it represents a symbiosis of documentary and subjective approaches.

Room 4: Daytona

Hannes Schmid is interested in all varieties of border crossing – religious, 
cultural, and technical. In 1995 he took pictures of the annual Bike Week in 
Florida that takes place at Daytona Beach. The demeanour and appearance 
of the bikers, their physical performance and their black apparel adhere to a 
cult very different from that of the Chinese opera or Hindu pilgrimages. But 
with the Bike Week too we are confronted by rituals, and these photographs 
are representative of a third facet of the exhibition category RITUALS. 

Formally we would classify the large series as documentary photography. 
But it goes beyond just representing a moment in history because of its 
dense narrative structure. What is understood as masculine in these im-
ages we can feel physically when we look at them; we almost hear the 
screaming motors and smell the acrid scent of the exhaust fumes. The se-
ries shows a world in which Harley Davidson bikes are revered frenetically 
and how ritualistically the protagonists «dance» around the machines. 

Rooms 4 – 6: VISIONS

Cowboy and Fashion

The guiding principle in this section is essay-style narrative in the medi-
um of photography. This part of the exhibition comprises Schmid’s staged 
cowboy images and his fashion photography. 

Room 4: Cowboys

Probably Hannes Schmid’s most famous photographic hero is the Marlboro 
man and thus the Western cowboy. This is the main subject addressed un-
der the category of VISIONS in the exhibition. From 1993 to 2003, Schmid 
worked on the lavish image productions. The cowboy, the symbol of the 
Malboro brand of cigarettes since the 1950s, evolved into a myth of free-
dom and adventure. Schmid’s images embrace this idea, which already had 
a long tradition in literature and films. And prior to Schmid too, photogra-
phers had been commissioned by the industry to supply photographs for 
advertising images. Through Schmid’s visual staging and introduction of a 
new range of colors, which permeated both the landscape and accentuat-
ed the clothing of the cowboy, the ideal was recreated anew.

Cowboy Photography

The series of cowboy photographs illustrate at various levels what pho-
tography is capable of and is: technical, reproducible, and variable in size 
and format. The presented sets of series from 2001 depict the myth of the 
cowboy as a silhouette in his archetypal activity, breaking in a horse as 
the hero who reigns supreme over nature (Cowboy # 191/197/198). The 
sequence unfolds as if it were a film made of staged photographs, remind-
ing us more of a Western than of the taste of the cigarette brand for which 
it was made. It verifies a statement made by Hannes Schmid, who once 
said that if we take away the script from an advertisement, then only the 
longing remains (Cowboy #209).

Cowboy Paintings

Since 2005 Hannes Schmid has renewed his work on cowboy subject mat-
ter tackling it in a new way–by taking up the medium of paint. But he is 
not now concerned with drawing a dividing line between photography and 
painting. Rather, he seeks to capture the figure as a product of the im-

agination, a figure, which from the moment of its first appearance, was a 
purely fictive creation and had nothing in common with the rustic cattle 
drivers of the prairies. His inspiration for this work was the art of Richard 
Prince who made photographs of the billboards displaying the cowboy mo-
tifs of cigarette advertising. Schmid followed his example and made re-
productions of his own photographs, but not exact copies, transforming 
the images into oilpaintings. By reproducing his own photographs in oils 
Schmid creates new originals. He renders the iconic figure in paint and 
thereby makes it unique.

«Yet it is not by painting that photography touches art but by theater,» 
Roland Barthes wrote in Camera Lucida. Hannes Schmid literally presents 
the cowboy as a theatrical «performance». And even the oilpainting of the 
cowboy does not negate its photographic origins, despite being presented 
anew in a different genre and imbued with another temporality. It is still 
only a fragmentary view of a specific pictorial vision. In the process of 
painting Schmid remains true to the photographic view of things, and in 
this way photography too is staged as a performance.

Rooms 5 – 6: Fashion Photography

Hannes Schmid’s career as a photographer is marked by a neverending 
curiosity about situations, people, and the ambition to express his own 
ideas by means of what he encounters in real life and while working on 
commissions. The driving forces in Hannes Schmid’s creative system are 
fascination, being moved by situations, and his wish to express himself 
to others. The difference between fashion, advertising, and documentary 
images is only relevant as long as they are being applied in their respec-
tive areas. The photographer’s relationship to his vis-à-vis is the decisive 
element in his work. If we ask him whom he has worked for and whom he 
has taken pictures of then a long list of fashion labels and magazines 
cannot surprise us. But instead of providing a list of famous names as 
references including Armani or Vogue, as is usual for the branch, Schmid 
instead tells us that the projects he carried out for these fashion houses 
gave him the opportunity of implementing his own ideas and visions in 
photography.

Fashion photographs gave Schmid the opportunity to tell stories 
about people (Arles, 1999/2012), about longing (East Coast, Australia, 
2001/2012), and nature (Mount Everest, Gorak Sheep, 1998/2012; Borneo 
Panka Lampung, 1998/2012), as well as encounters between different cul-
tures (Spring, Mongolia, 1999/2012), stories that sometimes have a touch 
of melancholy (Little Flower, Las Vegas, 1999/2012), stories that present 
people as unique and affiliated to their surroundings before an endless 
horizon (Nomads, Mongolia, 2000/2012). 

He is not the first photographer to blend fashion with nature and animals, 
for example we have Richard Avedon’s famous images of Dovima with the 
Elephants. One of Schmid’s main concerns in the field of fashion photogra-
phy is not specifically the dress or suit but a special ambience. He seeks 
to describe feelings and address them (White Story, 1998/2012; Sumatra 
Way, Kambas National Park, 1999/2012). Presumably that is the reason 
why we cannot recognize the label behind the shooting campaign. 

Rooms 7 – 11: DIALOGS 

Portraits, Rockstars, Mennonites, Dani & Lani, Pro Infirmis

Especially photography involves the principle of dialog. The questions 
«who are you» and «who do you want to be» are the key issues addressed 
behind or in front of the lens, that is, in the confrontation between pho-
tographer and sitter. Hannes Schmid partakes in such dialogs in diverse 
ways. He does this most directly and in such a confrontative manner that it 
verges on provocation in the sets of series Divas+Heroes and Rockstars, in 
which he portrays the stars of the music scene in the 1970s and 1980s. But 
Schmid’s unerring command over the questionand-answer game as the 
dialogic principle of photography is particulary astounding when he comes 
face to face with foreign cultures: in Papua New Guinea with the Dani & 
Lani, in Potosi in Bolivia, or in the Mennonite community in Belize. With the 
studio portraits of the series Pro Infirmis, a hitherto practically unheard of 
discourse was also taken out onto the streets. In it Schmid presented his 
personal dialog in public.

Room 7: Divas+Heroes

«In front of the lens, I am at the same time: the one I think I am, the one I 
want others to think I am, the one the photographer thinks I am, and the 



one he makes use of to exhibit his art. In other words, a strange action: I do 
not stop imitating myself,» wrote Roland Barthes in Camera Lucida.

The series Divas+Heroes presents formal and classical portraits of musi-
cians. This series is again a mirror for Barthes regarding posing in front 
of a camera as strange. (Lemmy Kilminster, Motörhead, 1980/2012) The 
line separating intimacy from star cult is very fine. At what point can we 
decide a face is private and where does it become public? (Debbie Harry, Debbie Harry, Debbie Harry
1978/2009) This question is always in our minds when viewing portraits 
of celebrities. As blowups in XL formats as well as having a formal resem-
blance to celebrity posters, Schmid’s series take on the appearance of a 
stage on which a drama of awareness of self and of the world beyond is 
performed (Kim Wilde, 1981/2012).

Rooms 8 – 9: Rockstars

In Schmid’s photographs of the faces of Polo Hofer, Marianne Faithfull, or 
John Coghlan from Status Quo he portrays them with an uncanny immedi-
acy, making them appear almost as if exposed and vulnerable to gaze of 
the spectator. The glamorous attributes have been set aside for a moment, 
and the images convey that we see people who seem very human and 
sometimes insecure, with a personal signature far removed from their offi-
cial appearances. As in many other series and works, we have once again 
the impression that Hannes Schmid was invisible or, more to the point, not 
regarded as an observer by his sitters. The photographs articulate a truly 
unique intimacy and trust between the photographer and the person being 
photographed. But at the same time this intimacy signifies a specific ep-
och in which celebrity-image culture spoke another language than today.

Room 10: Dani Lani

Dani & Lani is a multipart work. It combines several of Hannes Schmid’s 
earliest photographs (Dani & Lani, Irian Jaya, 1975/2012), which he made 
while on a tour on the trail of Michael Rockefeller in Papua New Guinea, 
with one of his most recent series that he made at the same location in 
2010. Alongside the cowboy pictures and the series Diva+Heroes, this work 
makes up a further series in which Schmid uses reprints of his archive ma-
terial and widens the focus of the orginal subject matter.

We can read in Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida: «Once I feel myself ob-
served by the lens everything changes: I constitute myself in the process 
of ‹posing›, I instantaneously make another body for myself, I transform 
myself in advance into an image. This transformation is an active one: I 
feel that the photograph creates my body or mortifies it, according to its 
caprice […].» The series Dani Lani, 2010/2012 makes this transformation 
apparent in two ways. Whereas the naturalness of nakedness of the tribe 
members radiates self-confidence, in Western dress they appear broken. 
The age-old wisdom states that clothes make people, but here additional-
ly through the medium of photography a dynamic transformation becomes 
visible. Schmid depicts symbols of a culture that has no hope of existing 
much longer in its present state. The characteristic of photography, name-
ly to capture the past and reproduce it, has been intentionally inversed in 
this artwork, and Schmid risks a glance into the future by a seeming mas-
querade. «It could be …» and thus we are confronted by another charac-
teristic of photography because we only ever see the fragments of a time 
and a place.

Room 11: Mennonites

The section DIALOGS illustrates an element that plays an overwhelming 
role for Hannes Schmid’s entire oeuvre: It is his intuitive approach in delv-
ing into new subject matter. Schmid’s unerring command over the ques-
tion-and-answer game as the dialogic principle of photography is espe-
cially astounding when he comes face to face with foreign cultures: in 
Papua New Guinea, Bolivia, or in the Mennonite community in Belize. The 
inquisitiveness of the children’s faces and the farmers’ facial expressions 
speak volumes (Mennonites, 1995/2012). The photographs are testimonies 
to a special liking for these people, and thus of the Swiss photographer’s 
great sensitivity as he begins a dialog with the members of this ethno-reli-
gious community through the lens of his camera. The photographs are not 
images that expose but instead make a culture visible where we suddenly 
feel confronted with an earlier epoch.

Room 12: Iman Bowie

We mostly have our portraits made because we need a certain picture for 
a specific purpose. But the case is different for models, who lend their 

figures, faces, or facial expressions to make statements for someone or 
something else. They become, in the literal sense, screens for projection. 
Model, actress, and singer Iman Bowie developed together with Hannes 
Schmid a strategy in which this multilayered construct becomes visible 
(Iman Bowie, Personality Story, 1990/2012). She desired to present herself 
in front of the camera in the way she thought that America saw her, naked 
and sexual. The resulting photographs synchronize the essential compo-
nents of the fashion world with personal experience of celebrity-image 
culture, of exposure to the scrutiny of others and voyeurism. The fact that 
the dialog between the model and the photographer likewise had a highly 
individual side is mirrored by the fragmentary portraits.

Room 12: Pro Infirmis

Schmid does not shy from seeking a dialog with people who, because 
they are physically challenged in some way, seem marginalized. The cam-
paign for the Pro Infirmis initiative for the disabled symbolizes open dialog. 
Schmid’s photography plays the part of the intermediary here, and, in a 
series-like group of photographs, he visualizes a world that has not been 
presented in studio portraits all that often before. We have in his photo-
graphs highly personal and authentic views of his vis-à-vis, of the people 
Hannes Schmid presented in this 2001 campaign on the streets and hence 
in public space.

Rooms 12 – 14: MOVEMENTS 

Formula 1, Moment of a Moment, Blackstage 

Movement, beat, and speed are things that fundamentally differ from 
photography as a medium that characteristically freezes time, makes no 
noise, and is two-dimensional. Only a special talent can visually articulate 
rhythm and sound, speed and physical exertion, as the series Formula 1 
and Blackstage demonstrate.

Rooms 12 –13

A major part of Hannes Schmid’s work is his preoccupation with all time 
Formula 1 records. In his series on this topic he reflects on the relationship 
between man and machine, confronting the problem of whether the intox-
ication of speed and the fascination thereof can be made visible. Even if 
the cars are the real attractions, the drivers or sportsmen are the heroes of 
this arena. The photographs of Satõ Takuma (2004/2013) show an athlete 
in starting position, and the spectator literally holds his breath with him, 
waiting for the starting signal. Despite the stillness of the moment there is 
mounting tension like the lull before the storm. It is not photography but 
the power of our imagination that is responsible for this buildup of sus-
pense. Photography has an animistic quality, which makes it different to 
other visual media. It inspires and provokes, unfolding a movie in the mind. 
In the next room, room 12, Schmid makes the difference in the percep-
tion of still and moving images tangible in his installation. (Moment of a 
Moment, 2004/2013) His thematic focus here of deceleration presents a 
contrast to Formula 1 racing. He follows an approach that simultaneously 
makes the difference between film and photography apparent, revealing 
that there is a hidden connection between memory and slowness as well 
as between speed and forgetting, as asserted by Milan Kundera. A single 
moment disappears at the instant of its appearance–while photography 
captures it, preserving it for posterity. 

Room 14

Section four of the exhibition presents the series of images Blackstage. 
Their mode of articulation is what we could best describe as that of the 
«pathos formula», to adopt an arthistorical term coined by Aby Warburg. 
With the term Warburg sought to describe the body in its most animated 
form as being highly passionate and full of energy.

That fact that music is a passion that overwhelms, absorbs, and moves us can 
be clearly seen in the concert pictures of AC/DC (Angus Young, 1979/2012), 
Queen (Freddie Mercury, 1982/2012), or Mick Jagger (1981/2012). We feel 
the emotions stirred by the music of these concerts through the two-dimen-
sional visual medium of photography. They produce something like sound-
scapes, sound-scapes that play the sound of an epoch repeatedly anew.



Zurich Airport 

The exhibition is also showing, as a supplement, a fifth section at Zurich 
Airport. From March 13 to April 24, installations will be mounted that are 
individual responses to the structures and functions of the airport. 

Airport Center – The Final Run

One of Hannes Schmid’s great passions is to explore new avenues. By do-
ing so he literally turns perception of and fascination for technology top-
syturvy. While all time Formula 1 records are seen as symbolizing maxi-
mums of speed, Schmid’s interpretation presents instead floating images 
and extremely slow projections, thereby expressing the idea of «breakneck 
speed in limbo». Currently he is investigating the phenomenon of deceler-
ation and the relationship between motion and tranquillity using film se-
quences from the documentary film Bonneville, which he made in 2006. 
The film will be showing in its entire length on two consecutive Sundays 
(March 17 and 24) at 11:00 a.m. at Kino Kunstmuseum.

Airside Center – For Gods Only

At the Airside Center of Zurich Airport the ritual opera For Gods Only is re-For Gods Only is re-For Gods Only
staged. 

A formal room installation can be viewed on the lower level of the Airside 
Center and is equally symbolic. The sweeping architectural form of the 
Airside Center’s window front has been turned into a transparent screen 
on which gigantic photographs and video projections will be displayed 
together. By means of small galleries showing small-format photographs 
from the series For Gods Only visitors can walk through the opera, so to For Gods Only visitors can walk through the opera, so to For Gods Only
speak.

Biography of Hannes Schmid

Hannes Schmid is a photographer and media artist. He was born in 1946 in 
Zurich and grew up in Toggenburg. As a trained lighting engineer he was al-
ready fascinated early by lighting effects. He is a self-taught photographer 
and received further training in Johannesburg. From there he travelled to 
South America and Asia, where his first picture series were made. Schmid 
worked for many years in advertising and fashion, as well as for magazines 
with photographs, for example, of the celebrities of the rock scene during 
the late 1970s and early 1980s. He became famous with his staged cowboy 
photographs for the Marlborough advertising campaign in the early 1990s. 
Since 2003 Schmid no longer works in the field of applied photography and 
has been working on freelance art projects.

Curator: Christiane Kuhlmann 
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THE EXHIBITION

Admission fee
CHF 18.00 / CHF 14.00

Private guided tours 
T 031 328 09 11, vermittlung@kunstmuseumbern.ch 

Opening hours
Tuesday: 10:00 – 21:00
Wednesday – Sunday: 10:00 – 17:00

Public holidays 
29.03.2013: closed
30.03./31.03./01.04.2013: 10h–17h
09.05.2013: 10h–17h
18.05./19.05./20.05.2013: 10h–17h

CATALOGUE

Hannes Schmid – Real Stories. Published by Kunstmuseum Bern, Matthias 
Frehner, Ildegarda E. Scheidegger. Essays by Elisabeth Bronfen, Gail 
Buckland, Rainer Egloff, Matthias Frehner, Kornelia Imesch Oechslin, 
Christiane Kuhlmann, Joachim Masur, Ildegarda E. Scheidegger. German 
and English, 500 pages. jrp | ringier Kunstverlag. 
ISBN 978-3-03764-325-9. CHF 65.00

AGENDA

Öffentliche Führungen
Sonntag, 11h: 17./ 31. März, 7./ 21. April, 5./ 19. Mai, 2./ 30. Juni, 21. Juli
Dienstag, 19h: 19./ 26. März, 9. April, 7./ 21. Mai, 11. Juni, 9. Juli

Public Guided Tours in English
Tuesday, April 30, 7:30 pm
Sunday, June 16, 11:30 am

Einführung für Lehrpersonen
Dienstag, 26. März, 18h und Mittwoch, 27. März, 14h
Anmeldung T 031 328 09 11, vermittlung@kunstmuseumbern.ch
Kosten: CHF 10.00

Der Künstler Hannes Schmid im Gespräch mit der Kuratorin 
Christiane Kuhlmann
Sonntag, 5. Mai 2013
11h: öffentliche Führung
12h: Gespräch
Anmeldung nicht erforderlich

Fotografie im Spannungsfeld von Glamour und Kunstanspruch. 
Podiumsgespräch mit Franz Gertsch, Elisabeth Bronfen, Hannes Schmid,
Moderation: Kurt Aeschbacher
Dienstag, 21. Mai 2013
19h: öffentliche Führung
20h: Podiumsgespräch
Anmeldung nicht erforderlich

Zeitfenster Gegenwart: Rundgang mit Fotohistoriker Markus Schürpf 
und Kunstvermittlerin Magdalena Schindler
Dienstag, 25. Juni 2013, 18h

Workshop für Schulklassen der Oberstufe: 
«Vom Schnappschuss zum inszenierten Bild»
Dauer: 90 Minuten, Kosten: CHF 140.00
Info: vermittlung@kunstmuseumbern.ch, T +41 31 328 09 11

KINO KUNSTMUSEUM
Film zur Ausstellung: «Bonneville – The Last Run» von Hannes Schmid
Sonntag, 11h: 17./ 24. März
Mehr Informationen unter www.kinokunstmuseum.ch


