


For the second time, P420 is pleased to present a solo exhibition by the 
German artist Joachim Schmid (Balingen, 1955), with the title Photoworks.

Already active on the German scene since 1980 as a photography critic, 
essayist and publisher, in 1982 Schmid founded Fotokritik, a completely self-
produced magazine that immediately became a vehicle for his theories.

His reflections do not have to do with so-called art photography, but with 
everything that is “left out” and therefore does not aspire to a condition of 

“authorship.” He explores the photography that manifests itself when millions 
of cameras produce billions of photographs, investigating its many hidden 
meanings in a pioneering approach.

There was once a time when photographs were used. Not photographs 
as images, as files, to display or swap on a smartphone, but true, printed 
photographs, on paper, objects with a body, a weight, that could be held in the 
hands, caressed, kissed, ripped. Schmid began in the very early 1980s to be 
interested in the mass of photographs generated by pop culture for an infinity 
of purposes, none of them artistic in nature. In particular, he has examined 
the photograph as object, with its thickness, its front and back. He gathers 
photographs wherever it is possible, at flea markets, on the street, or from 
anyone who has photographs they would like to discard.

His systematic gathering is free of scientific or classifying intent, but has the 
sole aim of bringing out the immense concealed potential of the photographs 
themselves. Schmid immediately began to work (in 1982) on one of his vastest 
projects, Bilder von der Straße (Pictures from the Street), comprised of all 
the photographs he has been able to find in public places over a span of 30 
years. Found one by one, archived and catalogued in numerical order with 
indications of when and where they were discovered, the pictures form a 
monumental museum of images balanced between the content they have 
conserved and that which has been lost, discarded, removed, taking them to 
the verge of definitive oblivion. “All I know about them is the place and date of 
the finding… the rest is imagination” ( Joachim Schmid).

“No new photographs until the old ones have been used up,” Schmid wrote 
in 1989, with a phrase that immediately became an exemplary definition of 
his poetics.

The exhibition brings together a selection of works – from the most 
recent Il Mare (The Sea, 2018) to Zur Theorie der Fotografie (Towards a 
theory of photography) made in 1986, from the R. Flick Collection (2017) and 
The Artist’s Model (2016) to the series Statics (1995-2003), to name some of them 

– through which for almost 40 years Schmid has ironically short-circuited 
the recognized canons of photography, widening its boundaries, skeptically 
questioning the role of the author and artistic intention with respect to the 
results achieved.
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To be coherent with the works of Joachim Schmid – if we admit that 
coherence is a positive value – it might be intriguing to provide or to write 
a text on this exhibition using only “found essays,” namely words, images 
and intuitions contained in the writings of other critics, preferably taken 
from vintage books. It would be equally interesting to gather considerations, 
thoughts, ideas of those who have seen previous exhibitions by Schmid into 
an album, leaving them there to germinate as they await the arrival of the 
next viewers. Jorge Luis Borges also wanted to publish a book composed only 
of phrases written by others. The idea remained in the realm of intention, but 
it undoubtedly struck the fancy of many writers and readers. Apart from the 
combinatory process of the found excerpts, and all the reinterpretations that 
could follow, Joachim Schmid can be considered a conductor of photographic 
memory, and his art of reuse can be seen as an ethical choice, a reminder and 
invitation for a sort of creative retraction. In this sense, his works are ways 
to extend the possibilities of the gaze, to imagine the lives of others, starting 
with photographs of the diaspora, namely those that have been removed 
from family albums and made to travel inside countless non-museum 
spaces, put into action as fragments of an archive of memory to be recoded 
and reinterpreted. The choice of not using a camera and of suspended the 
production of ulterior images has shifted the action towards other versions of 
doing, i.e. towards the search, gathering and reuse of already existing images, 
found at flea markets, in archives, or in items scavenged on the web. 

In the first room of the gallery, the series Zur Theorie der Fotografie 
(1986) is composed of 36 black and white shots in which the subjects of the 
work are the short phrases written on the backs of vintage photographs 
found at flea markets, and the handwriting of their former owners. The 
notes jotted on the back of images are useful to offer a glimpse of the popular 
comprehension of photography and its forms of use in the society. In the 
installation of photographs, framed and placed on a table, we see the selection 
with the descriptions of the photographed subjects and naïve observations, 
deployed by Schmid as raw material for a theory of popular photography, 
which still awaits further study in greater depth and detail. In the absence 
of the actual photographs (and of their status as images to be seen), the 
installation becomes a device to induce the viewer to form an imaginary 
photographic landscape, starting with a verbal language in which the short 
phrases suggest a space where it is possible to see “by transposition.” In 
the passage from the image described to the image imagined, and in the 
translation, is something betrayed, as in the transliteration of a story from 
one language to another? A shift that is formal and conceptual at the same 
time is also present in the series Statics (1995-2003), where the texture that 
seems to suggest an abstract matrix is actually a reassembly of a number 
of photographs (and images) that have passed through an office document 
shredder. Schmid’s reassembly is one of the possible responses to the 
aggressive visual pollution and surplus of information in contemporary 
society. Looking closely, we can make out recognizable figurative elements. 
The resulting paper strips have been gathered to create visual fields with 
specific tones and colors that reflect something of the original content. The 
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recombination of fragments of signs that constituted the subjects of the 
photographic prints makes an otherness of perception become visible. There 
is thus a transformation of the initial information into material apparently 
lacking in meaning. Actually, what is activated is a short circuit of habitual 
viewing, so that a structure of the figurative is taken into what apparently 
belongs to the dimension of “second sight,” more psychedelic and enigmatic, 
perceived as something closer to abstraction and the informal, though not 
necessarily. The retinal vision challenged by Duchamp is not deconstructed, 
but the residual is made perceptible, the background noise of the countless 
images that pass before our eyes on a daily basis. Therefore, in this 
metamorphosis of the everyday visible into abstract deconstruction, different 
textures arise, marked by different chromatic tones, caused by the original 
subjects present in the images: for example, the tones and colors of sunsets 
shown on postcards, reduced to strips, recreate a texture with a red-orange 
background; the leftovers of artistic black and white photographs give rise to 
panels composed of various gray tones. The shadings of visual noise recreate 
other frequencies generated by the horizontal combinations of colors taken 
from the found images. Various takes on textures of gray tones and subtle 
shifts from one view to another perception of the visual datum can also be 
seen in the work Il Mare (2018), composed of 30 photographs arranged on the 
wall in three horizontal rows. The R.Flick Collection (2017) is the sequel of the 
project Meisterwerke der Fotokunst from 1989, which included photographs 
found at markets, in which Schmid had recognized resemblances, links and 
affinities of subject or style with masterpieces by famous exponents from 
the history of photography and art. The series of 20 photographs shown 
at Galleria P420 draws on the continuously expanding pool of a popular 
photography hosting website and refers to unknown images by award-
winning photographers featured on that site. The links are related to works 
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by Robert Adams, Bernd & Hilla Becher, Richard Billingham, Sophie Calle, 
Rineke Dijkstra, William Eggleston, Joan Fontcuberta, Lee Friedlander, Anna 
Gaskell, Jim Goldberg, David Goldblatt, Nan Goldin, Paul Graham, Andreas 
Gursky, Cindy Sherman, Joel Sternfeld, John Stezaker, Hiroshi Sugimoto, 
Jürgen Teller, Jeff Wall. 

At the start of the 1900s, albums, books, magazines and collections 
of nude images were sold to painters and sculptors. These albums and 
publications were also interesting in the light of the way they were reutilized 
by Surrealism, above all through a sophisticated desecration of the image, 
through both a practice of sexual liberation and a presentation of the products 
of the unconscious. For many lovers of the erotic in those decades, however, 
the excuse of art was a pretext legitimized by society to allow the viewing of 
naked bodies and to grant space to the libido. Schmid has purchased a copy 
of the magazine Line and Form, from the early 1960s, at a market for second-
hand books, attracted by the scribbles made by one of its previous owners (or 
his wife, the censor the nudity, or a toddler playing with crayons), marks that 

covered the breasts and other intimate parts of the models. Unwittingly, the 
“informal gesture” was overlaid on the realistic, sensual figuration of nude 
bodies. Schmid identifies those acts of censorship as the most interesting 
resource of the images in the found magazine, thus conceptually repositioning 
them in The Artist’s Model (2016). What comes to light is a subtle relationship 
between attraction and repulsion, sexual desire and sense of guilt, instinct and 
religious self-control. 

The Meetings series (2003-07) was originally made for the book 
A Meeting on Holiday. The starting point is that of images supplied by the 
operators of international tourism facilities: the subjects are happy couples 
on vacation, enjoying life on the beach, meeting with other couples, sharing a 



swimming pool, cocktails, dinners, sunsets, sleeping in extremely comfortable 
hotel rooms, while the climate is heavenly and the sky is always perfectly blue.

Bilder von der Straße (Images from the Street) is a project that began 
in 1982 and was completed in 2012. In the second room of the gallery, a 
video sums up this pathway across three decades. During his travels in the 
world, Schmid has gathered from sidewalks thousands of lost or discarded 
photographs, arranging them in chronological order on sheets of archival 
paper, accompanied by indications of the place and date of their finding. With 
this “cataloguing” gesture the gaze’s probing is shifted beyond the decisive 
moment of Cartier-Bresson, so the photographic document finds itself in a 
more expansive dimension, beyond the place where the photo was taken, the 
site where it was found in pieces, the time that unites two or more points, 
dilating the space of the relationship between thought and everyday reality. 
It is important to point out that processes of selection of the photographs 
do not come into play, nor are there procedures that would imply cultural 
readings, distinctions and rankings. The factor of chance, of luck, holds sway, 
the encounter with the found objects in a given location, at a certain time, in 
an ordinary day; moments of serendipity, discoveries. The materiality of the 
photographs is likewise important, images damaged by weather or worn out 
by the flow of passage on the streets. All the found photos have subsequently 
been published in four volumes, where every image or its fragments are 
reproduced in their original size and in their chronological order of discovery. 
In the background of this catalogue we can glimpse a counterpoint between 
the sense of fragility and transience, the intention of repair, the act of putting 
together fragments of becoming, also beyond the relationship between losing 
and finding once again. Why is it that nearly all the photographs of the 
collection that show people have been ripped, defaced and thrown away? Why 
did someone want to get rid of their memories? Do these actions document 
impulses of rage, the desire to eliminate recollections of specific moments, 
or to rip away the traces of people who have caused suffering? The collection 
of fragments prompts viewers to imagine the stories experienced by the 
people portrayed, to reconstruct hypotheses starting with tracks, in the wake 
of things left unsaid, things that continue to hover in the prints. There are 
similarities to the investigation of a detective might set in motion starting 
with a few clues, fragments of situations that have taken place. The project is 
an inventory of lost memories, which at the same time alludes to mysteries 
of the private lives of people, their attempts to document them or to destroy 
them, and it raises questions about the emotionally charged events that might 
justify that destruction.
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30 pigment ink prints, 18 x 24 cm each

Il Mare is a contemplation of the sea, juxtaposing fragments from a book of 
the same title found at a second-hand shop in Rome with photos of the actual 
sea. The wild, chaotic nature with its everlasting recurrences meets the human 
desire to subject it to the system of linear logic.

IL MARE (2018)



Joachim Schmid, Il mare, 2018
30 pigment ink prints, 18 x 24 cm each

(80 x 240 cm overall), unique piece



detail



detail
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20 matted pigment ink prints, 25 x 20 cm each, ed.5+2ap

“The R.Flick Collection is a sequel of the 1989 project Meisterwerke der Fotokunst. 
The series of twenty photographs draws on the ever-expanding pool of a 
popular photo hosting site (Flickr) and focuses on unknown works by award-
winning photographers posted on that site.”

Photographs by Robert Adams, Bernd und Hilla Becher, Richard 
Billingham, Sophie Calle, Rineke Dijkstra, William Eggleston, Joan 
Fontcuberta, Lee Friedlander, Anna Gaskell, Jim Goldberg, David Goldblatt, 
Nan Goldin, Paul Graham, Andreas Gursky, Cindy Sherman, Joel Sternfeld, 
John Stezaker, Hiroshi Sugimoto, Jürgen Teller, Jeff Wall.

R.FLICK COLLECTION (2017)



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection, 2017
matted pigment ink prints, 20 prints,
25 x 20 cm each, ed. 5+2 AP (1/5)



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (Lee Friedlander, Encinitas, California, 1966), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (Bernd und Hilla Becher, Aufbereitungsanlage, 1974), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (Nan Goldin, Brian in Bathtub, 1976), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (Sophie Calle, The Hotel, Room 26, 1981), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (Hiroshi Sugimoto, Pacific Sea, California, 1988), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (Andreas Gursky, Shanghai, 1994), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (Rineke Dijkstra, The Buzz Club, Liverpool, 1997), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (William Eggleston, untitled, 2000), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (Cindy Sherman, Untitled #4622, 2007), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection (John Stezaker, Marriage LXXXII, 2007), 
2017, detail



Joachim Schmid, R.Flick Collection, 2017
matted pigment ink prints, 20 prints,

25 x 20 cm each, ed. 5+2 AP
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shredded photographs and printed matter mounted on archival board, 60 x 70 cm

The works from the series Statics are made from photographs and printed 
matter (advertisements, postcards, magazine pages, etc.) that have passed 
through an office document shredder and then been reassembled by the artist.

“The resulting paper strips have been gathered to create visual fields 
with specific tones and colors that reflect something of the original content. 
The residual is made perceptible, the background noise of the countless images 
that pass before our eyes on a daily basis.” (Mauro Zanchi)

STATICS  (invitation cards for art exhibitions)
STATICS  (film stills 4)

(1996)
(1995)



Joachim Schmid, Statics (invitation cards for art exhibitions), 1996
shredded photographs and printed matter mounted on archival board, 

60 x 70 cm, paper 65 x 75 cm



detail



Joachim Schmid, Statics (film stills 4), 1995
shredded photographs and printed matter mounted on archival board, 

60 x 70 cm, paper 65 x 75 cm



detail
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8 pigment ink prints, 40 x 26,5 cm each, ed.3+1ap

“Finding a nude photograph was not so easy half a century ago. But for 
interested parties there were books and magazines with photographic studies 
of “artists’ models”. Art was one legitimate pretext for looking at nudes. 
The pertinent publications provided plenty of material to look at. Line and 
Form was one of them. In a second-hand book market I found a copy of this 
magazine from the early 1960s. One of its previous owners was apparently not 
inspired by the photographs. That person’s interventions are the resource of 
my work.”

THE ARTIST’S MODEL (2016)



Joachim Schmid, The Artist’s Model, 2016
8 stampe ad inchiostro pigmentato, 40 x 26,5 cm cad. 

(82 x 110,5 cm totale), ed. 3+1 AP (1/3)



detail
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12 pigment ink prints, 30 x 40 cm each, paper 40 x 50 cm each, ed.3+1ap

“The series Meetings was originally made for the book A meeting on holiday. 
Based on imagery provided by international holiday resort operators, the 
images take you to Postcardland where happy couples gather under a perfectly 
blue sky and enjoy the beach, the pool, a cocktail, a dinner, a sunset, and a 
hotel room.”

MEETINGS (2003–2007)



Joachim Schmid, Meetings, 2003-2007
12 pigment ink prints, 30 x 40 cm each, on sheet 40 x 50 cm 

(143 x 235 cm overall), ed. 3+1 AP (3/3)



detail



detail



detail
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36 framed b/w photographs, 18 x 13 cm each

36 b/w photographs of the reverse sides of snapshots with inscriptions 
highlighting various aspects of popular assumptions about photography and 
the use of photography. 

“For the series On the Theory of Photography I re-photographed the 
reverse sides of selected fleamarket snapshots with inscriptions by their 
former owners. In these short phrases we can catch a glimpse of popular 
understanding of photography and its forms of use in society. We can consider 
these naive descriptions and observations as the raw material for a theory of 
popular photography that has yet to be written.”

ZUR THEORIE DER FOTOGRAFIE (1986)



Joachim Schmid, Zur Theorie der Fotografie, 1986
36 framed b/w photographs, 18 x 13 cm each

(90 x 90 x 180 cm overall installation), unique piece



detail



detail



detail
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found photographs mounted on cardboard, 29,5 x 21,5 cm each

This long-time project comprises all photographs found in public space 
between August 1982 and March 2012. Over a period of nearly thirty years, 
one thousand photographs were found in 25 countries and 123 towns and cities. 

Some of these photographs were probably lost but the majority were 
ripped to pieces and intentionally discarded. Each of them indicates that 
something went wrong in a human life, however, we’ll never know for sure 
what went wrong and why these photos were discarded. All I know about 
these pictures is the location and date of the finding, the rest is imagination. 

As a group, these throwaways build a museum of photographic 
garbage that asks questions about the role of photography in modern everyday 
life and redefines the established genre of street photography. In addition, they 
also tell the story of my own travels of three decades.

BILDER VON DER STRAßE (1982–2012)



Jocahim Schmid, Bilder von der Straße, 1982-2012
found photographs mounted on cardboard, 29,5 x 21,5 cm each



detail



detail



detail



detail



detail



detail
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Via Azzo Gardino 9, 
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Joachim Schmid’s work has been exhibited 
internationally and is held in the collections 
of many major international institutions. In 
2007 Photoworks and Steidl published a 
comprehensive monograph Joachim Schmid 
Photoworks, 1982–2007 on the occasion of his 
first retrospective exhibition at The Frances 

Young Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery 
in Saratoga Springs, NY. He has published more 
than one hundred artist’s books, and at the 
end of 2009, Schmid founded the ABC Artists’ 
Books Cooperative, a group of artists dedicated 
to self-publishing using print-on-demand 
technology.


