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interview with mvg held in the serpentine gallery, 
Kensington Court, london, March 15, 2010

hans ulrich obrist: thanks for your e-mail; i like the 
photograph you took here. it’s nice, it’s a panoramic 
view.

Michael von Graffenried: Yes, I am stuck to it now.

you mean to the camera? so you only use this camera?
Yes, mostly. I don’t know when I will stop; I am still in my 

panoramic period.

i will record our conversation on video. it’s terrible, 
look, my lens is dirty. i need some liquid, don’t i? What 
should i do?

If you have a tissue, I can fix it for you. You have to clean 
it by making circles on the lens, like this. But you don’t need 
the image for the interview, do you? It’s more useful to have 
the sound of us speaking together, don’t you think?

(looks at the clean lens) oh, thanks.

We’re already in the middle of the interview. let’s go 
back to the very beginning. Was there an epiphany, a 
moment you can recall when you decided to get into 
photography? When did it all start?

There is one moment that I remember. I was in Amster-
dam, or somewhere in Holland. I had this very cheap Kodak 
camera and I took a low angle shot of a guy with big wooden 
clogs, very typical of Holland. But the starting point of the 
panoramic camera was in 1991. I had been invited to Algeria 

for an exhibition in honour of the 150th anniversary of the 
Swiss Confederation. I went to the market, and I found out 
that nobody wanted to have their picture taken. They all kept 
on hiding from the camera. I remember this guy I bought 
some vegetable from. We talked for some time about his 
business, where I came from, and at the end of our chat, I 
asked if I could take his picture. And he said no. So I was very 
disappointed and I asked my friends, why don’t people want 
to have their picture taken? And they said: don’t ask.

Just do it.
Yes, just do it, just take the picture. I said no, I can’t, I have 

to have their consent. My friends said, if you ask us, we have 
to decide and we don’t want to make the decision. So just 
take the picture. So I had a choice, to leave and never come 
back or to start cheating. I discovered this old camera that is 
very mechanic, without focus, but with it you can take pic-
tures without looking through the viewfinder, just by pressing 
the shutter. The camera stays on your belly and no one no-
tices.

 
so that, in a way, your body becomes the camera. 

Yes, you just move, you always have to look for the right 
position for your body. You have to be very near, to get into 
the situation. So I learnt. Then the civil war broke out and they 
started attacking foreigners. I discovered I had three advan-
tages: I looked like an Algerian, I had the friends I had made 
before the war, and I had this camera. So I decided to keep 
on taking pictures in Algeria. When it was all over, I found out 
that the camera was also useful in our Western cities. Today, 
everyone is very self-aware and starts acting up the minute 
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he or she sees a camera. So this camera is good. It allows me 
to take real pictures of real situations.

the last time you came, i wasn’t even aware that you 
were taking my picture.

Yes, today, the only way to take normal pictures of the 
reality is to steal them.

so you’ve used this camera ever since?
Yes. First I worked with it for eight years in a country 

where no one wanted to have their picture taken. I had a very 
bad feeling about it, I felt so dirty and ashamed. But I was the 
only one still there and I had to keep on taking pictures. In 
1998, I published the book Inside Algeria. It came into the 
hands of Fatiha Boudiaf, the widow of the assassinated pres-
ident. She heard about the exhibition in Paris and said she 
wanted these pictures shown in her country. Everybody 
thought she was crazy, but it worked. To me, it was like bring-
ing back the stolen pictures. And the people not only forgave 
me for stealing them, they started talking. Photography was 
not enough anymore, words were needed. So I travelled back 
with an Algerian filmmaker who lives in Switzerland, Moham-
med Soudani, and we filmed the people as they looked 
through the books and talked about the ten years of horror, 
the 300,000 dead and the beginning of Islamism. At the time, 
it seemed to me Algeria was like a laboratory, where things 
went on that would later concern all of us. And that is what 
happened, after 9/11. So I did something I shouldn’t have 
done, but in the end, they saw that I had lived these things 
with them and the book was the proof. There was still no 
confidence between Algerians; but they saw me coming from 
far away, and they thought: to him we can speak. That is the 
secret of the film.

you basically went with a camera where no one else 
went with a camera anymore. your camera was the 
only one around.  

I was the only foreigner, yes. Algerians kept taking pic-
tures, but foreigners stopped going to Algeria. Journalists, 
poets, writers, theatre directors were being killed. Between 
1993 and 1994, around 90 journalists were killed. I stayed. I 
was always with a friend, never alone on the streets. It was 
like East Germany, you never knew whom you could trust. On 
the streets, I just kept quiet, because then I would have been 
found out. But nobody talked anyway, so my keeping silent 
was not suspicious.

it’s an interesting thing, also when you think of portrait 
photography. is there talking going on? henri Cartier-
bresson told me that sometimes when he took a picture 
the person talked a lot. bonnard, on the other hand, 
wouldn’t say a word. obviously, when you’re filming, 
people talk, but while you’re taking pictures you cannot 
have a conversation.

You can’t talk. If you talk you can’t take pictures. It’s bet-
ter to be with someone who will talk and people will stop 
noticing you. So if you like, the connection with Cartier-Bres-
son would be this: he was also very discreet and wanted to 
do pictures without anyone realizing. But this camera is the 
most discreet you can imagine. It is not a hidden camera, the 

people can see it, but they think it is on hold and not working, 
hanging around my neck.

in 1991, you were already quite advanced in your tra-
jectory. you started to take photographs much earlier. 
and i suppose it all started in switzerland. We are both 
swiss, we grew up in switzerland. paul nizon wrote 
this little book “diskurs in der enge”, where he basi-
cally talks about the idea of exile, of him and giacometti 

and all artists going into exile. how was switzerland for 
you? you took your first picture when you were 15 or 
16, how did you then come to photography? What was 
important? switzerland has a long history of photogra-
phy. in Zurich, there is the famous schule für gestalt-
ung, where hans Finsler was the professor of, among 
others, Werner bischof and rené burri. Were you part 
of that line of photographers? i’d like to know more 
about your beginnings.  

It started with René Gardi, who was an ethnologist and a 
writer from Bern. He said that if you had no experience of the 
Guggershörnli, which is this mountain near Bern, there was 
no point in going to Africa because you would never experi-
ence anything there either.

So I began, literally, outside my door, in the old city of 
Bern, and started recording my surroundings: the coffin mak-
er, the flower seller. My first book was called Under the ar-
cades of Bern. Then the circle got bigger. I went into the 
Parliament, which was to me like this big theatre. When my 
pictures of politicians sleeping or picking their nose were 
published, scandal broke out. The Parliament photographers 
said I shouldn’t be allowed in, that I was breaking the rules. 
But because of my jealous colleagues, the scandal made me 
famous at once. Then I began working on my country. I did 
Switzerland in the eighties; the drug addicts in Zurich, the 
banks, the beggars in the street ...

the invisible side of switzerland?
No, it was the reality. I am interested in people, whether 

they are having problems or good times. The book was called 
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Swiss Image, the image of Switzerland, of course. Everybody 
then said I was a bad Swiss, only looking for the dark sides 
of the country. But I love Switzerland! Otherwise I couldn’t 
have worked for ten years on it. The exhibition was first shown 
in the Elysée Museum in Lausanne and then around the 
world. It’s what got me into Algeria. Someone from the Swiss 
embassy in Algiers rang and asked if I wanted to have the 
exhibition there. I told him that the Algerians would not be 
interested in Swiss photographs and I would not be interest-
ed in doing an exhibition only for the diplomats present in 
Algiers. I asked him to find Algerian photographers to organ-
ize a workshop with. I travelled there three months before the 
exhibition, we worked together and we became friends. If you 
have one friend in an Arabic family, you become friends with 
the entire family. And they have big families! I learned about 
a hospitality which does not exist in our countries. If an Arab 
is standing on our doorstep, we fear him and shut the door, 
but they let me in. That is how I fell into Algerian society. This 
was my chance. That fact helped me afterwards, when the 
civil war started.

Can you tell me more about rené gardi? is he still 
around, is he still alive?

No, he died in 2000.

so it is too late to interview him.
Yes, but you would find his life and personality very inter-

esting. He was a writer and a traveller. In 1967, he made a film, 
Die letzte Karawane (The Last Caravan), about a caravan in 
the Sahara, which was shown in schools all around the coun-
try. He influenced me because he was an anthropologist, and 
I see myself as kind of an anthropologist. I am very interested 
in human beings. If you ask me to take pictures of flowers, or 
landscapes without people, I’m in trouble. The human being 
is always in the centre. And then it gets political, because 
people say I look at the dark sides of things, but it’s not true. 
I am interested about things that people do not like to look at. 
They don’t want to see the beggar on the streets, so they just 
avoid looking at him and stop realizing he is there. I take a 
picture, I put it in another context and then people become 
aware of the situation. First you have to see, then you have to 
accept the situation seen, and it is only by accepting the situ-
ation, that can you start to work on changing it. I went into 
taboos. Taboos are a big issue in my work. Get them out, 
have the people accept that they have them. Then they can 
do whatever they want with them.

rené gardi obviously came from the literary world. 
how about photographic influences? Were you inspired 
by photographers such as those from Magnum, or was 
it different, the influence of life really?

I’ve always been a completely lonesome cowboy. I went 
to school, did my School Leaving Certificate and then I 
stopped, I did not go to university. I wanted to be on the 
streets, with the people. I was never the intellectual. One 
could say this panoramic camera takes boring pictures. An 
art critic once wrote that I use the panoramic camera be-
cause I couldn’t choose what to take, which was an evil criti-
cism of my way of working. But today photography is always 
airbrushed, staged. It is never about the banal, boring stuff, 

which is what I am interested in. How did I learn about pho-
tography? I am self-taught.  I just spent hours and hours in 
libraries, poring over books and magazines. Which can lead 
to two reactions: either you think you will never be good 
enough and you give up, or you think you can do better, go 
further. That was always my motivation to go outside and find 
out about the human being.

it seems to me you went in concentric circles, from the 
mountain gardi talked about to switzerland and then 
to the world. i have the feeling that over the years, you 
made a portrait of switzerland, and then of the world, 
which is very interesting because to make a portrait of 
a city, never mind a country, is so complex. how do you 
cope with so much complexity?  

You have to find out who you are, what your relationship 
is to the others. First it was Switzerland, which was also to me 
a symbol of rich, Western countries, then Algeria, which I 
found very interesting because of its history, the mixture of 
French and Arabic influences and then Islam. For the time 
being, I think I am doing a portrait of Islam, where it is and 
where it is going: for example, in the Whitechapel area of 
London where I live. But this camera does not really do por-
traits. In fact, I would say that one shot contains about seven 
or eight portraits. Portrait, to me, is something that you pose, 

with the people obviously knowing what you’re doing. I like to 
take the picture before or after the portrait. 

so you never made portrait photography?  
I did when I first started, to earn money, but I’m not really 

interested in that. Take the portrait I did of you. I just pushed 
the button without your knowing... and now I have everything, 
your books, I can see what you’re reading.

absolutely, you have so much information. you basical-
ly have my whole office, the books, the dvds, the table, 
the garbage bin, the chaos, the view, the cars, london. 
it’s a city, in fact.

What I found out is that when you have huge prints of 
these panoramic pictures and go closer to look at them, you 
stand where I was standing when I took the picture. And 
you’re actually there with Hans Ulrich Obrist in his office and 
you cannot escape. The picture sucks you in.

it is interesting because in some way, is it reminiscent 
of what architects such as diller scofidio talk about, 
which is a feeling of immersion. you don’t have the sit-
uation where you get the viewer on one side and the 
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photographer on the other anymore. there is no outside 
and inside anymore. the viewer is immersed.  

It’s about bringing people together, probably, also, people 
who don’t want anything to do with those in the picture. That 
is a very important aspect of my work, the magical aspect of 
what I do. The work I did in Africa, Eye on Africa, is about 
meeting black people. I had these black people of Cameroon 
put up on billboards in several cities in Switzerland. And if 
you are in front of these big pictures, you think you are there 
with them in the picture. I’m not sure whether the white Swiss 
wanted to meet these black people of Cameroon, but they 
couldn’t escape.

that also leads us to the forms photography can take, 
on the different forms of apparition of a photographic 
image. again, Cartier-bresson, in the interview i made 
with him, said that the book is often the right format for 
photography. a photograph is sometimes nice to have 
on a wall, but to him, the book was not just a second-
ary thing. it could actually be the primary thing. you’ve 
done a lot of books, i have the feeling that they are al-
most like art works. there is a long tradition of making 
books in the history of photography; photographers 
have always been very involved in the layout and the 
format of their books. at the same time, in your case, 
you also have the billboards, which are another form of 
appearance of your work. Can you talk a little bit about 
this, because it does not seem galleries or museum 
spaces are the only space for your work?

The book is very important, because you can do what you 
want with it. If you sell your pictures to a magazine, you will 
only have a four or six-page spread. The space and choice 
will be limited. So the book is an escape. Even in that field, I’m 
very strict. I almost never hire a publisher, I do the packaging 
myself. For example, I worked on Inside Algeria with the best 
printer in the world, Jean Genoud, from Lausanne, and the 
designer Werner Jeker, both of them artists in their own way, 
before selling the book to several publishers, Aperture in 
New York, Hazan in Paris and Benteli for the German edition. 
All the editors had to accept the finished product. I remem-
ber Eric Hazan telling me “we are the editors, and you’re giv-

ing us a finished package?” and I said yes, but I have the best 
printer and the best designer, what more do you want? And 
they accepted it. But the problem I now have with the book 
format is that it is not as powerful. You meet the people in the 
pages but you’re not sucked in. I spent two years working on 
two drug addicts, Astrid and Peter. I did a reportage, if you 
want to call it that, on their life and the things they went 
through, prostitution, prison time. I made a book out of it but 
I didn’t stop there. I had the 32 panoramic images printed out 
in very large formats and put up on the streets. For example, 
you had a picture of Peter selling heroine right in front of the 
police station, and the policemen had to look at that. The 
message was that these people are not strangers, not immi-
grants from a faraway land. They’re our neighbours, not the 
monsters one would like to think of as being. After the instal-
lation in the public space, I produced a film in which Astrid 
and Peter explained why they took part in the project. I did 
that in Switzerland and then I wanted to organize a similar 
type of installation in France. Do you remember when I came 
to visit you at the Museum of Modern Art in Paris, asking if 
you had an idea about how I could do it? I’ve been trying for 
years in France, but it is extremely difficult, as drugs are very 
taboo. One day I will. But the French only see drugs in terms 
of crime and repression.  

that leads us to the topic of unrealized projects, such 
as this project about drug addicts in France. do you 
have any others, too big or too small, that you haven’t 
been able to pursue because of censorship, or even 
self-censorship? you know, as doris lessing says, 
there are the novels one does not dare to write. there 
is self-censorship. What are your unrealized projects?

I do realize the projects, but taboos are probably the big-
gest issue. It’s always about taboos, even though they differ 
from country to country. When I did this installation about 
Astrid and Peter in Switzerland, the journalist from Le Monde 
wrote “The Swiss government allows pictures of drug addicts 
on the streets”, although I told him that was not the case, 
because, as a Frenchman, he could not imagine that some-
one could do such a thing without the consent of the au-
thorities. What was the question?

your unrealized projects, dreams?
My dream is to go on, go further. Very often, I don’t have 

a plan. A lot happens by accident. If the guy from the Swiss 
embassy in Algiers had not called me for an exhibition, I 
wouldn’t have gone to Algeria, spent 15 years of my life going 
back and taking all these pictures and doing the documen-
tary film. Chance is the word. It was the same with the drug 
addicts. Someone from an association asked me to do some-
thing and I said I would, but only if I could find people who 
would take responsibility, agree to have their face shown and 
give their name. That was a problem. Finding Astrid and Pe-
ter took some time. When you ask a drug addict if you can 
take his picture, he’ll say “how much will you pay?” I would 
go: No, I’m not even offering you a cup of coffee, all I can of-
fer you is to be famous for a situation you probably don’t 
want to be famous for. But about my dreams: I have no 
dreams. I just walk on. Now I’m here in London, in ten days I 
will be back in Paris and I have no idea what I will do next. It’s 
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always accidental. Something happens, then I see it and I 
grab it.
 
a very swiss thing is obviously the idea of exile. there 
seems to be a long tradition of swiss people who go 
abroad. it is part of our dna, i suppose. and also, grow-
ing up in such a small place, one longs for big cities. 

The view of the Mittelmeer. There was this famous exhibi-
tion in the Kunsthaus in Zurich.

yes, bice Curiger’s show «Freie sicht aufs Mittelmeer» 
(unobstructed view of the Mediterranean).  

Eradicate the mountains to have the view of the Mediter-
ranean.

i live between london and berlin, but i don’t know about 
you. you’re a week in paris, a week in london, back in 
switzerland... What is your base? do you have a base?

I do have a base: Paris, where I moved twenty years ago 
and where I raise my two daughters. I have travelled a lot, to 
many countries. The project about Islam brought me to Su-
dan, Syria, Lebanon, to Egypt... But of course I always come 
back. You need some borders. But with Switzerland, it can be 
very hard to accept that the Swiss have some kind of blinders. 
The last thing I was very much disappointed with was this 
vote against the minarets.

yes. First there was this poster campaign all over the 
country, and then this majority vote actually banning 
minarets. and i remember on that day you sent an e-
mail, which reminded me of thomas hirschorn against 
blocher, saying you would not show your works in swit-
zerland anymore. 

I had to do something. My two very best friends of twenty 
years are Muslims, secular Muslims. I am lucky to have them. 
But the majority of Swiss people have no idea about what 
Islam is. The minarets were just a pretext to reject something 
foreign, because they don’t know better. But I never actually 
thought the vote would pass. On the voting day, I was in the 
Tate Gallery with my friend, he got a text message and said 
“it passed” and I said: “it’s not possible.” But it had. And now 
I live in the Whitechapel area, “Banglatown” as it’s nicknamed, 
and there is such tolerance here. You can be who you are. 
Banning the veil, that is what they are discussing now in Par-
is. England and France were both powerful countries with a 
lot of colonies. How did they deal with them? France wouldn’t 
let go and wars were fought. I have the feeling that the British 
let the colonies go. And now, with Banglatown, you have this 
colony in London. They are here, helping with the economy. 
So who is right? Which country is handling the situation best? 
It’s very interesting. I’m trying to find the answer.

so that is your current project. that might be the next 
book.

I don’t know, but I’m working on it. Something will defi-
nitely come out of it.  

you must have huge archives. how many photographs 
do you have in store? how are they organized? is it a 
kind of a gigantic mnemosic atlas à la abi Warburg? 
how does it work?  

I’m a mess, you can’t imagine. I’m not like Gilbert and 
George at all. It’s one big chaos. I’m the only one who can 
find anything in there. If I die, you can throw everything away. 
I kept a small studio in Bern that is still full of big boxes and 
stuff. I’ve often dreamt for it to burn down and that I would be 
rid of it, because I don’t dare to get rid of it myself. I’m hoping 
for fate to free me of all of it. That’s why a book is good. 
What’s not in the book, you can forget about. 

about your books, you’ve done so many, which ones 
are your favourite? the ones you felt were a real break-
through, where you’d found a language? your first book 
was about bern.

Under the Arcades of Bern, in front of my door. You can 
walk from the station to the Bear pit without getting wet.

Who published it?
Verbandsdruckerei, in 1978. Early on. There was already 

a writer, Servius Golowin, who was interested because he 
studied ghosts.

and then?
Then there was a folk music festival on the Gurten moun-

tain. I covered it for three days and I did a book. It was crazy, 
a challenge. The third was about the Swiss Parliament, the 
title is Bundeshaus-Fotografien.

parliament is obviously a fascinating place. it reminds 
me of Maqbool Fida husain, the indian avant-garde art-
ist of the independence, who was actually an elected 
Member of parliament. he never spoke, he would only 
draw. and in the end everybody was very surprised be-
cause he produced this big book, from inside the par-
liament, the sansad portfolio. there seems to be some 
connection.

At the same time as I was working in the Parliament, with 
the politicians and these old people pretending they were 
holier than thou, I was a stage photographer for the theatre. 
And sometimes I forgot whether I was in the Parliament or in 
the theatre. I still see myself as a stage photographer.
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the whole world is a stage.
Yes, the world is a big stage and I am still a stage photog-

rapher, if you like.

What followed the book on parliament?
Switzerland. I went to the Emmental, to lots of places. I 

remember going to the solar races in Biel, they were called 
“Tour de sol”.

the beginning of the ecological awakening.
Yes. And I made one picture that was very good in the 

sense that it showed a clashing of worlds, as horses driving 
a carriage reared in fright in front of a solar car. The picture 
was so amazing that people started saying that I staged my 
pictures, that I made them up. They said this cannot be real, 
that I was always pushing and provoking the situation.  

you were accused of manipulation.
Yes. And that is the worst thing you can accuse me of, 

because that is exactly what I don’t do.

so photoshop never played a role?
To me, Photoshop is the enemy. Today, photography is no 

longer real. Every picture you see, be it in magazines or else-
where, is completely staged. Even the access to the images 
is controlled, so that people know you are coming and are 
putting on a show. They are never themselves. That’s why I 
use this camera. You can take photos without looking through 
the viewfinder and nobody notices when you are actually 
pressing the shutter button. It’s the only way to achieve real-
istic pictures. 

so the computer hasn’t really changed anything?
No. It helps with the working material, to compare pic-

tures on the screen, because the panoramic camera is very 
poor quality. I actually think this limited quality plays a part in 
my work, because that’s the reality. It must be this quality, as 
reality is never perfect. For me, it’s the best. The pictures are 
sincere. And there is a loss of sincerity in every moment to-
day.

so after the parliament, the emmental, then it becomes 
a portrait of switzerland...

Bigger and bigger and bigger.

so, it’s a portrait of the world?
 Of the human being, I would say.

Joseph beuys once said that everybody is an artist, but 
he specified “every human being is an artist, as long as 
he is really human”. Would you agree?

That’s very good, yes. But what is human? And how many 
humans are human? That’s the big question. There is a lot of 
inhumanity around. To be human, you have to look around 
you and explore. That’s what I try to do. I know that photog-
raphy cannot change the world, but it can be a trigger, a kind 
of electroshock for brains that are a bit tired and don’t want 
to think. It provokes further thinking.  

so you can break indifference.
You can add food for thought.

have you ever done cities? portraits of cities? 
That would be Cairo. I had a flat downtown, on the sixth 

floor. There, again, I walked out of my building and took pic-
tures of the neighbourhood. After a few weeks, I meet this 
gallery owner who tells me I’m a famous artist from Switzer-
land, and that he will do an exhibition of my work while I’m in 
Cairo. I agree and send him eight panoramic pictures. No 
reaction. A week later, I get a call. He says he’s lost sleep, that 
if he shows my work he will lose the gallery. I say that I can’t 
see where the problem is, that these pictures show the banal, 
everyday life of Cairo, how is that dangerous? Then, I go to a 
printer. He takes one look at the work and says he is not al-
lowed to print the pictures, that they’re “press material” and 
have to be submitted to censorship. I know there is a strong 
censorship in Egypt, but I couldn’t see the connection. It was 
self-censorship and also, to me, hypocrisy. Why couldn’t you 
take pictures of things that everybody sees everyday on the 
streets and have them shown? That’s when I met Alaa Al-
Aswani.

the author of the yacoubian building.
Yes, his work is all about the hypocrisy of the society. So 

we spent nights smoking in his dentist’s office. Then I found 
another printer and didn’t tell anyone about my project any-
more. I went to the twelfth floor of my building. The Nubians, 
economic refugees from the South of Egypt, live on the 
rooftops of Cairo. My building was right out of the Yacoubian 
building, with people praying while I walked out of the eleva-
tor on Fridays and the poor on the rooftops. And I did a one-
day-long exhibition on the rooftop slums. Until the very last 
minute, a guy dressed in civilian clothes but pretending he 
was a policeman tried to prevent it. Eventually one hundred 
people came to see the pictures and drink tea served by the 
Nubians.  

We started with rené gardi, who obviously comes from 
the literary world, now we have alaa al-aswani. there 
is a long tradition of collaboration between literature 
and photography. did you collaborate with poets, with 
writers? 

Encounters always happen by chance. I felt very close to 
Aswani and he felt the same. He was ashamed that I could 
not do my gallery show.

anybody else you had exchanges with, paul nizon?
I did meet him, but we never worked together. I did not 

the only Way 
to aChieve 
realistiC 
piCtures is to 
steal theM
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work with Aswani either, it was just a very inspiring exchange. 
The biggest collaboration I’ve had is with Mohammed Sou-
dani, the filmmaker. He’s very interesting, with an extraordi-
nary story. He’s black, which made it difficult for him in Alge-
ria, as the country sees itself as a white country and does not 
want to be part of black Africa. As a Black person, what do 
you do to be successful in a white country? You play football. 
He was a very good footballer, got into the national team. He 
goes to Switzerland for a match, where a guy notices him and 
says, if you want to come and play here, give me a call. Mo-
hammed used to work as a cameraman for the national tele-
vision. When he had to do the military service, they chose 
him to be president Boumédiène’s cameraman and he had to 
record the dictator’s speeches, which he didn’t want to do, 
so he called the Swiss guy and fled the country for Switzer-
land. He’s Black, African, Muslim, Arab and a good Swiss. So 
he has a great mix of cultures in himself, the very best kind of 
a human being. I knew I could trust him and work with him in 
Algeria. A lot of French televisions channels wanted my con-
nections in Algeria for their stories and I always said no. The 
trust issue was too big. He is really a very good friend and 
that is one of the reasons I decided to do something after the 
minarets ban.

as a sign of solidarity, somehow.
Yes, because of the ignorance. It’s not about Islam; it’s 

about what is not Swiss. All that comes from outside Switzer-
land is evil to the Swiss. They’re hypocrites. They’re in Eu-
rope, but they pretend not to be and don’t want to be in it. 
That is hypocritical. It’s like in Cairo. They want it to be about 
camels, pyramids and Cleopatra and not the reality of daily 
life in a megalopolis of 8 million people. 

one very last question: rainer Maria rilke wrote his ad-
vice to a young poet. in 2010, what would your advice to 
a young photographer be?

Just look. It’s easy.

he’s blaCK, 
aFriCan, MusliM, 
arab and 
a good sWiss


