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Close-up on Maurice Schobinger 

Passion is what motivates Maurice Schobinger’s lens. Chance occupies little place in his photographic work. Since 
his debut, the Swiss photographer has affirmed his predilection for space and  human condition. But also for the 
lack of space and the fate of the people who toil in the midst of this insufficiency.

This pioneering approach allows one’s interpretation of the photographer’s attraction to the massive metalworks: 
space, gigantism and people. That is, the context, the exaggeration, and the conditions of individuals inhabiting 
these sites. One observes the images and discovers humility. The man who constructs the metalworks spanning for 
hundreds of kilometers forgets the distance, and the spectator is reminded that we tend to forget this lack of bal-
ance. All of this exists, and we are to observe it. In each of Schobinger’s photographs, one could read our ability to 
transform, build, and undertake. He sheds light on the extreme heat of the foundry and the severe cold of Siberia, 
but essentially, it is all about us.

Amidst the heart of Ural, there is a geography of immensity. The Transsiberian connects one third of the planet, and 
Schobinger returns to it, meets the men and women who live in those places, and testifies. His work tells us about 
an extreme scale and time. On his photographic journey, Schobinger therefore erases the border of what is inside 
and outside, and through his camera he leaves towards his good fortune. It is a world of images which he shares to 
discover—a testimonial.

Pierre Starobinski

Maurice Schobinger

Born in 1960 in Vevey, Switzerland, Maurice Schobinger graduated from the Ecole de Photographie in Vevey 
in 1984, and since then works as an independent photographer. In 1999, he pursued his interest in industrial 
photography by producing an artistic cycle about the St. Gothard Base Tunnel - the longest tunnel in the 
world (57 km), and between 2008 and 2011, realized several projects in Russia, documenting his passion for 
the people and places marked with heroic history and collective memory. Aside from his career as an artist, 
Schobinger develops innovative techniques in photographing buildings and building sites, and was the of-
ficial photographer documenting the construction of the first subway line in Switzerland - m2 in Lausanne in 
2004. Most recently, he has been exhibited at the Basia Embiricos Gallery in Paris and the Lucy Mackintosh 
Gallery in Lausanne, and publications about his work appeared at the Éditions Noir sur Blanc, the Éditions 
d’Autre Part and the Éditions Favre.









THE IMAGE FACTORY

Pierre Starobinski – Are you able to 
pinpoint the beginning of your work on the 
great steelworks?

Maurice Schobinger – To find the point of 
departure for my industrial photography, 
we should go back to the year 1999 and the 
construction site of the tunnel under the St. 
Gotthard Pass.
Nicolas Steinmann, the engineer responsible 
for the construction, opened the doors of 
the base tunnel for me — it was enormous. I 
went there without any commission from the 
Confederation or the CFF [Swiss Railways], 
only to realize a personal project. It is there 
that I refined the technique of highlighting. 
I already had a good experience, which I 
acquired while working on the documentation 
I was doing before for architects. But in the 
Gotthard galleries, I really had to learn and 
to find some new, ingenious methods.

P. S. – Was it the work at the Gotthard that 
led you to the factories?

M. S. – Yes. Thanks to a contact in 
Luxemburg, I could initially visit the Belgian 
workshops of Arcelor Mittal. But all of this 
was complicated. The steel industry has seen 
numerous crises and the access to those 
places was not easy. There, I realized that 
my photography expressed itself fully at 
these big metalworks’ sites and at these huge 
industrial spaces. This led me to continue my 
photo-quest, and, a bit later, I went from 
Belgium to Magnitogorsk and to Chelyabinsk 
in the Ural Mountains, to the great 
industrial sites inherited from the Soviet era. 
 
P. S. – Before Belgium and your trips to 
Magnitogorsk and Chelyabinsk, did you feel 
inspiration in Volgograd?

M. S. – Yes, I went to Volgograd (Stalingrad) 
without knowing what I was going to discover. 

All I knew was that I had an opportunity of 
realizing pictures and that a contact could 
open the doors of this factory that extended 
for several square kilometers.
This person called me after seeing my photos 
on the Internet. She proposed to open the 
doors of the Volgograd metalworks for me, 
as one of her cousins worked there. I knew 
that these factories had not changed much 
since the Second World War. They remained 
inaccessible for a long time, simply because 
they produced shields for Soviet tanks and 
marines.
During my stay, the same person handed 
me a diary of Serafima Fedorovna Voronina, 
a primary school teacher who, day by day, 
recounted the suffering during the battles 
of Stalingrad in 1942. So this double-sided 
work about the industry and the memory of 
the martyr-city imposed itself upon me. It 
was a very stimulating period. 



P. S. – What was drawing you towards 
these places?

M. S. – I have always loved working outside 
and presenting the constructions of men. I 
am drawn towards rough working conditions, 
like at the Gotthard pass where I had to 
bring the equipment down in shafts, eight 
hundred meters deep, or in Russia where 
certain images were realized in extreme cold 
conditions, minus 40 degrees. It is hard for 
the materials, and for humans, too. It is in 
these extremes that we discover pugnacity - 
our own and that of others!

P. S. – Don’t those great metalworks always 
tell the same stories?

M. S. – What is interesting in the factories 
is the discovery, the adventure. No factory 
resembles another, and each one is different. 
In each place, the light changes. It becomes 
a series of images of proper aesthetics where 
human stories interplay, stories which are 
very distinct and challenging. By the means 
of the image, we underline the work of 
architects and engineers who managed to 
resolve the constraints of building in favor of 
production. Here, the lively and multicolored 
images impose themselves; there, it is a work 
on fire and fusion; a bit further, there are the 
subtleties of black hues and soots which are 
unavoidable and which call on you. All of this 
is really fascinating.





P. S. – Would you be able to continue this 
kind of industrial photography if the subject 
was not metallurgy?

M. S. – Yes, of course, there are a lot of 
things in the secondary sector that appeal to 
me. But these have to be giant, monumental 
spaces. There is always a specific esthetic 
that develops there. One should sense this 
side of the “Men at Work”. I do not exclude 
some variations in the choice of topics of 
my work. But at the moment, I pursue the 
research in the direction I have initiated. 
Geographically, at least. Later on, I do not 
exclude going to Europe, to England, to shoot 
photos there. I am also evidently attracted 

by China. Imagine the number of factories 
between Shanghai and Beijing: there are 
seven hundred kilometers of industry which 
spread out there. It is a total overabundance. 
This is where our consumption goods are 
produced. Yes, this attracts me. It is as if 
we imagined an industrial site the size of the 
distance between Barcelona and Lausanne.

P. S. – And the risk of this all?

M. S. – One should always be receptive 
and curious of everything. But deep inside, 
there is little space for risk in the choices 
a photographer makes, he always ends up 
telling his story, revealing a part of himself. 

What I present is what I always wanted to 
do. When I was a kid, I used to play with 
mechanic diggers or cranes, never with fire 
trucks or police cars. I have always been 
fascinated and attracted by the decor of the 
working world. I try to represent it, to turn it 
into images with my tools.

The conversation took place in Pacottaz, 
Saint-Légier, on December 16th, 2014





Black Dust
April 23 – June 4 2015 

During my stays in Volgograd and in the Ural 
Mountains at Magnitogorsk and Chelyabinsk 
(2008-2011), I discovered and shot images 
of exceptional industrial spaces. My focus 
was to pay tribute to these places and their 
occupants in a time when one thinks new 
technologies have taken over. The industrial 
sector is, to this day, everywhere in our daily 
lives. And its people, who work under harsh 
conditions, are very proud to belong to this 
spectacular setting.

We decided to call this exhibition “Black 
Dust” in order to emphasize not only the 
harsh social context, but also the somber 
visual components of the images. By working 
on the lighting, both during shooting and 
in the exhibition room, I wanted to enforce 
the aspects of darkness and contrast which 
create a dramatic effect, at the same time 
leading the viewer away from the visible, 
towards a heavy and almost surreal silence.

In the chosen images, the subject of man and 
his testimony, which is usually central in my 
work, becomes secondary, and the industrial 
landscapes, relieved from their function as 
decor, become characters in their own right. 
What initially resembles a documentary 
about a deserted place carrying a burden of 
history, quickly becomes more abstract as the 
viewer walks through an unknown, timeless 
and apocalyptic world, where imagination 
confronts the roughness of this menacing 
testimony of reality.

This selection of images marks a new approach 
towards the boundaries of social and purely 
esthetical photography, questioning the 
degree to which social photography remains 
objectively documentary, and  where our 
freedom of interpretation begins. 
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