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The Beauty of Silence under Water 
Hans-Christian Schink’s Photographs at Kicken 
 
by Bernhard Schulz 
 
The world under the water’s surface is mesmerizing: mostly green, occasionally changing from 
turquoise to blue. This is the way Hans-Christian Schink presents what can be found just under 
the surface of the lakes of Mecklenburg. It is not until he views the pictures produced with his 
digital camera that he sees the motifs. Schink is a photographer, but in this series he does 
something that goes against his profession: he releases the shutter without having seen what is in 
front of his lens. 
 
The yield of his underwater explorations is now on exhibit at Kicken (32 × 48 cm for 3,500 euros 
each, 80 × 120 cm for 12,500 euros). To create this series, Schink lay on his stomach on an 
inflatable raft with his hands grasping the underwater camera. His penetration of the lakes, whose 
surface is covered with a thick layer of plants, extended only as far as his arms could reach into 
the water. Schink shows the many facets of the delicate tracery of stems and leaves that emerge 
in the greenish water: sharply in focus close to the lens and dissolving into the uniformity of the 
water as the distance increases. The sun sends trails of light diagonally through the water or 
brightens the background, against which the plants are silhouetted. The categories of above and 
below, near and far begin to dissolve, while viewers have the impression that they can actually 
hear the peculiar stillness that exists underwater. 
 
Born in Erfurt in 1961, Schink began studying photography at the Leipzig Academy of Fine Arts 
when it was still part of East Germany and graduated in 1991 in the turbulent period following 
German reunification. In the summer of 1989 he accompanied a delegation from the academy to 
North Korea, where he photographed in color—despite the fact that in the GDR photography 
was always black-and-white and documentary. 
 
While documentary photography offered itself to Schink at the beginning of his career, his 
documentary style was focused not on people but on their absence. If photography per se is able 
to stop time, this is doubly true in Schink’s photographs since they deprive the photographed 
objects of their ability to change. 
 
Schink’s photographs taken in the jungle of Vietnam are closely related to the water pictures. One 
of these pictures is included in the exhibition at Kicken: the jungle is blue-green, and the trees and 
leaves are blurred at a slight distance, bathed in a diffuse light from above that is similar to the 
Mecklenburg reeds surrounded by water. The jungle prevents any sense of near and far just like 
the photographer’s underwater probing. However, these are not snapshots; they are 
compositions. 
 
The selected motifs from the underwater series are also compositions. The distribution of 
abundance and emptiness, objects and bright sky that Schink has perfected in his landscapes and 
cityscapes, which are devoid of people, is also apparent in the jungle and underwater pictures. 
Ultimately it is the photographer’s eye that creates pictures, not the camera. The camera is the 
device that expands our visual experience. 
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From the Ground Up 
Hans-Christian Schink’s New Photo Series Under Water at Kicken Berlin Transports Us to Worlds 
Near and Far 
 
by Tom Mustroph 
 
Humans are not Hans-Christian Schink’s choice of subject matter. The photographer first 
attracted international attention with his photographs of highways constructed after German 
unification. The pictures captured seemingly gigantic pillars of Autobahn bridges and enormous 
masses of soil moved by excavators. Schink took most of the photographs after the last 
construction workers had left the scene of his chosen shot. In his most recent series he goes 
underground, submerging his underwater camera in several lakes in Mecklenburg-West 
Pomerania and releasing the shutter from his position above the water’s surface. 
 
Although Schink is generally a careful planner, he gave full rein to chance, and the resulting pictures 
are quite surprising. Many do not even resemble underwater photography: the stems of some of 
the aquatic plants look like grasses that also grow on land. Only the murky haze in which they are 
immersed hints at the lakes of northeastern Germany, where the water is not always pristine. 
 
Other pictures contain enchanted landscapes. Accumulations of algae form complex shapes, and 
very infrequently the silhouettes of small fish are seen. Due to the relatively bad visibility and the 
underwater camera’s short focal length, plants that are further away blur into a mysterious blaze 
of pastel colors. Surprisingly, although visibility is only about a half meter, entire underwater forests 
are found in this limited realm. Sometimes the plants stretch for the surface of the water with 
downright rational reliability, and other times they create interlinked sculptural objects. Now and 
then the camera tilts upward, revealing the underside of broad leaves of water lilies floating on 
the surface. 
 
Unter Wasser (Under Water) introduces viewers to the weirdness of the aquatic world. While 
the images refuse to succumb to the spectacle of tropical fish worlds and coral reefs, it 
nevertheless remains unclear to what extent the appealing colors of the murkiness are caused by 
human interference and represent threats to the depicted biotopes. 
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