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f* - freiraum fiir fotografie presents

Erwin Olaf - Muses

June 27 - September 6, 2026

The face is not what we show — it is what we conceal.
(Erwin Olaf)

Erwin Olaf (1959-2023) is one of the most important Dutch photographers. He was an exceptional
artist whose photographic work not only stands out aesthetically, but also consistently provokes, moves,

and raises awareness on social issues.

Following his groundbreaking exhibition at the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, f* - freiraum fiir
fotografie presents the first comprehensive retrospective of the photographer in Berlin. Erwin Olaf

- Muses is devoted entirely to the artist’s portraits—a central yet often overlooked aspect of Erwin
Olaf’s oeuvre. The focus is on intimate, direct, unsparing, and at the same time stylized studies of the
human being, their desires, identities, and forms of self-presentation. The exhibition deliberately forgoes
Olaf’s large-scale theatrical stagings and opulent settings, instead directing attention to the faces of his

protagonists as mirrors of personality—stages for emotion, vulnerability, pride, and resistance.

A central role in the exhibition is played by Erwin Olaf’s early black-and-white portraits—raw;, direct,
and charged with subversive energy. In these photographs, his rebellious spirit takes shape. They depict
men from the Dutch gay scene, activists, drag performers, and social outsiders. As a pioneer of queer
visibility, Olaf was already giving a face in the 1970s and 1980s to those who had been excluded from
public life for decades. In a time marked by HIV-related stigma and conservative moral attitudes, his
portraits envisioned a new queer self-image—confident, sensual, melancholic, and political. Olaf created
images that were not only aesthetically striking but also carried an emancipatory potential. His series
Ladies Hats, for example, plays with gender roles and sartorial attitude, celebrating a flirtation with the

viewer.



3 freiraum fir
fJ fotografie

In his series Squares (1983-2018), Erwin Olaf developed a new visual language: rigorously composed
individual portraits that nonetheless reveal intimate moments of emotional depth. The faces of the
sitters—often silent and introspective—reflect strength, determination, loss, and the pressure to
conform. Precisely through this reduction to facial expression and gaze, a powerful emotional intensity

emerges—one that resonates even in the absence of any elaborate setting.

Erwin Olaf also repeatedly staged himself in his photography—not out of vanity, but as an artistic act
of self-examination. His self-portraits are plays with masks and reflections on aging, sexuality, illness,
and transience. Particularly striking are the works he created after his lung disease: unsparing, fragile,

yet never self-pitying. They stand as unembellished testimonies to mortality.

Biography

Erwin Olaf (1959, Hilversum - 2023, Groningen) was a Dutch photographer. He studied journalism
at the School voor Journalistiek Utrecht before turning to photography in the early 1980s. His work
has been exhibited in numerous international museums and institutions, including the Rijksmuseum
Amsterdam, the Museum of Modern Art New York, the Fotomuseum Den Haag, and the Stedelijk
Museum Amsterdam. Alongside his artistic practice, Olaf also worked in the commercial field. He
created campaigns and editorials for international clients and magazines. He also produced official

portraits, including for the Dutch royal family.

The exhibition was curated by Nadine Barth (@barthouseprojects) and Katharina Mouratidi
(f - freiraum fiir fotografie), in collaboration with Shirley den Hartog (Foundation Erwin Olaf).

OPENING: Fr., June 26, 2026, 7-9 PM. Greetings: Yolande Melsert, Minister Counsellor, Embassy of
the Kingdom of the Netherlands. Introduction: Nadine Barth (@barthouseprojects) in conversation
with Shirley den Hartog (Foundation Erwin Olaf).

GUIDED-TOURS: July 5, August 2 and September 6, 2026, 11 AM

GUIDED-TOUR & DRINKS: July 15 and August 19, 2026, 7 PM

In cooperation with: With kind support:

’CWM Forderverein
E R W I N O L A F NL Niederlande f* - freiraum fiir fotografie e. V.

f* - freiraum fiir fotografie | Prinzessinnenstrafe 30 | 10969 Berlin
Opening Hours: Tue - Sun, 1 - 7 PM | Admission: 7 €, reduced 5 € | www.thochdrei.org | @fhochdrei
Press contact: Ana Maria Sales Prado | presse@fhochdrei.org | +49 30 6040 7748
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IMAGE MATERIAL
The images may only be used once for ditorial coverage of the exhibition. The images may not be
modified, cropped or overprinted. f* - freiraum fiir fotografie, the artist as well as the location

and dates of the exhibition and the caption must be mentioned in any publication.

Hight-resolution print data is available for download at the following link:
Erwin Olaf - Muses

Self-Portrait, Triptych - I Wish, I Am, I Will Be, 2009 Ladies Hats, Jeremiah II-FC, 2020
© Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam © Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam

COC, Double Portrait 06 Wendy & Puck, 2006 Divine and Fatsy at Club DOK Amsterdam, Divine Performing, 1982
© Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam © Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam

First Aids Benefit Club Flora Palace Amsterdam, I, 1983 Squares, Joy, 1985
© Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam © Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam


https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fo/s748s8n8247vzk9o2woux/AJdJ2gamhpJj25JoAn4aoPg?rlkey=k7low7fqwpq8bu0g9ozljrx9m&st=wk7zv62r&dl=0
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Amsterdam Historisch Museum, Rightly Wrong, 1989 Squares, Alandus, 1990
© Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam © Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam

_
Squares, Desiree 11, 1986 Muses, Duck, 2023
© Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam © Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam

Jewish, Sephardic Jewish - Ellen, 2013 Self-Portrait Andy Warhol, Self-Portrait, No. 1 - 48 Years Old, 2007
© Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam © Erwin Olaf / Courtesy: Galerie Ron Mandos - Amsterdam
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