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GLACIAL 
PORTRAITS

Photography by Stephan Zirwes
Text by Katrina Balmaceda
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European glaciers enthralled German photographer Stephan Zirwes 
as a child. Many of these immense giants no longer exist, and others are fast vanishing. To 
hold on to his chilly childhood memories, he started immortalising them in pictures. From his 
precarious perch by the open door of a helicopter flying at 3,500 metres in minus 10 to 25°C 
weather, he gives us a bird’s eye view of Swiss and Austrian icescapes. 

In winter, what appears like candy-coloured miniatures on royal icing turn out to be skiers 
in bright winter wear, their movements weaving arcs and lines in the snow. But it is in late 
summer, when the winter snow has totally melted, that you see the true countenance of a 
glacier. Zirwes says, “Each glacier has an...individual ‘face’, like a human.” It has become a 
personal mission for him to continue exploring Europe over the next few years to capture these 
frozen faces whilst they remain.

To organise these shoots, Zirwes gets help from Christine Hübbe, Air Grischa (Samedan, 
Switzerland) and Schenk Air (Montafon, Austria). His work can be seen at the Krause Gallery in 
New York, Villa del Arte in Barcelona, Spain and at www.stephanzirwes.com  
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"Some of the 
glaciers that I knew 

from my childhood 
don't exist anymore"
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"It's fascinating...
the structures 
humans leave in 
the snow while 
they are skiing"
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