





Bernd & Hilla Becher

An Arts Council exhibition

The work of Bernd and Hilla Becher is scarcely known in this country. The art magazines
have shown something of them, and in London Nigel Greenwood’s gallery gave them a
memorable exhibition in 1972-3.

As information alone these photographs are of the greatest value — an indispensable
complement to the collecting and preserving now being undertaken by industrial
archaeologists in most western countries. But they are also more than that. The art
world has embraced them as works of art, and the whole punctilious process, of photo-
graphing specific structural types from specific angles and producing prints that transmit
the maximum of objectivity, as pursuits akin to those of conceptual art.

We are glad to have this opportunity of making their work more familiar. The
exhibition includes photographs specially taken for it in this country during the summer
of 1973, supplementing the product of earlier visits. The Bechers have been entirely
helpful and constructive throughout the planning and creating of this exhibition and we
should like to thank them for their collaboration. Our thanks also to Lynda Morris for
the clear and useful introduction and interview which follow.

Norbert Lynton, Director of Exhibitions




INTRODUCTION

Bernd and Hilla Becher have been photographing industrial structures for more than a
decade: blast furnaces, bunkers, silos, cooling towers, gasometers, and pit heads. The
collection began modestly as information for Bernd’s paintings and has grown into a
widely respected archive of industrial architecture.

The quality of their work is exacting in every detail from the angle to photograph, to
the tonality of the final print. This quality leads the viewer to overlook the mechanics of
their work and concentrate on the images themselves. They are not presented as an art-
form but as an exploration of the relationship between function and image. The require-
ments which produced these structures were economics and engineering. The major
qualification was utility. They are the tools of industrialisation, monuments to industry
and the agressive reality of our culture. They served society but men served them. It is
these social implications which emerge from the work. Man makes art, not because he
wants to, but to survive and to improve his world.

The following interview was made in March 1974 but it also refers to ‘earlier conversa-
tions with the artists.

The first question is: why did you decide to concentrate on photography?

It never came to the point of deciding: the photographs simply became more important.
As we became more aware of the subject it became more complex. There is so much
material that it was obviously more interesting than any interpretation we could supply.
We wanted to collect the information in the simplest form, to disregard unimportant
differences and to give a clearer understanding of the structures. We wanted to provide
a viewpoint or rather a grammar for people to understand and compare different
structures. This is often impossible in their natural setting. :

Why do you think that galleries and other artists have been particularly sympathetic to
your work? This is really two questions, your relationship to contemporary art, and the
more important question of value and function which your work raises.

The first part of the question is not really a problem for us. People look and expect to be
informed in galleries, it is the right setting for the work. It is a good function for the
work but it is not the only function. The second part of the question is really more
interesting. We were given the label ‘Anonymous Sculpture’, it is not so important but
perhaps it is worth considering. We are very fortunate that the area in which we work is




very full, we have no problem with material, only a problem of selection. We are
interested in how people see, we do not want them to look with our eyes but for
themselves. Everyone has seen these structures but it is not so easy to know what
changes and what remains the same. It is this kind of information we are trying to
provide.

When the work is shown, you put a series of photographs together. What point are you
attempting to make by these selections?

The groups of photographs are more about similarities than distinctions. The group is
decided by the family to which each image belongs. By looking at the photographs
simultaneously, you store the knowledge of an ideal type, which can be used the next
time. You see the aspects which remain the same so you understand a little more about
the function of the structure. Our selections are obvious but it has taken us many years
to realise they are obvious. When you first see a group of cooling towers there are
perhaps five different ways to form them into relationships: shape, size, materials, date
and area. But as the collection expanded these categories became very crude. Within
each group there are the same distinctions and more. It is not our selection that is
important but what the structures teach us about themselves.

But there is a set of conclusions one can make about the photographs which represent
decisions you have made. They all appear on the same scale, there is little distraction
from surrounding details, the light is always constant and the horizon is nearly always
low.

Yes, there are many points one can make like these but they all represent what we
decided not to put in rather than the points we decided to include. One should think
firstly of photographs and how a camera lens differs from a human eye. A photograph is
still a little like a diagram in terms of the human eye’s knowledge of feel and texture. But
it is sophisticated in terms of focus. A photograph has an all-over focus like a renaissance
portrait. But when you look at something, you look at first one detail and then another
until your memory builds up a complete picture. You never see anything in detail at once
but the camera can do this. So you can see that between the camera and the subject there
is already a complex relationship for us to control.

It is clear that the technical process and the presentation of the work is based on clarity
but there is a further stage in the type of structures and the particular examples which
you choose.

Yes, but this is also a practical point. What we decide to photograph is affected by




certain necessities. Many of these structures are disappearing. All the time they are
being dismantled or rusting and crumbling away. Our main problem is a fight against
time. This is our first priority but there are other points to be considered, to travel to
the areas we want to photograph, and then to find the right examples in a location where
a good photograph is possible. But the main factor is time. We are often tempted to
expand the categories and include more recent structures like pylons, but we must also
remember that we could miss something that will have disappeared for ever.

Do you find that other people want to do something about these problems?

Actually one point we would like to make is that the attitude in Britain is very different
to the attitude in other countries. Britain seems to be more conscious of preserving
examples of these structures and the need to document them. This idea has only
recently developed in Europe but it was already happening when we first came to
Britain. People were immediately sympathetic and did not find our requests curious.
We are not sure of the reason. Perhaps it is because England was the country where the
industrial revolution started, so the structures have been part of your history for a long
time. But it also has to do with the British love of inventors and engineers, people like
Brunel, Stephenson and Watt are heroes, every schoolboy knows their name. It is very
much part of your culture and in other countries they have a different attitude.

In any industrial area there must be different examples from different periods but are
there distinct national and regional styles?

An Italian gasometer does not look Italian and a Chinese blastfurnace does not look
Chinese. The structures do not allow for design in traditional architectural terms. But
there are exceptions like pumping-stations and factories which borrow from domestic
building. They frequently resemble local architecture. Another example is water-
towers. Their functional form is often disguised by historical details. There are no real
national traditions but there are frequent references to different eras and styles. In a
more limited way, pit-head winding gears have elements of decoration but they were
never allowed to disturb the function. This is more obvious on the continent than in
England, particularly in brick and concrete constructions. A regional style gradually
emerges from the conditions and requirements of the region. A similar solution is
needed so characteristics crystalise.

The photographs show clearly the details on the structures, some of which include
intricate craftsmanship. To what extent are the details functional and to what extent are
they decorative?



The structures were built to perform a particular task, there was room for improvement
not for decoration. The iron work details even on the gasometer are not just decorative:
each one has either a strengthening or a protective function. The structures were not
intended to complement their surroundings. They had to obey two rules — to do their
task efficiently and cheaply. It is important to understand this attitude. The buildings
were not intended to be an aspect of the contemporary culture — that has only happened
with the perspective of time. But the structures changed as the engineers found a
stronger or more economic way of performing the same task.

If | understand correctly, one learns through the photographs the principle of the
process each structure performs. And developments represent a new conception of the
essence of that process.

It is not always a simple development and often different conceptions of a process
continue side by side. Gasometers work on two different principles. For one the volume
of the structure must reduce with the volume of the gas inside. The other system has an
internal method of separating the gas from air. They both observe the same rule but in
different ways. With a structure like water towers, there is never a real change because
they rely upon the law of gravity that water flows downhill. They are always elevated
tanks. They change in materials and construction but never in essence.

Finally, when we talked earlier of your problems with time, you mentioned that there
remain many areas which you have not yet covered.

From our point of view it is important to photograph in the United States. And we have
little idea of the situation in communist countries, particularly the developments made
in Eastern Europe.

Lynda Morris
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Winding Tower, Garw Colliery, Pontycwmmer, South Wales



Winding Tower, Park Colliery, Treorchy, South Wales
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Winding Tower, Hannibal Colliery, Bochum, Ruhrdistrict
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Winding Tower, Saint Florent Colliery, Cevennes, France




Silo for Coal, Cocery Big Pit, Blaenavon, South Wales




Silo for Coal, Cocery Bargoed, Bargoed, South Wales




Cooling Tower, Bargoed Power Station, Bargoed, South Wales
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Cooling Tower, Villerupt, Lorraine, France




Cooling Tower, Westfalenhtitte, Dortmund, Ruhrdistrict




Cooling Tower, Concordia Colliery, Oberhausen, Ruhrdistrict




Coal Washing Plant, Tower Colliery, Hirwaun, South Wales



Coal Washing Plant, Ferndale Colliery, Rhondda Valley, South Wales




Gasholder, Chepstow, South Wales




Gasholder, Cwm Colliery, near Tonyrefail, South Wales
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Watertower, near Lens, North France
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Watertower, Wilhelmine Mevissen Colliery, Rheinhausen, Ruhrdistrict



Watertower, Westfalen Colliery, Ahlen, Ruhrdistrict













