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I 

"Bergwerke und Hütten von Bernd und Hilla Becher" is Josef Albers Museum Quadrat's contribution to the 
European Capital of Culture Ruhr.2010 program. The exhibition on the "Coal mines and steel mills in the 
oeuvre of Bernd and Hilla Becher" is the first to focus exclusively on the artists' so-called genre of industrial 
landscapes, where they did not seek to depict individual architectural objects, and instead tried to contextualize 
heavy industrial plant in its urban and rural environment. The exhibition "Bergwerke und Hütten" centers on 
such production plant, whereby the photos concentrate on the Ruhr region. The coal mines and iron foundries 
of the Ruhr region were a key theme in the couple's work as of the early 1960s; indeed, they thoroughly 
explored the region for such plants, even producing detailed presentations of entire complexes, such as Zeche 
Hannover in Bochum, Zollern II in Dortmund or Zeche Concordia and Gutehoffnungshütte in Oberhausen. 
The photos taken in the Ruhr region are complemented by pictures from the Siegerland region, Great Britain, 
France and the United States in a way that, in line with the artists' wishes, enables visitors, in comparing, to 
discover a language of industrial architecture that has evolved independently of regional and national borders 
over the course of a century. 
For the Josef Albers Museum, the "Bergwerke und Hütten" exhibition also signifies the continuation of a regular 
exploration of photographic works of art that develop their artistic position from a documentary approach. It is 
a notion of photography that we can observe as a distinct line starting with the very beginnings of the medium 
in the mid-19th century and that has since then essentially remained unchanged in its aesthetic core. In 
particular, this stance conveys a confidence in the expressive power of the visible reality and its phenomena. 
This confidence recognizes in things a beauty and an expression, to which a portrayal as precise and true as 
possible in a photograph does justice best. The artist chooses not to form a personal signature and his 
preferences disappear behind the things. This notion of photography barely oversteps the borders of real facts 
and conditions, which is why, in its case, the "precise expression becomes the beautiful expression."1 This is 
how Hilla Becher also expressed the essence of their joint aesthetics: "Why should I transfer my moods or 
feelings onto something that can speak for itself?"2 The couple's understanding of images links the Bechers not 
only to a whole series of contemporary photographers, specifically in Germany and the United States, but also 
in particular the forefathers of an artistic form of documentary-style photography in the 20th century: Eugène 
Atget, August Sander and Walker Evans. "When a photographic form survives, then it is objective 
photography," as the two once again concisely summed up their creed a few years ago.3 
 

When Bernd and Hilla Becher started working in the Ruhr region, it was still a vibrant and, in terms of density, 
unique heartland of the coal and steel-producing industry. Initially both artists were fascinated by industrial 
complexes, whose diverse forms and production rhythm emphatically defined the landscape and the lives of the 
people living there, deep down into the earth and the unconscious layers of psychological experience. Even 
though the Bechers considerably expanded their geographical horizons in their work in the years that followed, 
they always came back to the Ruhr. The region became one of the primary fields of their work - also because 
of its spatial proximity to their home in Düsseldorf. As time went on, the focus of their interest shifted. It was 
no longer the formal power of individual objects alone that determined their perspective, but rather they also 
increasingly sought to photograph facilities such as these, which were to be closed owing to poor profitability, 
before they were demolished (which sometimes immediately followed their closure) in order to keep them in 
our memory. Today, we can safely say that Bernd and Hilla Becher contributed to a shift in the perception of 
the Ruhr region by way of their emphatic interest in the technically-defined architecture of the coal mining and 
iron works industries, specifically, that these buildings were not simply artifacts in their own right, but also 
testimony to the biographies of many generations of people. They argued that such buildings should not simply 
be quietly torn down, even if the facilities had seemingly outlived thein economic usefulness. Bernd and Hilla 
Becher's work significantly paved the way for an understanding of the status the industrial architecture in the 
Ruhr region has as monuments. One prime example of this influence was the fact that around 1970 the 
machine hall at Zeche Zollern II colliery in Dortmund was saved from demolition. 
 
Especially for Bernd Becher, who was born and grew up in the Siegerland region, one of Germany's oldest coal 
mining and iron smelting regions, the direct interaction between the space in which people lived and the world 



of industry was one of his earliest memories. Many of his family members had worked in the mines and 
smelting plants, and from his grandparents' house in Siegen, where he grew up, he could see Hainer Hütte 
works, which was located in the center of the city and was his daily playground. These memories of a 
childhood in the middle of an industrial district – and the memories not only included mental images, but also 
the sounds and the unmistakable smell and taste of soot - strongly influenced him and he set out to lend them 
artistic form. The dismantling of the Grube Eisenhardter Tiefbau mine in 1957 was a key moment for him, for 
there he was witness to the irreversible demolition of a centuries-old cultural tradition: "... the heart of the 
region disappeared."4 He wanted to preserve its memory in pictures. Yet the demolition work advanced so 
quickly that he could not keep up by drawing it. So he started working with a camera and immediately grasped 
the aesthetic appeal of black and white photography. 
He encountered afresh a reality comparable to that of the Siegerland region in the dense scenery of the Ruhr. 
Thus for him, a personal artistic idea merged here with the special energy driving the region. Hilla Becher felt a 
similar attraction during her first encounters with the Ruhr region. "When I came to Düsseldorf in the 1950s, I 
was very impressed by the Ruhr. Back then, the Ruhr region was still very much alive. It was full of smelting 
plants, iron works and coal mines, and I was always very excited when I looked out the window on the train 
and saw these peculiar creatures."5 Thus it seemed only natural that the couple continue thein joint 
photographic work, which had begun in the Siegerland region, in the Ruhr. 
 
II 

Initially, Bernd and Hilla Becher were driven by their fascination of the exceptional shape of the industrial 
objects and buildings. Their historiographical approach, their efforts to preserve these forms, which were 
disappearing in reality, for the collective memory, did not appear until later. The artists directly responded to 
"strong" forms such as those offered above all by heavy industry. They wanted to lend them a voice, wanted to 

show their compact might in as true a light as possible, to enable them to live on in images. As such, traditional 
aesthetic considerations, such as a composed image syntax, take a back seat. "The photo only replaces the 
object; it is unusable as a picture in the conventional sense."6 Blast furnaces, hot-blast stoves, winding towers, 
coal bunkers, gas tanks, grain silos and lime kilns, to name but a few: All of them express a formal idea that no 
longer comes from the traditional perception of design and a free architecture, but stems from technical and 
economic considerations alone. When the Bechers discovered these objects and their peculiar appeal and 
started photographing them, they felt they were on the tracks of something new and unique, something that 
had hitherto been overlooked. The work they produced in the first few years has a certain aura about it: the 
magic of a first encounter. The technical requirements determine the form of the things; they appear to find 
direct expression in their ramifications. A singular aesthetic emerges from the equipment. At the same time, 
economic considerations prohibit all decoration. Only at the edges, where the architects of these structures 
thought the plain technical necessities too crude, are there sometimes decorative forms, for example the roofs 
on certain winding towers in France that are reminiscent of pagodas. 
Bernd and Hilla Becher's documentary work is not just an inventory of various objects, but as such it is 
simultaneously a tribute to the engineers and architects, who have generally remained unknown, who designed 
them. Like Eugène Atget, who produced compendia of handcrafted objects - forged railings or emblems for 
cafés and stores - and like Walker Evans, who documented Victorian houses and the churches of black 
communities in the American South, the Bechers also collected the traces of an anonymous, unconscious style 
that evolved in the shadow of established cultural ideas. It is a style whose signature evolves primarily from 
conventional manual principles - a style whose creators consider themselves elements of a tradition, hardly 
authors of an individual signature. When, around 1969, the artists introduced the term 'anonymous sculptures' 
for their objects7, they also alluded to this fertile potential of an anonymous aesthetic of functional buildings, 
which is hardly aware of its artistic status. Bernd and Hilla Becher saw their photographic work as similarly 
"anonymous". They were interested in attention to detail, technical precision, letting the objects speak for 
themselves, making their structural principle visible. 
Looking at these stringently composed photographs, observers are at the same time repeatedly moved by the 
formal "surfeit" of objects. Their extended formations frequently appear not simply to be functional, but at the 
same time to obey an irrational impulse that dictates their movements. The sober intelligence of the structures 
morphs into bizarrely outstretching forms, which take on a life of their own that seems alien to us. Although 
these are buildings built for a commercial purpose, they convey the impression that they have an artistic nature. 
To describe the tension between economic objectivity and an unbridled form, Bernd Becher used the term 
"Calvinist Baroque."8 Looking at the photographs, it sometimes seems that we encounter in the objects 
individuals with their own character. Indeed, the Bechers' art demonstrates a stronger interest in this strange 
life of inanimate objects than in the presence of people, with their variable identities. 
Although geared towards the accuracy of the portrayal, the precise sections of the pictures, in which the 
objects are dominantly positioned, also emphasize this aspect of alien-ness. It is precisely in the apparent 
familiarity of these things, which we have seen many times before and which seems to have been photographed 
in a straightforward way, that a certain subtleness emerges. The object, presented without any frills, assumes a 
special presence owing precisely to its isolation. The extremely restrained notion of composition that 
produced these pictures requires explanation. Is there a composition at all? Hilla Becher noted on this point: "It 
appears as though the issue of the image detail does not exist, but it does of course."9 As a rule, the object 



appears in the center of the picture. At its edges - left and right, top and bottom - we see fragments of its 
environment. The horizon line is also standardized: it never rises above a quarter of the height of the object, so 
that it does not diminish its impact. The Bechers generally took their photographs in the spring or fall, when 
trees and bushes were bare, so that they did not cover any part of the objects. This manner of isolating and 
emphasizing the objects hardly reveals an artistic authorship. 
The mood of the light, which is also standardized in all pictures, likewise emphasizes this impression. The 
Bechers generally took their photos when it was cloudy, so that the light appeared diffuse and no shadows 
were cast on the objects that would conjure up their own reality. Light as a conveyor of meaning in its own 
right took a back seat in order to amplify the simple sound of the objects and their language. This is the root of 
the quiet majesty in which we experience them. Because the use of the camera is standardized, it draws no 
attention to itself. Thus the artists retreat behind the things they are interested in. We could call this a 
"transparent" authorship: The artists show us the objects as clearly as possible, and their touch leaves behind 
only the slightest, barely noticeable trace. 
 
Bernd and Hilla Becher worked with these photographs. Having produced the individual photos, they 
continually observed them, i. e., they compared them with others and compiled groups of similar pictures. As 
there were so many photographs of industrial objects, the question soon arose as to whether they did not 
require some sort of classification system. And so they conceived the following plan: A stringent classification in 
which every photograph has its place could transform the photographic work into a comprehensive 
documentation of heavy industry and its forms. It would also enable observers to identify a historical 
evolutionary logic of individual elements such as winding towers, cooling towers or hot-blast stoves. The 
ordering principle was based on comparison. Basic forms of types of building and object emerged, which were 
varied at different locations. Subcategories were derived from the basic forms which in turn also displayed 
differences. It stands to reason that the artists referred to 19th-century morphological systems that rest on a 
comparative observation of natural forms as a model for their work. 
The artistic form that structured these efforts was typology: nine, twelve or fifteen objects of one type were 
arranged into groups. This classification highlighted both their individuality and the characteristics they shared, 
which linked them to other examples. This method revealed the differences between the objects and thus to 
what extent they deviated from a typical form which linked them all. Yet a single function expressed itself in 
multiple forms. The more similar the individual photos in a group appeared, the more convincing the whole 
typology seemed.  
The compilation of the typologies was no mechanical act; it cannot be based on an objective standard. Rather, 
it was directed by artistic imagination. Bernd and Hilla Becher did not simply want to document everything that 
was there in a neutral way, but rather they selected what they considered to be important and particularly 
worth remembering. They were interested in special and extraordinary qualities in typical things. They were 
also interested in the overall sound of a typological group. They thought the formal correspondences that 
developed between the individual objects should be evident horizontally, vertically and also diagonally. This 
produces an unmistakable motion, a reserved overall harmony that encompasses all the elements. A specific 
mindset, the spirit of industrial energy at a particular time and place, assumes tangible form in this harmonious 
sound of forms - behind which the object and its special qualities retreat. 
 
III 

In addition to individual objects, from the very beginning, as early as the 1950s, Bernd and Hilla Becher also 
photographed whole complexes embedded in the landscape. At first glance, these industrial landscapes do not 
appear to coincide with the familiar image of their work, as here the photographers go beyond the strict 
depiction limited to the individual object. In contrast, these are clearly descriptive and narrative moments, as 
they not only show the industrial complexes, but also the environment of the functional buildings. In this way, 
the pictures also reveal social and historical aspects. In terms of the complexes themselves, the geology, 
economy and technology are the mutually dependent components here. The rural or urban environment is 
always reflected in whatever concrete form an industrial complex takes. The industrial landscapes show the 
facilities as complex formations consisting of various interlocking functional units. Some of them have evolved 
into city-like conglomerates that are closed off to the world and, like creatures that obey their own laws, 
sprawl out into the environment. Then there are the various regional or national mentalities. In Great Britain, 
the winding towers are expressly functional in their architecture; whittled down to the technical essentials. The 
complexes in Germany however also often make use of an historicist formal idiom - the so-called Malakow 
towers often found in the Ruhr region are an example of this. From the 1920s onwards, the equipment was 
frequently surrounded by compact structures, thanks to the objective spirit of the Modern Age. In France and 
Belgium, forms were oriented more on classic architectural concepts; an approach that favored decorative 
elements manifested itself here. 
The industrial landscapes follow their own visual aesthetic, which sets them apart from the photographs of the 
individual objects. "In terms of the landscapes, we only photographed motifs that also produced a good picture. 
We certainly didn't take a purely documentary approach … The landscapes are compositions more than 
anything else. With the individual objects, there are precise criteria that enable us to correctly reproduce the 
form. The landscapes, however, resemble a piece cut out of a strip of wallpaper that has to be composed, even 



after taking the shot when we enlarge it. Several sections are perfectly conceivable."10 There is an aura of 
silence and their own poetry about these pictures, which is also evident in the photographers' recollection of 
the Welsh valleys in the 1960s, when the coal mines were still "strung together like pearls."11 The 
photographers chose a location in the distance at a fair height, overlooking large swathes of land with industrial 
complexes and their environments, so that the actual industrial activity was hardly perceptible. What they were 
interested in was the harmony of forms of industry and those of life - there are multiple kitchen gardens and 
fields next to the houses. With this great breath, the pictures share the same spirit as the old landscape 
paintings and their perception of nature, which is captured as a detail and construed within it as a unit. Even 
though the Bechers stated that they followed the principle of composition, in line with their overall visual 
understanding they still avoided any overly clear authorial statement. Their industrial landscapes emerged from 
a spirit of reservation that aims to avoid personal traits. It almost seems as though these pictures do not have 
an author, as though the landscape opens up to us of its own accord. 
In 1986 Bernd and Hilla Becher traveled to Bethlehem in Pennsylvania. The place interested them not only 
because it was the home of the great Bethlehem Steel industrial complex, but also because Walker Evans had 
taken photographs there in 1935. In honor of their fellow photographer, the Bechers photographed the steel 
works from the same local cemetery that Evans had chosen as the location for several of his pictures. Indeed, 
they appear to have repeated a photo by Evans which shows, one behind the other, the cemetery in the 
foreground, then a row of houses and then the steel plant. However, next to the obvious similarity, the 
Bechers' photograph also clearly reveals their particular understanding of images. Both photographs are 
characterized by a frontal perspective and even sharpness of the things depicted - attesting to the inner 
distance taken by the photographer, who relied on the objects' own power of speech (ills. 1 and 2). However, 
Evans positioned his camera in the cemetery proper; he stood between the graves and headstones. A light 
stone cross in the foreground thus becomes the focus of the picture, corresponding with them chimneys in the 
background so that the image planes are brought together. Evans' gaze rests in the middle of the objects. The 
many things surrounding it give an impression of crowdedness. They come close to the camera lens. The 
chimneys almost reach the top edge of the photo and at the sides the edges slice through the building façades. 
Because the objects are so close to the edges, it seems they have been deliberately cropped. Despite the 
photographer's fundamental neutrality, the photo is a forced composition. Another photo that Evans took in 
Bethlehem at this time (ill. 3) also demonstrates this approach. In contrast, the Bechers' photo is marked by 
a quieter breath. They selected a distant and raised location that gave the impression of a panorama. The light 
stone cross has moved back into the distance, and appears as a gravestone among many. Glancing over the 
picture, we recognize the clear gradation of the planes of the image (the cemetery, the houses and the steel 
plant) and the vast horizon that rises up over the whole. The perspective that opens up here has a certain 
natural quality; the selected detail seems to have been provided by nature. The compositional achievement of 
the photographers, who selected this image detail, remains almost invisible. They invite observers to develop 
their perspective within this empty space, to read the picture and form their own 
focal points. 
 
The Bechers' restrained compositional strategy essentially characterizes all their landscapes, including in the 
Ruhr region. In their archive, the Ruhr is accorded great importance as a strongly condensed conglomerate of 
heavy industry complexes. The architectural language of the coal mines and steel works so important for the 
region's history is portrayed in their photographic documentation as being universally valid. The buildings and 
objects provide important information on the geographical location of each facility as well as indications as to 
the depth of the coal, for example. The surroundings and the houses tell a great deal about the lives of the 
people who live there. An account of the historical development of the coal mining industry even emerges 
when we look through the photographs. It all started with coal digging in the south of the region, which then 
slowly advanced northwards, where the coal seams got increasingly deeper and digging became more 
complicated. The deeper the seams went, the larger the plants above ground got. The population also grew 
disproportionately quickly here. A unique form of settlement evolved when laborers were recruited from the 
surrounding rural areas, who farmed small plots of land next to their homes. The tailings piles also shape the 
landscape. The structure they formed has become so rooted in the consciousness of the inhabitants that great 
efforts are made to preserve them to this day. 
 
"If you travel ... through the Ruhr region, you will see a picture of overlapping forms, of a chaos of settlements 
and technical equipment. Steam, smoke and fire create singular forms that cover us up and shroud the 
others."12 This is how Bernd and Hilla Becher described their impressions when they first started 
photographing in the Ruhr. Their work consisted above all in clarifying this fogginess by means of pictures and 
in so doing also conveying to those who lived here, and whose lives were completely bound up with the 
operations of the plants, a notion of their existence. The extraordinary element of this mode of living and 
working was for them the natural element. Now, this becomes clear in its historical dimensions in the Bechers' 
photographs. 
Documentary-style photography has always taken an interest in that which a later era would consider its past. 
We can say that this is what it is really interested in. The impact of the pictures Atget and Evans took, for 
example, stems among other things from the fact that looking at them even today, we still think we get a sense 



of  'That's how it was.' Their pictures lead us both to places of high culture and to those that had previously 
hardly seemed worth photographing, in order to distill a cultural heart out of all this. However, this 
historiographical interest only finds stable ground on the basis of an independent, artistic visual language. It is 
this language that guarantees the survival of the image, even when that which it depicts has long since lost 
interest for us or even no longer exists. This perspective 
of the spirit of an age, of that which determines its essence, also characterizes Bernd and Hilla Becher's work. 
"The primary goal of our work is to prove that the forms of our age are the technical forms, even though they 
were not created for the sake of form. Just as Medieval thinking manifested itself in Gothic cathedrals, our era 
reveals itself in technological equipment and buildings."13 
The Bechers' artistic position is characterized by a look back, one which no-one else risked in the 1960s, when 
they unlocked the Ruhr region. While the zeitgeist was fixed on the future and did not want to read the writing 
on the wall, they sensed in the present - in the smoking chimneys and ceaselessly working winding towers - the 
imminent end. Their pictures have an unmistakable mood. There is no evidence of the grime and noise that 
constantly enveloped the facilities. The coal mines and iron works of the Ruhr region are depicted as silent 
monuments to an epoch which is definitively at an end, whose reality however, although invisible, lingers on in 
the depths of the people's consciousness and still shapes the region's character. Today, their photographs 
constitute an enormous historical document that will preserve a lost industrial and architectural culture for 
posterity. 
 
Jeff Rosenheim reported that in February 1935, Walker Evans photographed a row of small slave houses on 
Hermitage Plantation in Savannah, Georgia (ill. 4). Within a year, these little brick buildings had disappeared, 
and all that was left was the row of oak trees visible in the background of the photograph. By this time, Henry 
Ford had bought the plantation, and had the houses torn down immediately. He wanted to use the rare bricks, 
called Savannah gray, which the slaves had made themselves, for his own new house, which he had built 20 
miles away. He left two of the buildings intact however, to exhibit them in Dearborn, Michigan, where they are 
still on display at the Henry Ford Museum.14 Rosenheim concluded his report thus: "This is the paradoxical 
essence of the photograph: What starts as an image of survival, soon becomes its opposite; an image of loss." 
Bernd and Hilla Becher's work also displays something of this spirit. 
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