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We profile German photographer Candida Héfer, who is known for powerful
large-format photographs of public spaces around the world
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Candida Héfer, photographed by Dalra Nam in 2020, at her Cologne home, in front of Stadthalle Miilheim I 2009

Although many might call her an architectural photographer, Candida Hofer’s
speciality is portraiture — but portraits of places rather than people. Her oeuvre,
developed over the last 60 years, is defined by large-format colour images of the
interiors of (semi-)public spaces, ranging from 17th-century baroque churches in
Mexico and Germany to historic theatres in Buenos Aires and Moscow, white-
walled exhibition spaces, libraries, staircases, and more. With a focus on the
aura and personality of such spaces, especially when they are emptied of the
humans for which they were built, Héfer has redefined how architecture is
portrayed in photography.

Hoéfer was born in 1944 in Eberswalde, Germany, a town north-east of Berlin. In
the 1960s, she studied at the Cologne Academy of Fine and Applied Arts and
then worked for newspapers as a portrait photographer. She enrolled at the
Kunstakademie Dusseldorf in 1973, where she studied under Bernd and Hilla
Becher. There she began to take a more conceptual approach to photography,
reflecting the Bechers’ and the Disseldorf School of Photography’s dedication to
the 1920s German tradition of Neue Sachlichkeit (New Obijectivity). Students of
the Bechers learned to use photography as a conceptual tool to produce archives
of places, and today this approach continues to permeate Héfer’s practice — as
well as those of her contemporaries, including Thomas Struth, Andreas Gursky
and Thomas Rulff.




Following the trajectory of her education, Héfer photographed people in early
projects such as Tiirken in Deutschland (Turks in Germany), a series focusing on
migrant families in their new homes. But she quickly realised that humans were
not her primary interest, and from 1979 onwards, her focus shifted towards public
buildings. ‘Il am more interested in functions for the public, rather than private
histories that would make me feel like I'm intruding into people’s lives,’ she wrote
in 2020.

Weidengasse Koln 1V 1978 from the series Tiirken in Deutschland (Turks in Germany)

Hofer is especially interested in public spaces when the public is absent, in the
psychological impact of design, and the contrast between a space’s intended and
actual uses. ‘What people do in spaces does not necessarily conform with what
spaces intend for them,’ she explains. ‘What interests me is less what is
happening in a space at a given moment [and more] what a space does to the
imagination. What does the space intend? What did happen, what could happen
in this space? What memories does the space evoke? How would | feel being in
that space? The projections of those who look at the image fill the absence.’

There is a powerful presence to be found in the absence that Hofer captures. Her
large-scale images render minute details with flawless precision, so a viewer can
easily imagine what it would be like to stand in the depicted spaces. In a work
like Bolshoi Teatr Moskwa 112017, one can envision standing on the stage and
looking out into the audience, or imagine the backs of the historic, ornately
carved wooden chairs. Conversely, in Teatro Degollado Guadalajara 111 2015, the
viewer enters the image from the first balcony level, overlooking the orchestra
level seating and stage design. In her photographs of libraries around the world —
from the Sorbonne in Paris and the Real Gabinete Portugués de Leitura in Rio de
Janeiro to the Beinecke Library in New Haven, Connecticut — viewers can
visualise wandering among towering stacks, pulling rare books and manuscripts,
sitting at desks in richly-decorated halls, standing on balconies lost in thought or
perhaps admiring the striking visuality of organised literature. ‘Libraries are the
embodiment of visual order in a given space,’ Hoéfer points out. ‘At the same time,
libraries offer a variety in colour and light and thoughts of possibilities to learn
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and to know.’ Plus, she adds, ‘I like books.” No matter the subject, Hofer’s
images transport viewers into the space at hand, with the apparent emptiness
opening up the possibility for individual meditations and projections.

Bolshoi Teatr Moskwa 11 2017

The meditative quality we experience when viewing Hofer’s work is reflected in
her creative process, too. Since the 1970s, she has approached every space in
the same way: with one assistant, a large-format camera, and nothing more — not
even lighting equipment. Rather, she relies on the light in any given space, be it
artificial, natural, or a combination thereof. The use of the light inherent to a
space conveys its true character, just like a visitor might experience it, rather
than an ambiance created via an artificial intervention. Héfer is opposed to
architectural photography ‘that [visualises] architectural problem-solving or
attempts to do so’. She prefers to ‘see the space as it is and [for] what it does,
and less how it has become a constructed space’.

In two upcoming exhibitions — one at the Museum flr Fotografie in Berlin and
another at the Kunstmuseum Liechtenstein — Hofer’s work will be paired with
works from the institutions’ collections. In both cases, the idea for such a pairing
came from the museums, but for Hoéfer it was an intriguing opportunity. ‘It’s an
engaging supplement to the solo show and group show, and it invites discoveries
for all involved,” she says.

Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library New Haven CT | 2002
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In Berlin, the artistic integrity of her work will be underlined by pairings with more
traditional architectural photography; in many cases, the names of the
photographs’ creators remain unknown, and the images were made in service of
architects and art historians rather than according to an individual’s vision.

Although Hofer returns to certain types of spaces time and again, selecting new
subjects is a matter of chance. The process, she explains, ‘is a bit like meeting
people and developing an interest in them; you cannot say, “l only want to meet
people | have an interest in”. You meet, you see, and it clicks.” The common
thread running throughout her practice is undoubtedly public spaces, largely due
to their link with ‘what society offers as social infrastructures, what political
systems seek to communicate to their subjects, and what is perceived as form,
as style, by political systems and their societies at a given time’. But ultimately,
what guides her is instinct. ‘Looking backwards, | go forward,” she concludes.
‘Maybe, subconsciously, there is something guiding me. But then again, this is
what it is: subconscious.’
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Neues Museum Berlin XL 2009

475 TENTH AVE NEW YORK NY 10018 T 212.239.1181 SKNY.COM



