Stately Interiors
Candida Hofers renowned interior studies of great buildings, from which human beings are
oddly yet evocatively absent. Draw heavily on her earlier portraits of people, writes Davina Lee
WITH A CAREER SPANNING MORE THAN 30 YEARS, photographer Candida Höfer has become
highly influential in the world of contemporary art, as have her former teachers, Bernd and
Hilla Becher, and fellow students Andreas Gursky, Thomas Ruff, Thomas Struth and Axel Hutte.
The Cologne-based artist's photographs have been the subject of solo shows in public and
commercial galleries and can be found in the collections of major museums in Europe and the
US. While exhibitions of her work in Asia have been relatively few and confined mainly to
museums in Seoul and Tokyo, a solo exhibition of Höfer's work will run from late May until
early July at Ben Brown Fine Arts in Hong Kong. In the meantime, two of her distinctive largeformat colour photographs, each more than two metres long, grace the walls at Sevva in the
Prince's Building.
Höfer's photographs of interiors reverberate with the formality, opulence and sense of
hierarchy that their original owners and architects set out to create. Intended by the architects
and their masters to instill a sense of awe within the visitor, these libraries, museums,
churches, theatres and palaces are both inspirational and intimidating, the repositories of
Western high culture in all its forms: art, literature, music and theatre, and the locations of
power and privilege. The titles of her photographs consist simply of the name of the building,
its location and the year in which the photograph was taken, requiring the viewer to focus full
attention on the visual without the assistance (or perhaps hindrance) of the verbal.
In Höfer's photographs, the interiors are elegantly and meticulously presented, empty of the
people that they are intended to serve, placing emphasis on architectural symmetry and
repetition. This focuses attention on the irregularities: one's eye is instinctively drawn to seek
out the things that disrupt the symmetry. In Biblioteca Marucelliana Firenza I 2008, the viewer
takes in the rich mahogany tones of the floor and furniture, intensified by the soft pools of
light falling from hooded desk lamps, and the symmetrical arrangement of desks and
bookcases along a central axis. However, after drawing the eye towards the centre of the
photograph, enticing details begin to emerge of things that arc out of place: the misaligned
chair, the hands on a clock face frozen at 10 past 12, a crooked row of reading lamps.
To those familiar with her formal interiors, Höfer's Turken in Deutschland series (also referred
to as the Gastarbeiter series) depicting migrant workers who came to Germany in the 1960s
and 1970s may come as something of a surprise. Taken using black and white as well as colour
film, the photographs are intimate portraits of people at home, with friends, running their
businesses or going about their everyday lives; the very antithesis of the works for which she is
best known. As a young photographer, Höfer was curious to find out more about these new
arrivals from Turkey whose habits, customs and aesthetics changed the landscape around her.
The photographs show families posing patiently at their dining tables or in their living rooms
surrounded by mementos of home, or friends pausing from their conversations, regarding the
artist with friendly curiosity. Of that formative period in her photographic career Höfer
remarks, "At that time I had noticed changes in my environment: streets had new types of
shops. In the parks people were sitting under trees in large groups, something Germans rarely
did then. New types of pubs appeared. I wanted to explore these changes and learn more
about the people who brought them.”
This curiosity gave rise to a series of candid portraits taken within people's homes, workplaces
and social clubs. Höfer recalls the project with affection, her interest and respect for the
people within her photographs reciprocated by way of the access they granted her to their
homes and gathering places. Despite the striking contrasts between these intimate studies of
guest workers and her later work, Höfer credits the Gastarbeiter project for inspiring a line of
enquiry that would lead to the large-format colour photographs that now reside in museums
and private collections. In the way in which the family homes, workplaces and clubs were

