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In Deutschland: re-loaded (I). Remembering the birth of a 
photographic revolution at Kicken 
 
A beautiful central perspective divides the street into two 
parts, with cars left and right at the curb before unadorned 
post-war architecture. The scene is deserted and in black and 
white. The photographer and Becher student Thomas Struth, at the 
time young and unknown, presented Düsseldorf’s street scenes in a 
way that was simple, sober, and unpretentious.  

In 1979, Struth’s work, alongside that of other photographers 
from the Becher School and another group associated with Michael 
Schmidt in Berlin, could be seen at the Rheinisches Landesmuseum 
in Bonn, in the exhibition In Deutschland (In Germany) curated by 
Klaus Honnef. With their sheer simplicity, these works signaled 
the start of a photographic revolution. A new documentary style 
had been born, which, in the spirit of Walker Evans, aimed to 
reflect reality without sentimentality while putting forth a 
clear artistic position. What mattered was not the well-composed 
frame, but the meaningful series – one that focused its attention 
on disillusioned, post-war Germany.  

Barren streets, concrete urban buildings, deserted beer halls 

With the exhibition In Deutschland: reloaded (I) Klaus Honnef has 
revived a legendary showcase at Kicken Gallery, in compressed 
form. Legendary because it marked the beginning of the Becher 
School and also the starting point for the careers of now world-
famous photographers, such as Thomas Struth, Candida Höfer, Axel 
Hütte, and Michael Schmidt. In his opening speech, Klaus Honnef 
recalled how the idea for the exhibition quickly got around, and 
of course caught the attention of Bernd Becher, who immediately 
called Honnef to tell him about some students whose work might 
have wide appeal. Then Candida Höfer, Axel Hütte, and Thomas 
Struth arrived with their portfolios and showed him their photo 
series.  

The exhibition in Bonn helped achieve the breakthrough of a genre 
of documentary photography with artistic claim, one that 
continues to resonate today and which was related to important 
developments in America: the work of Walker Evans and Stephen 
Shore. Its roots can also be found in Germany’s New Objectivity 



photographic movement from the 1920s, in the works of Albert 
Renger-Patzsch and August Sander.  

At Kicken, the photographs from that time – all series, shot in 
black and white – seem somewhat nostalgic in their formal 
radicalism. Refreshment kiosks on desolate streets are the stars 
in the series by Tata Ronkholz. Turning his camera to the German 
capital of Bonn, Wilhelm Schürmann does not show the picturesque 
city on the Rhine, but dreary everyday scenes, such as the 
concrete fortress of the Stadthaus municipal building with a 
streetcar passing by. Heinrich Riebesehl’s portraits from 1969, 
shot on a single day in front of an open elevator in a publishing 
house, are quite stunning. They depict a cornucopia of 
characters: handymen, an archivist, a young girl, a shy 
apprentice, company executives – all photographed from the same 
perspective. In Berlin, Michael Schmidt photographed playgrounds 
and various groups of people in both their private and 
professional surroundings; here we see a boy in his messy room 
and also in the sterile corridors of his school.  

And how surprisingly full of people is Candida Höfer’s wonderful 
series depicting Turkish guest workers in their everyday 
environments: at home with the family, at the butcher’s, in front 
of the grocery store, or in the park. We also see stairwells by 
Axel Hütte, otherwise unspectacular passageways that have been 
photographed so that they become graphic forms whose clear lines 
cut through the image. 
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