
1	 In fact, the only source I could find which considers the two in tandem 
is Höfer’s self-curated exhibition catalogue for Candida Höfer Projects: 
Done (Cologne: Walther König, 2009). The majority of catalogues 
published on Höfer’s work, including those mentioned throughout this 
paper, consider only her later works. They group these images across 
the thirty-year period which they span, sometimes without regard to 
content or date, and always distinctly separate from her Turkish studies. 

2	 For mention of the continuity Höfer sees in her body of work, see the 
interview of the photographer by Herbert Burkert: Herbert Burkert 

and Candida Höfer, “On Projects: A Brief Conversation,” in Candida 
Höfer Projects: Done (see note 1), 174-175.

3	 Two leading scholars, for example, look at Höfer’s work this way in Marc 
Freidus, “Typologies,” in Typologies: Nine Contemporary Photogra-
phers, ed. Sue Henger, exh. cat.  (New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 20-21; and 
Stefan Gronert, “Photographic Emancipation,” in The Düsseldorf School 
of Photography, ed. Denise Wolff (New York: Aperture, 2009), 27-28. 

4	 Candida Höfer Projects: Done.

An Ethnography of Institutional Culture in the Photography
of Candida Höfer

Chelsea Rinehart

In her serial images of the vacant interior spaces of public 
cultural institutions, German contemporary photographer, 
Candida Höfer, combines an after-hours emptiness with 
complicated vantage points and extended exposure times 
to create singular images of museums and libraries that are 
distinct from the experiences of the staff and visitors who 
frequent these spaces. In imitation of the original perspec-
tives Höfer’s images inspire and the methods they employ 
to that end, this paper argues for a new contextualization 
of the visual experience and a reevaluation of the scholarly 
significance of Höfer’s work. In doing so, this paper will 
critique two common oversights in current scholarship that 
have thus far prevented a fuller understanding of Höfer’s 
significance both art historically and museologically. First, 
this paper will argue against the frequent isolation, in both 
scholarship and exhibitions, of Höfer’s institutional images 
from her early studies of Germany’s Turkish immigrants. 
Second, this paper will address the benefits and shortcomings 
of the trend in exhibitions and studies of Höfer’s work to 
organize her institutional photographs into geographic series 
and strict formal typographies. As an addition to these trends 
in existing literature and an alternative to their methods, this 
paper argues for an inclusive approach to organizing and 
understanding Höfer’s art that unites the photographer’s 
entire oeuvre by recognizing her continuous concern with the 
presentation and representation of culture in the institutions 
she photographs, as well as in her own work. On the basis 
of this new analysis, this paper will suggest an interpreta-
tion of Höfer’s institutional images not in the structure of 
formal typologies but in thematic typologies that define an 
ethnography of institutional culture.

Much of the scholarship surrounding Höfer tends to di-
vide her oeuvre into early (pre-1990) and later (1990-2010) 
works based on a change in subject matter when the photog-
rapher shifted her lens from the recognizably ethnographic 
study of the houses, businesses, and families of Turkish guest 

workers in Germany to the more typographically understood 
and significantly unpeopled spaces of museums, libraries, 
and historic palaces. Yet, this change itself is rarely, if ever, 
directly addressed.1 While a binary shift is understood in most 
scholarly approaches to Höfer’s subject matter—approaches 
that rarely attempt to address both periods in one article, 
catalogue, or show—a contrasting continuity is clear in the 
photographer’s understanding of her own work.2  Indeed, 
there are important themes and formal decisions that per-
meate Höfer’s entire body of work. While severance of this 
underlying thread of continuity has lead many scholars to 
an inordinate reliance on analyzing the architectural rather 
than cultural motifs of Höfer’s later works, recognition of the 
photographer’s continuous thematic concern with culture in 
each stage of her photography can foster a more complete 
view of her intentions and their scholarly significance.3  

The exhibition catalogue for Projects: Done—printed 
for a show that was co-curated by the photographer—dem-
onstrates the importance and fruitful interpretive results of 
viewing Höfer’s body of work as a whole in determining a 
responsible scholarly approach to understanding her oeuvre. 
Höfer instructs her reader to view this catalogue as if it were 
a gallery show. In the catalogue, photographs and slides span-
ning the photographer’s entire body of work are presented 
not in formally defined series, but in a roughly chronological 
and thematic order so that a recurrent thematic content, 
and not merely formal architectural space, is emphasized 
throughout the exhibition.4 For example, a late 1970s series 
focusing on Turkish guest workers in their homes and places 
of business is grouped by setting so that images of grocery 
stores (as exemplified by Figure 1) appear alongside other 
thematically similar photographs. These images are con-
nected to her late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century 
images of unpeopled institutional space through a transitional 
period of similar photographs in the late 1970s and 1980s. 
In this second portion of her exhibition, figures are a fading 
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rarity, and titles of works such as Roof or Step, progressively 
give way to names that more descriptively focus on the 
physical and temporal spaces that will come to dominate 
Höfer’s later images and their titles.5 

In the example of this late ’70s photograph, entitled 
Köln 1974 Vals les Bains 1980, one can witness the move 
towards typographic titles among images that maintain the 
same thematic concerns present in Höfer’s earlier Turkish 
series (Figure 2).6  This and other images in this transitional 
period borrow from imagery and motifs such as shop win-
dows and dining rooms. Such scenes are prevalent in the 
photographer’s 1970s Turkish studies and reflect an equally 
cultural focus even when figures are eliminated from their 
space.7 The focus on cultural identity established in the Turk-
ish studies carries throughout Höfer’s photography of the 
1980s in recurring images of iconic German subjects such as 
beer halls, wurst stands, Fanta bottles, and Aldi storefronts. 
These cultural undercurrents are brought to the fore again in 
Höfer’s institutional studies from the 1990s to the present. 

These images of the institutional spaces of museums and 
library reading rooms have traditionally been grouped in 
exhibitions and publications typographically according either 
to their geographic location or formal architectural details. 
Occasionally, as in the number of geographically grouped 
shows, the scholarship surrounding these organizational 
methods recognizes the photographer’s concern with the 
culture of such spaces.8 More often, however, mention of 
these cultural details takes the form of color commentary in 
a more academic analysis of their formal characteristics. Fur-
thermore, the more subtle culture of the institution in these 
images is almost entirely overlooked. Even in the catalogue 
for the exhibition Architecture of Absence, one of the few 
and most accurate instances of scholarly reflection on the 
cultural focus of Höfer’s institutional photographs, works are, 
nevertheless, grouped primarily according to their portrayal 
of architectural details such as arched ceilings.9

Similarly, in the catalogue for the show Dublin, Karen 
Sweeny refers to but fails to examine Höfer’s self-expressed 
status as “cultural anthropologist,” instead focusing on the 
architecture in Höfer’s images and stating, “it is formal rather 
than social concerns that drive her practice.”10 Outside of 
architectural cues or typologies of very obvious details, for 
example, the chair placement in museum conference rooms, 

such authorship rarely directs organizational methods and 
critical consideration toward how activity is coordinated and 
how culture is presented within Höfer’s spaces. Purpose and 
presentation, however, are integral to Höfer’s institutional 
images and their significance. Indeed, they describe their 
own culture—a culture which deserves to be the central 
topic of an original study as thematically organized and 
ethnographically concerned as those studies surrounding 
Höfer’s Turkish series. The work of one forerunner in the 
ethnography of the museum, Sharon Macdonald, can pro-
vide a useful framework for implementing and assessing this 
new methodology.

In her article, “Ethnography in the Science Museum, 
London,” Sharon Macdonald describes her ethnography of 
institutional space as the scientific and objective study of a 
single museum culture by an outsider (herself) through ques-
tions designed to elicit the genuine nature (and, if possible, 
the causes) of the actions and decisions behind the museum 
staff’s approach to a particular exhibition.11 Like Macdonald, 
Höfer is an outsider in her museums and libraries. She is 
examining her subject from a unique point of view, which, 
like Macdonald’s, is different not only from that of a museum 
visitor but also a museum staff member. 

As an outsider, her view of a space is inherently different 
from that of a curator or security guard who views a gallery 
with familiarity and as a workspace. This distinct point of view 
is emphasized in images like Bibliothèque Nationale France 
Paris XXIX 1998, where the appearance of a plant on a library 
worker’s desk appears mundane to the average visitor or to 
the employee who sees it every day, but can be seen as quite 
unique in comparison to Höfer’s many other views of more 
regimented, and spare, library settings (Figure 3). In looking 
at this image in a more topical typographic setting with the 
sort of ethnographic approach proposed by Macdonald, 
the motivations behind the arrangement of these separate 
spaces and those details which define the institution and its 
personnel are as much a factor for scholarly consideration 
as the formal aspects of their architecture. This question, 
which is central to Macdonald’s approach and her goals, 
arises throughout Höfer’s work.

Macdonald’s and the photographer’s shared approach 
is further emphasized in images like Musée du Louvre Paris 
II 2005. This photograph of the normally crowded Louvre 
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12	 Kynaston McShine, “Candida Höfer,” in The Museum as Muse, exh. 
cat. (New York: Abrams, 1999), 120.

hall that houses Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa reveals the 
impossible emptiness of Höfer’s photographed space (Figure 
4). Clearly, her images are taken at a time when her subjects 
are almost completely unavailable to visitors. This creates an 
element of inaccessibility further emphasized by the great 
length of her exposure time. It would be virtually impossible 
for a visitor or even a staff member to stand alone in this hall 
in broad daylight for such a time; but what many scholars 
overlook in consideration of such long and empty moments 
is that the complete omission of persons from these images is 
as much a commentary on the striking absence of museum 
visitors as it is on the often unrecognized absence of museum 
personnel. An examination of the way Höfer points to the 
absence of staff in these spaces lays the groundwork for 
recognizing an institutional culture in her images.

The pieces of this institutional culture are especially clear 
when one recognizes the sheer number of images where the 
hand of otherwise invisible museum and library staff can be 
seen through the interruption of a barrier rope, the glare of a 
gallery bonnet, or the representation of rarely seen museum 
storage and workspaces. Often designed to go unobserved, 
such interior details structure the visitor’s and the viewer’s 
experience of both the architecture and the objects in a 
space and provide striking interruptions in Höfer’s otherwise 
clear, unpopulated interiors. It is for these effects and for 
their prominence in Höfer’s images and process that these 
aspects of museum display deserve analysis and recognition.

In Figure 5, which depicts the Goethe- und Schiller-
Archiv in Weimar, vitrines reflect Höfer’s trademark white 
light in a manner that obscures or distorts their contents and 
both distracts from and adds new meaning to their serene 
architectural surroundings. Similarly, the deep red of the sag-
ging velvet barrier ropes in the Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana 
Venezia and at Dublin’s Trinity College Library interrupts the 
bleached colors and clean linearity which is integral to the 
otherwise classical architectural and design style of these 
spaces (Figures 6-7). Clearly, the focus of such interiors is not 
the cultural artifacts which, in museum views such as Museo 
Civico Vicenza II 1988, are reduced to simplified, blurred 
geometric shapes. Instead, Höfer’s focus is on the way these 
aspects interact with the architectural and, especially, the 
institutional structures that arrange and distort them. 

Notably, other images, like Schloss St. Emmeram Regens-
burg XXVIII 2003, are completely consumed in the architec-
ture of institutionalized display (Figure 8). In this image taken 
in a museumified castle, an oversized glass vitrine dominates 
and structures Höfer’s photograph in much the same way 
that an architectural space might do in another of the artist’s 
works. Its rectangular glass walls and top are overly tall in 
relation to its contents, and they replicate Höfer’s frequent 
depictions of soaring ceilings. Symmetrical sections of glass 
paneling are arranged alongside one another to completely 
encapsulate the vision of the museum visitor and Höfer’s 
viewer within the environment of the equally symmetrical 
and expansive dining table they display. The purpose of the 

vitrine—to prevent visitors from physically interacting with 
this space—is all the more emphasized when one is actually 
enclosed within its borders. The clarity and reflective nature 
of the vitrine glass simultaneously draw the viewer out of its 
enclosed space and blur the view of the gallery beyond its 
walls. In this way, the interplay between these glass panels, 
the light-saturated gallery windows outside of them, and the 
windows so integral to many of Höfer’s other images furthers, 
on an institutional scale, another of Höfer’s architectural 
motifs. Like the windows in Höfer’s images of architectural 
space, the panels of the vitrine in this image admit clarify-
ing light, but complicate attempts to see through their glass, 
simultaneously opening, revealing, enclosing, and distorting 
the photographed space. 

The importance and, in this case, supremacy of objects 
of institutionalization in Höfer’s images demonstrates that 
her concern in this and similar museum photographs is not 
only the depiction of architectural space, the presentation 
of cultural wealth, or recording the exact objects that an 
individual country or institution values but, rather, how the 
organization of such objects constructs a culture of display in 
an institutional sense. As the following quote emphasizes, the 
photographer is interested in the physical structures a given 
institution uses to communicate these notions of culture, as 
well as those details of interior design that choreograph the 
process of consuming such culture. Höfer says of her work, 

Museums interest me as types of public or 
semi-public spaces. Museums have layers 
of showing their original architecture, their 
different ways of exhibiting over time, the 
different ways in which their rooms have 
been used with or against their will, and the 
way their rooms have served each other. 
Each of these uses leaves behind traces, 
and all of these traces are present at the 
same time. There is always a time of day 
in a museum when these traces, together 
with the structures of the space, the walls, 
the windows, doors, and stairs, their pro-
portions, their relation to each other, the 
colors and the light, become much more 
visible among the people who visit and the 
objects exhibited.12

This quotation not only remarks on Höfer’s unique 
visual experience of a space—which balances attention to 
architecture and institutional design decisions—but also her 
approach to recording it. Her focus on “layers of…different 
ways of exhibiting over time” is indicative of her concern 
with an institutional structure, and there are also layers to 
her images. In her photographs of institutional spaces, the 
architecture of a room is layered beneath its interior design 
and contents, which are, in turn, pictured behind the physi-



100

athanor xxxi	 chelsea rinehart

cal divides of the ropes and vitrines that encapsulate and 
define them. The occasional presence of figures reacting 
to these institutional directives (as seen in Stiftsbibliothek 
St. Gallen 2001) provides a further temporal dimension to 
Höfer’s photographs, with the final detail being the temporal 
divide of Höfer’s camera and the arrangement of its image 
in an exhibition.

In each layer of Höfer’s image there can be seen 
another factor in the ethnography of institutional culture. 
A full analysis of these divisions, and that most important 
layer—the images’ exhibition—however, has yet to be ex-
plored fully. A more scientific approach to organizing Höfer’s 
work could define new typologies and identify previously 
overlooked meanings in the photographer’s images of insti-
tutional space. Embracing the scientific methods of a more 
typical ethnography by eliminating the variables of current 
presentations and, instead, organizing Höfer’s work by the 
institutional purpose of the space that is portrayed and the 
artist’s approach to depicting this space, would more clearly 
outline these distinct interpretations and values in Höfer’s 
work by identifying an ethnography of institutional culture 
in her photography.

For example, the comparison of two cordoned-off library 
stacks, each photographed in a centered, straight-forward 
perspective, reveals two spaces that are defined not only 
by their architectural bones, extensive collections of books, 
or geographic location in Europe, but by two very distinct 
arrangements of space and uses of institutional directives of 
protection for their collections as well (Figures 9-10). These 
latter aspects beg questions of both the initiative behind 

their design and of their use. They thereby outline subjects 
of investigation for an ethnography of the institution. Like 
many of Höfer’s photographs, these images represent an im-
possibly empty and extended moment in time when spaces 
have been installed, used, and cleared for the purpose of 
closer examination. The methods of analyzing these photo-
graphed spaces should take inspiration from the similarities 
in Höfer’s approach not only to presenting institutional space 
but also to presenting more traditional analyses of culture 
as in her Turkish studies. In imitation of the wealth of detail 
Höfer’s formal approach creates in her images, new analyses 
of their significance should be explored not only for their 
presentation of architectural design or regional customs, but 
also for the wealth of significance inherent to the recurring 
institutional directives they display.

In her use of the very same aspects of perspective, light, 
and simultaneous emptiness and detail which cleared the 
way for previous critics to tout her portrayals of architectural 
space, Höfer’s images of institutional culture emphasize 
the degree to which the design choices made inside of a 
building dictate our experience of those spaces. Emphasiz-
ing these institutional details through display decisions that 
highlight areas of similarity in Höfer’s formal and thematic 
choices reveals the basis for an ethnography of the institution 
and poses important questions to the frequent tendency in 
scholarship to overlook these unique aspects of direction, 
access, and control both in Höfer’s images as well as in the 
spaces she captures. 

Virginia Commonwealth University

[facing page, top] Figure 1. Candida Höfer, Türken in Deutschland, 1979, 
slide projection. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 1979.

[facing page, bottom] Figure 2. Candida Höfer, Köln 1974 Vals les Bains 1980, 
1996, double slide projection. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 1996.
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Figure 3. Candida Höfer, Bibliothèque 
Nationale France Paris XXIX 1998, 
1998, c-print. © Candida Höfer/VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn 1998.

Figure 4. Candida Höfer, Musée du 
Louvre Paris XVII 2005, 2005, c-print, 
200 x 251 cm. © Candida Höfer/VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2005.
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Figure 5. Candida Höfer, Goethe- und Schiller-Archiv Weimar I 2006, 2006, c-print, 
247 x 200 cm. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2006. 

[below] Figure 6. Candida Höfer, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana Venezia I 2003, 
2003, c-print, 152 x 194 cm. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2003.
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Figure 7. Candida Höfer, Trinity 
College Library Dublin V 2004, 
2004, c-print, 150 x 120 cm. © 
Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, 
Bonn 2004.

Figure 8. Candida Höfer, Schloss 
St. Emmeram Regensburg XXVIII 
2003, 2003, c-print, 152 x 193 
cm. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-
Kunst, Bonn 2003.
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Figure 9. Candida Höfer, Museo 
Geominero Madrid I 2003, 
2003, c-print, 152 x 159 cm. © 
Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, 
Bonn 2003.

Figure 10. Candida Höfer, Pier-
pont Morgan Library New York 
IV 2001, 2001, c-print, 152 x 
186 cm. © Candida Höfer/VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2001.

--

, - ---..... ~-·-

-·- ---·. 




