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The Walter Nurnberg photograph
collection at the National Museum
of Photography, Film & Television,
Bradford

The UK’s National Museum of Science & Industry has acquired a
substantial collection of photographs by the industrial photographer
Walter Nurnberg. The photographs will now form part of the
collections of the National Museum of Photography, Film & Television
in Bradford, and would appear to be a particularly appropriate and
important addition to these collections. Nurnberg was active as a
freelance photographer specialising in industrial photography from
1945 to the 1970s and his distinctive style led him to become known
as the founding father of modern British industrial photography.

The material, kindly donated by his family, includes hundreds

of images, both black and white and colour. Potentially the most
interesting records for historians are the monochrome views taken in
the 1940s and 1950s, a period when Britain was rebuilding its industry
and infrastructure after war and anxious to show the world that it was
back in business with a vibrant industrial economy.

Leaving aside any discussion about the technical merit or aesthetic
quality of the photographs, what value do these pictures of men and
machines have as a historical record? An early claim to photography
as a historical source was put forward by Elizabeth Lady Eastlake.

In an 1857 essay she suggested that the basis of all photography was
fact and went on to argue: ‘In this sense no photographic picture that
ever was taken, in heaven, or earth, or in the waters underneath the
earth, of any thing, or scene however defective when measured by an
artistic scale, is destitute of a special, and what we may call an historic
interest.’! Queen Victoria’s last prime minister, the third Marquess of
Salisbury, had a more extreme view. He admired photography because
it was ‘never imaginative, and it is never in any danger of arranging

its records by the light of any preconceived theory’.2 This might be
described as coming from the ‘camera does not lie’ school. Salisbury,
the imperialist statesman, was one of Britain’s last great aristocratic
polymaths. He was a scholar and amateur scientist of some distinction,
but this was a naive opinion and he should have known better. Lady
Eastlake’s view is more defensible, but even in the nineteenth century
there were several photographers who produced imaginative images
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that bore little relation to any reality. Modern historians have learned,
sometimes belatedly, that the camera can be made to lie, and certainly
select and distort. As a consequence, many remain wary of the
photographic image as a source. Which brings us back to Nurnberg’s
images. What is their historical value? Do they misrepresent or lie?
The answer is, of course, to apply the traditional historian’s skills.
Consider the man, his period and the prevailing social and political
conditions. Look for influences, question motives and explore possible
bias. In the case of photography, take into account the available
technology. Nurnberg lends himself particularly well to such an
approach, for he not only left us hundreds of images but also, as the
author of several books and numerous articles, thousands of words.

It can be said at the outset that Nurnberg’s life and work was
shaped by some of the most tumultuous events in European history.
Born in Berlin in 1907, he grew up in a Germany traumatised by the
First World War and its consequences. However, from 1925 to 1929
the German economy, boosted by massive American loans, grew
rapidly and began to return to some of its prewar prosperity. It was
in this climate that Nurnberg began training as a banker, although
he was deeply interested in the arts and had considered a career
in music. This was also a period of renaissance for German artistic
endeavour and for a brief time Berlin was the European hothouse of
radical thought. The Bauhaus, a school of design and architecture,
was particularly prominent and encouraged wide-ranging experiments
with film and photography. One of its tutors, the artist, film-maker
and stage designer Laszlo Moholy Nagy, influenced the perceptions
and practice of photography far beyond Europe. Also influential was
a commercial photographer, Albert Renger-Patzsch, whose 1928 book
Die Welt ist Schon (The World is Beaunful) celebrated the structural
beauty inherent in apparently mundane manufactured artefacts and
industrial buildings and machinery. Renger-Patzsch was a leading
figure in the ‘Neue Sachlichkeit’ (‘new objectivity’) movement in
German photography, an important part of the wider German outlook
that reflected what was seen as the new spirit of the Weimer Republic.
Nurnberg’s serious interest in photography began when he visited
the Reimann School of Art in Berlin as a management consultant
and happened to see a class led by a former Bauhaus student, Werner
Graeff. He was so inspired by what he saw and heard that he gave
up his financial career and enrolled in the school to study with
Graeff. A feature of ‘new objectivity’ photography was the use of
cinematographic lighting techniques. Photographers at the Bauhaus
and the Reimann School were quick to exploit the potential of this
powerful new artificial lighting.? A prominent exponent was Helmar
Lerski, whose style was to have a profound influence on Nurnberg.

Nurnberg’s new career was rudely interrupted in 1933 when Hitler
became Chancellor. The period of Jewish persecution and cultural
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repression that followed soon forced him 1o leave Germany. He moved
2 England, where in 1934 he used his photographic skills to establish
a successful advertising practice in London. Dunng the Second World
War, he served with the Pioneer Corps in the British Army. When
peace came, Nurnberg found returmng to the world of advernzing
photography a distasteful prospect. Influenced by his photographic
heritage and the prevailing mood of the times, he became increasingly
interested in the changing industrial scene presided over by the new
Labour government. In the immediate postwar period the Briuzh
ECOnNOMY Was in a parlous state, although the condition of s industries
was nol completely without promise. Some did well in the war and
thrived in the immediare aftermath, albeir in the context of protected
markers. Although there remained many problems, there was a great
deal of optimism; indeed, for the next 20 vears parts of Brinsh
industry were to enjoy what has been described as a polden age. There
was also a new spirit in the Brinsh people. Uhey had been engaged 1in a
desperare struggle for survival and had won through. They could now
build a new world, the *WNew Jerusalem”. ¥ In this climare, Nurnberg's
inperest in indusery, machines and the people working with them
deepened, As he larer explained: “The craft age was coming to an end.
The whole relanonship of people to work [...] to their own families
was being reshaped [...]. I felt I really stood on the threshold of great

148

Frgure | Wiwker suith
greas ppes in ol fCT
porcerhouse, Billingharn,
1955, The niadern
Brerieh chenucal imdusiry
fraad Beewt creared dierisg
the Frese World War and
may rrangformed by

BN PRARERD FRINEIREMT
in e Second Wrid War
The chenncal conrpany
TG enavged from war as
one of the granes of new
inchieitrial Britaan south
el shotocase plants ar
Ballingham and Wilron
o Teesmnde. ¢ iflrer
Murarherg colleceion/
Madtrowad Medaierr of
Photograply, Film &
Televirion Scigence &
Society Proture Library)



Figure 2 Tervlene process
rogeieer corhir Hheread
paiern, IC1, 1955
Terdens way the firn
wwhiolly ymrhene fibre o
b prvented i Hritarm

It woas fauniched in 1955
and gurckhy becanmie o
popular altermartve bo
e and codion fabrec,
fie mnm plani for
mearegfactnre way (L5
EreriNey tese chenmical
complex ar Wilton

on Teersnde, (Wirlher
Nurnberg collechion!
Nateownal Mugseeon af
Phorograply, Fidm &
Teletusion/Secience &

Sociery Pretire Library)

T e Wialter Mursibery phorograph collfecuion

events.! He decided o concentrate on industnal phorography and
soon began wo earn a reputanon, The list of companies commissioning
his work during the vears that followed reads like a contemporary roll
call of the giants of Brtish industry and included ICI (Figures 1 and
24, Mullards (IMigure 3}, Brinsh Steel, Alcan Aluminium and English
Elecrric (Figure 43,

Ina 1950s deaft of an article probably intended for publicaton,
Murnberg asked “What, then, 15 Industrnial Photography?' and went on
to answer his own gquestion by dividing it into four groups:

i. Reproductive photography of plant and buildings in a long shot
technigue.

Pl

Reproductive photography of machinery (not including operator)
3. Progress phorography of industral plant erectien
4. Documentary photography of working processes and the imaginative

portrayal, of industry and irs men.

The first three groups he dismissed summarily as “Record
Photography’ which did not require creative ability. But he went on
1o deal with the fourth group, which he described as ‘the portrayal of
industrial life in general and to the dynamic story telling in general.
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With this type of photography the chient = no longer interested to
show merely an and reproducton of floor space and machinery.
Instead he looks tor a vivid and wvisual expression of the many skills
which stand behind the making of his products. He expects his
photographer to give him a coherent and elogquent story of working
methods, indeed a forceful epitome of industrial endeavour.™
MNurnberg's description of his last group s a3 revealing insight intwo the
wiay he approached his work, Even in his first three groups, which
Murnberg suggests could be “and reproductions” and “not requiring
creative ability’, caution In interpretation is essental. He undertook
this apparently mundane work in a way rthar many would describe

as creative. He later wrote of *the inherent beauty of industrial
processes, the excitement of moving machinery and the allure of
forms and textures’. Perceptively, he recognised that appreciation of a
phorographic image was subjective, but concluded: “Whichever way we
ook at it, there is certanly an allure in things."”

MNurnberg always made the first inspection of his site without a
camera, In modern management speak, “he walked the job’. He was
careful 1o talk o people ar all levels, 1o collect factual information,

(o absorb the mood and armosphere and o picture in his own mind
the effect he wanted to produce. He planned his photography with
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meticulous care, calculating in advance the impact of each individual
shot and the cumulatve effect of a sequence of images. For most of his
straight récord shots Murnberg used a traditional tripod-mounted held
or technical camera, equipped with the usual cameéra movemnments and
adapted to take a selection of lenses. This instrument gave him large
negatives, which required little or no further enlargement and were
never retouched, For his "dynamic story telling’, however, he favoured
a hand-held Rolleiflex camera, which allowed him to crawl into nooks
and crapnies and photograph from different angles. The Rolleiflex
was a pwin-lens reflex camera, a well-made compact instrument
much loved by contemporary press photographers. In the days before
modern single-lens reflex cameras with instant-return micrors, its
great virtue was a top-mounted focusing screen thar allowed the
photographer to focus and frame his image up o and including
the moment of exposure, And in Nurnberg’s words, it enabled the
photographer “to check whether the camera vision conforms to the
picture the photographer has pre-visualised in his mind'.®

Murnberg's images of industrial life featuring people in their
working environment are especially evocative. What has been cited as
‘the humanitarian portraiture of Helmar Lerski™ was a key influence
on Nurnberg, but other factors were also important. Nurnberg’s deep
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interest in the works of humankind focused on the close relationship
between man and machines. His wartime service had brought him
into contact with a wide cross section of humanity. As a consequence,
he had acquired enormous respect for the dignity and integrity of the
working man as well as his craft and skill. This respect shines through
much of his work. A special interest was the human hand, which
fascinated him. In 1962 he wrote: ‘We all know that hands have always
challenged the imagination, not only because they divulge character
and human nature undisguised, but because they have throughout the
ages held a symbolic significance.” And at the conclusion of the same
article ‘even in a world of automation and mechanical handling the
hand of man is still operative, and remains not only just a symbol but
a living expression of human genius and adaptability’.1® Symbolism of
a different sort is evident in a series of photographs of a priest’s hands
at prayer, reproduced in a short book published in 1951.1!

A key feature of Nurnberg’s work is the dramatic lighting of
his subjects and this is undoubtedly due to his German training.
Nurnberg brought cinematographic lighting techniques to his
advertising work in London and later adapted this to his work in
industry. He often used large numbers of powerful angled spotlights
and massive flash equipment. Light, of course, produces shadow, a
phenomenon that intrigued Nurnberg, who saw light and shadow
as psychological forces. “To me as a photographer, an analytical
investigation into the phonomenon [sic] of shadow has always held
particular interest. I am convinced that if you could only understand
the problems — psychological and technical — better monochrome
photography would offer many new possibilities to the imaginative
photographer.’12 In the 1940s Nurnberg produced two authoritative
books on lighting, Lighting for Photography and Lighting for Portraiture.
Both became standard texts in Britain and abroad with reprints still
being issued in the 1970s.13 Nurnberg used his lighting cleverly to
convey mood and atmosphere, another subject to which he applied
his fertile mind. He firmly believed that mood and atmosphere were
‘individual, subjective and subconscious’. His overriding maxim for
students was that mood and atmosphere had to be experienced before
they could be expressed. For photographers, there was ‘no short cut
to creative ability, not even by way of clever analysis and laboured
imitations [...] you must find within your own personality the right
way of portraying mood and atmosphere’.14

The products of Nurnberg’s career are hundreds of views of
factories, workshops, laboratories and equipment. Many of the
buildings and artefacts depicted have been destroyed or lost, and it
must be doubted whether any written description can properly convey
the information shown in visual records. Particularly interesting
are the views of synthetic-fibre production taken at ICI’s giant new
chemical plants and the manufacture of cathode-ray tubes at Mullards.
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At the time, chemicals and electronics were seen as vital for Britin's
industrial future and these images give insights Into contemporary
equipment and working practices. Also of special interest are views
demonstrating the scale of efforts made 1o modernise Britain’s railways
(Figure 5) and many images showing aspects of the aircraft (Figure 6),
motor (Figure 7}, steel (Figure B) and electrical industries. Much of
Murnberg’s work was commuissioned for markenng purposes and his
style was perfecily suited 1o presenting his subjects in a dramatic and
exciting context. Yer these views undoubtedly contain the ‘unwitting
testimony” 50 valuable to historians.

In a 1978 interview Numberg claimed he was working from a
Bauhaus philosophy *never to superimpose one’s personality, to stand
back from an object and to analyse clearly, visually and in one's
mind’. ¥ The first premise must surely be challenged, for Murnberg's
personality, his humanmity and his ineellect 5 evident in so much of his
work. He miakes use of symbolism and présents many of his human
subjects in a heroic light. So whart is the overall value of his work as a
historical source?* He meers Lady Eastlake’s criteria, for there can be
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no doubt that his photographs have a basis in fact. However, he falls
foul of Salisbury’s beliefs, for most of his images are imaginative and
he approached the picture-taking part of his work with preconceived
views that followed careful planning. But to what extent has his
camera lied? Anvone who knew Nurnberg would vehemently reject the
possibility that he would be party to a be, but he was a complex man.
Perhaps he best summed up his philosophy in 1951: ‘Photography is
the herald of Reality — a Reality 1o be found not only in the material
mapect of life, but also in our spiritual experence. I, as a photographer,
have thus to do two things: to make others see what [ see; and

make those who understand my language share my emotional and
intellectual attrude o life,”'* There are few absolute ruths in written
hisrory, only the historian’s version of events, Nurmburg's ‘Realiny” 13
his version. It presents a personal view of British industry in the 1940z
and 19505 thar includes much of the mood and atmosphere of the
fimes. Accepting that it i a personal view surely does not make 1T any
less valuable as a histoncal source.
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