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“[The Bechers] erect typologies of form that challenge
the traditional meanings of art. architecture, and photo-
graphy.” — Andy Grundberg. /he New York Times

“The Bechers’ photographs possess a clarity and a for-
mal rigor that is breathtaking.” — Scott Gutterman, /D

The Bechers™ industrial vision has become an essential
part of the way we see today; their head-on, deadpan
photographs of pithead gear, water towers, and blast fur-
naces have for more than 30 years expressed a serenely
cool, rigorous approach that reduces the individual
structures they photograph to variations on an ideal
form. In this, their latest work, the Bechers present four
principally different forms of gas holders or gas tanks
in 102 photographs taken during the years 1963 —-1992
in Great Britain, France, Belgium, Germany, and the
United States.

The subjects are photographed under overcast skies that
eliminate expressive variations 1n highting; the Bechers
make no attempt to analyze or explain them. Captions
contain only the barest of information: time and place.
On the subject of gas holders, the Bechers limit their
remarks to a minimal functional description, leaving the
esthetic dimension of their subject to the photographs
themselves: much of the fascination of these photo-
graphs lies in the fact that these unadorned metallic
structures, presumably built with little concern for their
visual impact, are almost invariably striking in appear-
ance.

Bernd and Hilla Becher teach at the Diisseldorf Art
Academy. They began their collaborative photographic
enterprise in 1957, when they did a study of workers’
houses in their native Germany. The Bechers follow in
a distinguished line of German photographers that in-
cludes August Sander, Albert Renger-Patzsch, and Wer-
ner Manz, all of whom contributed in different ways to
the definition of “objective” photography.
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Gasholders

Gasholders (colloquially, “gas tanks™) are containers for coke-oven gas, natural gas,
and other gases. They provide temporary storage that allows supply and demand to
be balanced 1in municipal gasworks and industrial plants.

Unlike water towers or grain silos, the materials being stored in which may harm-
lessly come into contact with the surrounding air, gasholders may not be only parti-
ally filled. This 1s why a gasholder must be constructed in such a way that its
capacity can increase or decrease in proportion to the quantity of gas that 1s intro-
duced into it. There are four basic types of gasholder, differing in construction prin-
ciples as well as in external appearance.

Multiple-section gasholders

The multiple-section gasholder 1s the oldest type. It works on the principle that a
cylindrical container with an open base and a closed top — the “bell” — can be
completely submerged in a water tank that i1s as deep as the container. The bell can
therefore rise or fall within the water tank in proportion to the quantity of gas
entering or leaving it. The gasholder is carried up and down on rollers over a vertical
guide frame, and 1s provided with an airtight seal by the water in which 1t floats
(supported by the gas inside). With a simple bell construction, the capacity of the
gasholder 1s limited by the depth and the diameter of the water tank, since these
determine the maximum height and the maximum area of the cylinder containing
the gas.

The structural trick of dividing the bell’s outside wall into several connected cylin-
drical sections that can telescope together or apart made it possible to achieve a
significant increase in the total height of the gasholder without having to correspon-
dingly deepen the costly water tank.

When a multiple-section gasholder is filled, the buoyancy of the gas first raises the
bell out of the water; it then raises the sections of the outer wall, one after another.
When i1t 1s emptied, the sections sink into the water tank one after another until only
the empty guide frame remains visible.




Spiral-guided gasholders

['he spiral-guided gasholder is a further development of the multiple-section one. It
also consists of one or more bell sections, and is rendered airtight by a water seal,
but 1t has no external guide frame. Its sections move up and down with a screw
movement on rollers along guide rails that are attached to the surface shells of the
bell sections 1n a spiral formation. When it 1s empty, a spiral-guided gasholder is
completely concealed, unless the water tank has a rim above the ground.

Piston-type gasholders

The external shape of the piston-type gasholder always remains the same. It consists
of a round or polygonal cylinder that is firmly attached both at the base and at the
top. A piston disk seals the cylinder and floats on top of the gas, rising and falling
vertically to adjust the volume. To ensure that the large, movable piston maintains
a gas-tight seal with the container wall, the outside rim of the piston has elastic,
razor-sharp sliding steel strips, and i1s covered with a leather sleeve that is pressed
against the container wall by latching elements. An oil reserve contained in a gutter
along the piston rim — the so-called piston cup — constantly saturates the leather
sleeve with o1l so that it 1s always able to slide against the wall, at the same time
maintaining the seal. Oil also constantly runs down the internal wall of the gas-
holder, forming a film over the entire cylinder wall. In addition to sealing it and
ensuring that the piston can slide, this protects the gasholder against frost and cor-
rosion. The oil 1s collected in a gutter at the base of the cylinder and pumped
back to the top.

In contrast to multiple-section and spiral-guided gasholders, which are called “wet”
gasholders because they use water as the sealant, piston-type gasholders using oil
as the sealant are called “waterless” or “dry” gasholders. All three of these types
are basically low-pressure gasholders. The gas pressure 1s controlled by the weight
of the bell or piston, which can be increased by using extra weights.

Spherical gasholders

The spherical type of gasholder 1s the one with the largest capacity. The gas is
liquefied outside of the container in refrigeration units, or pumped into the sphere
by compressors, so it 1s reduced to a fraction of its former volume.



Since a sphere can withstand considerably higher pressures than a cylinder, 1t 1s the
most appropriate construction form for such a tank. High-quality steel and extremely
precise manufacturing methods are used to construct the sphere, which today 1s
welded together from prefabricated sections. (The earliest models were riveted to-
gether.) A varniety of supports have been used for these gasholders, including a
flat or ring-shaped rest at the base ot the sphere, V-shaped or three-point sup-
ports, and vertical columns braced with diagonal struts. The points at which the
supports meet the surface of the sphere are often secured with steel elements that
spread the stress. Since heat from the sun can increase the temperature and pres-
sure of the hquefied gas, the surface of a spherical gasholder 1s insulated against
heat and coated in reflective paint.
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Multiple-section gasholders

Gazometre telescopique
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65 Neville Island, Pennsylvania, USA 1980



-

= | ;
i i
- I:H
1

i O

il s a

= e e R
- S - ‘“_.'—'-‘—'-|
——

. |
.1"

iy
\ _‘_'_l' |

TT

.\.. -

L'E
=

%

[T

A

p” BRI COW SO Ao
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69 Wanne-Eickel, D 1965
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