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1953–1967
“I would call out for a spiritualization that would create
strength and healing and purpose, as teacher and surgeon and
entertainer, and would give comment upon man’s place and
preservation within this new age—a terrible and exciting age.”
W. Eugene Smith, 1958

The American photojournalist W. Eugene Smith (American 1918–
1978) is widely celebrated for his moving and humanistic photoessays. His brand of empathetic documentary photography
emphasized expression over objectivity, as he endeavored to
communicate something powerful about the human condition. Born
in Wichita, Kansas in 1918, Smith first garnered national attention
in the mid-1930s when his photographs appeared in Life magazine.
Over the next three decades he worked for Life, Newsweek,
Collier’s, and The New York Times, and by the early 1970s he was
considered one of America’s preeminent photographers. Smith is
best known for his photographic essays that emphasize the hard
work, passion, struggles, joy, and sorrows of everyday people.
This exhibition features Smith’s lesser known photographs of
industrial spaces. They are the result of commissions to document
and promote three manufacturing giants: the Monsanto Company,
Hitachi, and the International Nickle Company.
In 1952, Smith visited eleven Monsanto factories in eight states
on assignment for Life magazine, taking over five thousand
photographs. A small number were published in the Life’s photoessay “Reign of Chemistry” (January 1953), which spotlighted the
achievements of the American company. Some of the photographs
in this exhibition made their way into this publication, while others
did not. In 1960, the Hitachi company hired Smith to photograph
their plant and the surrounding city of Hitachi, Ibaraki. Smith, who
was given a good deal of artistic license for this project, spent
a year in Japan between 1961 and 1962. He reproduced many of

his photographs along with writings and poetry about his Hitachi
experience in his book Japan-A Chapter in Image (1963). The book,
which was published by the company, includes three photographs
featured in this exhibition. In 1967, International Nickle hired
Smith to photograph their workers, mines, and plant in Thompson
(Manitoba, Canada) for a series of advertisements that appeared in
Time magazine. Of the hundreds of photographs Smith took, only
a few close-up portraits of workers were used in the ads. The
photographs in this exhibition were not among those chosen.
Few scholars have written about Smith’s commissions for these
companies. This is, in large part, because the photographs
seem anomalous for a photographer known for his empathetic
working-class subjects, his emphasis on the strength of the
human spirit, and his interest in social justice. Unlike his most
celebrated photographs, Smith’s industrial photographs largely
feature factory exteriors and interiors, machinery, and anonymous
workers. Moreover, they were used to promote companies with
dubious reputations with respect to working conditions and their
environmental impact, even in their own day. Curated by first-year
M.A. students in art history and under the direction of Associate
Professor Sascha Scott, this exhibition addresses these tensions,
asking if and how Smith’s industrial photographs fit into his larger
body of work. Smith endeavored to balance the needs of large
corporate entities with his own artistic vision. In the process, he
created a significant body of photographs that capture a “terrible
and exciting age.”
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Monsanto Chemical Tanks, 1953
Gelatin silver print
Gift of L. Bradley Camp
1984.127
This photograph shows the Monsanto Chemical Plant in Michigan. It was published
in the January 1953 issue of Life magazine as part of the photo-essay “Reign of
Chemistry.” The nighttime scene pictures a worker wearing a protective suit standing
on top of a rail car tank filled with phosphoric acid, produced in the plant behind him.
The beaming lights and phosphoric glow of the plant disperse through the windows
and shine brightly against the dark sky. Smith modified this photograph using two
processes, burning and dodging, to dramatize and monumentalize the scene. Burning
brightened and emphasized the light from the building, while dodging softened the
light’s edges to create transitional tonality. His use of a low perspective sweeps one’s
view upward, emphasizes the size of the rail car and transforms the chemical plant
into a beacon of light. This photograph was used to celebrate Monsanto’s industrial
strength, belying the plant’s harsh working conditions. Smith recalled that the
phosphoric atmosphere of the plant was difficult to work in, making it hard to see
and breathe, and that he and his assistant received burns due to their proximity to
the harsh chemicals.
Tiffany Miller, M.A. in Art History and M.A. Museum Studies, 2022
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View of Monsanto Chemical Plant, 1953
Gelatin silver print
Gift of L. Bradley Camp
1984.130
Published as part of Life’s photo-essay “Reign of Chemistry” (January 1953), this
photograph appeared along with Smith’s Monsanto Chemical Tanks (also in this
exhibition). This issue of Life was dedicated to “The American and His Economy,”
and featured industrial and economic advertisements associated with stories that
glamorized American manufacturing of the 1950s. The photograph depicts three
towers at the Texas City plant near the Gulf Coast. This plant produced styrene,
a chemical used in rubber, paint, and plastics. In the lit window in the lower left
corner of the photograph, a worker tests chemical samples in a control room. The
photograph attests to the company’s productivity and grandeur. Yet the photograph
also synchronizes with Smith’s mission as a photographer to capture the human
condition. The early to mid-twentieth century saw increasing competition between
chemical companies, a phenomenon known as the “chemical wars.” A byproduct
of these wars was the poor working conditions of chemical company employees.
This photograph hints at the tensions between Life’s aim to celebrate Monsanto and
Smith’s sympathy for industrial workers. The isolated figure is situated in the corner
of a large, impersonal structure. He toils alone and at night for the sake of
the chemical company’s profits.
Tiffany Miller, M.A. in Art History and M.A. Museum Studies, 2022
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Safety First Eye Wash Fountain, 1953
Gelatin silver print
Gift of L. Bradley Camp
1984.131
Smith took this photograph at a Monsanto factory in 1952 when on assignment for
Life magazine. The image features an eye wash fountain in a dark and dirty industrial
space. Pipes, machinery, and pale steam fade into the background. Streaked with
grime, the dirty eye wash fountain draws the viewer’s attention. Paradoxically,
“safety” looks old, filthy, and derelict. Smith and his assistant traveled to eleven
Monsanto factories in eight states, photographing the factory spaces and working
conditions. Many of the photographs were used in Life’s photo-essay “The Reign of
Chemistry,” which celebrated the American company. Smith also photographed the
difficulties laborers faced and the conditions in which they worked. Most of these
photographs, including Safety First Eye Wash Fountain, were not published. This
photograph does not celebrate Monsanto as a new, cutting-edge company; rather, it
seems critical of the working conditions of Monsanto’s factory workers. This humanist
emphasis is consistent with Smith’s photographic approach. Smith considered
himself a progressive voice who advocated for change through his photography, and
Safety First Eye Wash Fountain demonstrates his penchant for photographing labor
conditions even when on assignment for corporate patrons.
Kelli Fisher, M.A. in Art History and M.A. Museum Studies, 2022
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Chemical Workers at Monsanto, 1953
Gelatin silver print
Gift of L. Bradley Camp
1984.129
This photograph was published in Smith’s photo-essay “The Reign of Chemistry”
for Life magazine, a positive profile that celebrated Monsanto, a growing American
company. Yet a close reading suggests a darker commentary on the working
conditions in the chemical company’s factories. Two men are depicted at work
within a dark, industrial space. One man bends over a large metal contraption, his
gloved hand turning a tool that lets out a haze of pale steam while the other looks
on. Both wear dark goggles, hats, and coveralls for protection. Near the workers is
an emergency shower and eye bath with a metal support beam. The support beam
is defined by striped warning tape and bisects one man with a strong diagonal line.
The photograph subtly emphasized the harm Monsanto workers faced. The workers
are caged in by the dark industrial space, and danger is signaled by the large, bright
emergency signs.
Kelli Fisher, M.A. in Art History and M.A. Museum Studies, 2022
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Hitachi Building, circa 1962
Gelatin silver print
Gift of William L. Hutton
1985.248
The viewer stands at the entrance to Kokubu Works, a Hitachi Company building
in Hitachi, Japan. At left, a white modernist building extends diagonally back into
the photograph. To the right, a road disappears into the horizon. Planted trees
and two white signs on a median interrupt the view of the plant. This photograph
was included in Smith’s Japan-A Chapter of Image, published by Hitachi to feature
the intermingling of industry and city, community and management, transition
and tradition. Hitachi Building offers a glimpse of this changing environment. The
building borders a collection of smaller buildings on the right, showing the expansion
of industry into the community. A group of unseen people cast a shadow on the
road in the foreground, suggesting the presence of outsiders at the Hitachi plant.
Smith evoked shadows when commenting on the US’s dominance over Japan in his
publication for Hitachi. He wrote that Japan was “terribly aware of her US shadow”
and self-consciously and apprehensively “striving to erase resentment from the past;
paying her war reparations, repaying recovery loans; trying to erase discriminations
against her products, and against her race.” The foreground shadows thus recall
Smith’s understanding of the United States’ looming presence over post-war Japan
and her growing industries.
Kathryn Hill, M.A. in Art History and M.A. Museum Studies, 2021
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Factory Interior, Hitachi, circa 1962
Silver print
Gift of Albert Vaiser
1985.264
The plant’s interior windows create alternating lines of light and dark that radiate
from the center of the composition. A hulking piece of industrial equipment
dominates the middle of the shadowed floor. Just beyond the machine on the floor
in the far distance, a halo of light frames two minuscule human figures. Hitachi, the
factory’s owner, produced materials that fueled Japan’s postwar economic boom,
from steel and electricity to refrigerators and batteries. Hitachi commissioned Smith
in 1960 to photograph their factories and workers. They, like many companies
during the postwar period, commissioned works of art by renowned artists and
photographers to demonstrate the company’s commitment to the lives of their
workers. Smith is best known for his humanist photoessays in Life magazine. When
he accepted corporate assignments, he tried to navigate his own priorities as a
photographer with his client’s expectations. This image, which was reproduced in
a publication funded by the company, portrayed the grandness of the company’s
infrastructure. Yet Smith also hinted at the fraught relationship between workers and
industry, bringing the photograph in line with his own social concerns. The barely
visible workers are in the center of an overwhelming industry that threatens to
eclipse them.
Mary Rose Bedell, M.A. in Art History, 2021
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Worker Wiping Machine, Hitachi, Japan, circa 1962
Silver print
Gift of C. Thomas Simonton
1985.244
Photographed from above, a worker leans across a piece of machinery, cloth in hand.
Even as he wipes away the moisture on the machine, it continues to exhale a jet of
steam. Beside the worker is a panel of buttons, beneath which is a metal plate with
the label HITACHI. The Hitachi company expanded dramatically over the postwar
period as they produced the raw and finished goods which helped to bolster Japan’s
booming economy. They developed a reputation as a paternalistic company that
cared for all aspects of their worker’s lives, going so far as to open company stores
and hospitals for their workers. Hitachi hired Smith, a renowned American journalist,
to photograph their company in order to increase their international prestige. They
also hoped to align themselves with his reputation as a humanist. Smith himself was
interested in fostering sympathy for Japanese laborers. By concealing his subject’s
face and focusing instead on his actions, Smith both anonymized and universalized
the worker to make him sympathetic to a global audience. Hitachi and Smith had
different intentions for this commission, this photograph represents both of their
desires to sympathetically portray workers.
Mary Rose Bedell, M.A. in Art History, 2021
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Construction Crane, circa 1962
Gelatin silver print
Gift of Albert Vaiser
1985.263
This dark, hazy photograph pictures a construction site in Hitachi, Japan. A
construction crane, lit from below, looms over the worksite. Three construction
workers wearing hard hats stand at its base, close together as if in conversation.
Light reflects off the slick surface of the ground and illuminates the rising smoke. In
a period following the reconstruction of industry and economy in post-war Japan,
Hitachi looked to Smith to humanize its industry. This photograph and others like
it appeared in the Hitachi-sponsored publication Japan–A Chapter of Image, which
articulated the regrowth of economy and community in Hitachi. The illuminated
center of the otherwise dark photograph reveals the workers responsible for the
company’s productivity. The Hitachi Company’s growth meant new life for the city of
Hitachi, and Smith captured scenes of work, technology, and the people responsible
for creating this revitalization.
Kathryn Hill, M.A. in Art History and M.A. Museum Studies, 2021
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International Nickel Plant, 1967
Gelatin silver print
Gift of L. Bradley Camp
1984.132
Smith was commissioned by International Nickel Company to photograph the
Thompson Plant and mine in Manitoba, Canada for the company’s advertising
campaign. This photograph was never used in these advertisements. The tall
structure in the background is an elevator that brings the raw mined material from
the mine into the processing plant. The materials would then be processed into
mostly pure nickel. White polluting smoke that is released from the plant rises into
the cold air. There are several cars leaving the plant, suggesting the photograph was
taken at the end of the working day or during a shift change. The cars emphasize the
economic security provided by the mine to those living in Thompson. There were
over one-thousand people living in the town at the time and most of them either
worked for the plant or provided a service to someone working there. Even though
the plant was spewing pollution into the surrounding environment, it was a stabilizing
necessity for the people living in Thompson.
Samuel Veremchuk M.A. in Art History, 2021
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Men Working— International Nickel, 1967
Gelatin silver print
Gift of L. Bradley Camp
1984.134
Two men work together to adjust a pipe in a dark, enclosed space as soft light
emanates from behind them. One figure sits on a reclining ladder as he reaches
toward a pipe, perhaps to seal off a broken valve. The other worker assists him by
extending a long metal rod that connects to the pipe. Smith took this photograph
in 1967 as part of a commission from the International Nickel Company. The
commission was to photograph the facilities, workers, and innovative technology
at one of International Nickel’s factories in Manitoba, Canada. International Nickel
then selected some of Smith’s photographs to be published in their advertisements
in Time magazine. Although Men Laying Cables and Men Working were not selected
for publication, Smith kept them in his personal collection. They focus on the
human element of industry, and thus align with Smith’s humanistic approach to
photography. Smith stressed the centrality of workers, accentuating the importance
of their labor. He also focused on the dynamism of the figures’ movements to pay
homage to the strength and mastery of International Nickel’s industrial workers.
Tyler Marie Valera, M.A. in Art History, 2021
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Men Laying Cables—International Nickel, 1967
Gelatin silver print
Gift of L. Bradley Camp
1984.135
Two men work in an underground cavern. Each figure grasps onto cables as he
climbs through the rocky terrain in one of International Nickel’s factory mines. Light
emanates from their hard helmets while a strong light from behind illuminates
the oval-shaped enclosure, which is surrounded by blackness. Smith captured the
monumentality and grandeur of the workers by photographing them from a low
angle. The viewer sees the bodies strain as they move through the confined space.
The working class was a common subject for Smith in both his photojournalism and
freelance projects. Smith maintained that his goal as a photographer was to capture
humanity’s strife and to present his images to the public to inspire social and political
change.” Images of workers became the means through which he called for change.
Smith believed he could cure the world of poverty, disenfranchisement, and class
prejudice by exposing the harsh realities of working conditions in the industrialized
United States. The men become larger-than-life representations of hard-working
Americans. The emphasis on strength in Men Laying Cables allowed Smith to advocate
for the power and vigor of the American worker in the twentieth century.
Tyler Marie Valera, M.A. in Art History, 2021
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Distant View of International Nickel Plant, 1967
Gelatin silver print
Gift of L. Bradley Camp
1984.133
This photograph is of the International Nickel Company plant and mine in Thompson,
Manitoba, Canada. Smith took the photograph while working on a contract
assignment for the company, which wanted an advertisement featuring the work of
a famous photographer. The photograph was not used in the campaign, perhaps
because of its portrayal of the dilapidated environment surrounding the plant. In
the snow-covered landscape, most of the trees are dead. There are also no human
figures, Smith’s most common subject. The nickel plant juts out from the top of a hill.
Smith accentuated the smokestack, which spews out dark smoke as it billows into the
gray clouds, by making it darker during the photographic process using a technique
called “burning.” The environmental movement was growing in the 1960s when this
photograph was taken. Smith would have seen the many headlines in newspapers
and magazines covering environmental stories, a result of new scientific research and
strong activism. Smith’s awareness of environmental issues led him to photograph
the pollution emitted from the plant and dead trees in the harsh winter landscape.
This image captures the damage International Nickle caused to the environment
surrounding its Thompson plant.
Samuel Veremchuk M.A. in Art History, 2021

Thank you for viewing!

