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Figure 7: A high level water tank for the Wiesbaden water works, 1882; (Dyckerhoff & Widmann 1910, p. 39) 

 
The innovative construction of the tank evoked a great deal of interest in the contemporary trade journals. This 
is one of the reasons why Dyckerhoff & Widmann obtained more than 100 contracts for similar constructions in 
the following two decades (see Dyckerhoff & Widmann 1902, 12). Concrete arches were not only used for 
tanks but also for vaulting inner-city streams and for sewer construction. Compared to the public works, the 
early bridges were unspectacular. In Bad Wildbad/Black Forest the company built a small footbridge with a 
span of 11 m and a width of 2.9 m in 1882 that still exists. It looks far less artistic than the bridge built for the ex-
hibition in 1880. Even less representative is the first railway bridge the firm constructed in Seifersdorf/Saxony in 
1882 (Fig. 8).  
 

 
Figures 8/9: Railway bridge in Seifersdorf/Saxony, 1882 (left) and Chemnitztalviadukt, 1898/99 (right);             

(Dyckerhoff & Widmann n. d., unnumbered p. and 1910, p. 7) 
 
The bridge, which served only as a local track, had a width of only 2.6 m and a span of 10 m. It also still exists 
today. These small bridges, together with the public works, were important steps in the establishment of the use 
of concrete in the construction of larger buildings. By erecting the early smaller buildings, Dyckerhoff & Wid-
mann gained a lot of experience and it could demonstrate to sceptical building authorities that the new ma-
terial was reliable und durable. Especially in Saxony the smaller bridges were soon followed by bigger ones. In 
the years 1898-1899 the company obtained a contract for the Chemnitztalviadukt, a railway viaduct that 
crossed a valley, and which had 11 arches each with a span from 28–43 m (Fig. 9). The railway viaduct still ex-
ists today. 
There were, of course, other factories making concrete components and other firms involved in concrete con-
structions at the end of the 19th century, firms which also had success in promoting their products in the build-
ing trade. Those companies founded their own association, the Deutscher Beton-Verein, in 1898. After a year 
Eugen Dyckerhoff took the chair of this organisation and kept it until 1911, an indication of the leading position 
of Dyckerhoff & Widmann. In the Deutscher Beton-Verein Eugen Dyckerhoff continued working on his concept 
for the establishment of concrete in a larger scale. Extensive test series and presentations at industrial exhibi-
tions were accompanied by efforts to elaborate a new standardization in the creation of concrete buildings. 
This standardization was meant to convince the building authorities of the reliability of concrete constructions. 
The new association also tried to convince architects to use the new material. Beginning in 1904 the concrete 
association, together with the German association of the Portland cement manufacturers, the Verein 
Deutscher Portland-Cement-Fabrikanten, financed a multilateral supplement to the Deutsche Bauzeitung. This 
supplement, with the title Mitteilungen über Zement, Beton- und Eisenbetonbau, mainly contained reports 
about new concrete buildings. The concrete association also put pressure on the administration to make con-
crete construction part of the training of architects. 
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Prestige large-scale buildings in concrete 

From its very beginnings Dyckerhoff & Widmann sought to highlight the aesthetic as well as the functional 
quality of concrete. The aesthetic quality of concrete first played an important role in the construction of 
bridges in major cities. The foreshore bridges of the Königin Carola-Elbbrücke, an important railway bridge 
crossing the Elbe in Dresden from 1892, for example, showed how uncovered concrete could be used as a 
perfect imitation of sandstone. This bridge was destroyed in World War II. In the field of traditional building con-
struction, especially ecclesiastical architecture, concrete was only used as an invisible construction material. 
The design for the Garnisonkirche in Ulm, a military church erected in 1908–10, was a turning point (Figs. 10/11). 
 

 
Figures 10/11: The Garnisonkirche, a military church, in Ulm, 1908–10; (Petry 1913, pp. 185, 187) 

 
The well-known architect of the church, Theodor Fischer (1862-1938), had already worked together with 
Dyckerhoff & Widmann on the erection of a railway bridge in Bamberg in 1903/04. The architect’s task in this 
project was limited to the artistic reshaping of the construction (see Nerdinger 1988, 205). In Ulm, Fischer was 
responsible for the complete design of the church. He pointed out the importance of the concrete construc-
tion for his design in the competition of 1906. As he said “it could be hardly justified not to use the resources 
that were offered to the architects by engineers.” (cited in Nerdinger 1988, 236). The quotation implies that 
Theodor Fischer only used concrete for the construction. However, he also used uncovered concrete, which 
had been gone over by a stone cutter, on the inside and outside of the church. The church is still in use today.  
The growth in the number of prestige buildings making use of uncovered concrete shows that this material 
gradually became a material that architects were happy to use. Well-known examples are the railway stations 
in Leipzig (1909–11, destroyed in World War II) and Karlsruhe (1909/10) and the Deutsche Museum in Munich 
(1909–16). The crowning point came just before the outbreak of the First World War with the erection of the 
Centennial Hall in Wroclaw 1911/12 that still exists (Figs. 12/13).  
 

 
Figures 12/13: The Centennial Hall in Wroclaw, 1911/12; (Vischer; Hilberseimer 1928, p. 47) 

 
A bidding process took place for this hall between the great concrete and steel companies. While concrete 
companies had not been successful at all in the prestigious bidding process for the design of the factory shed 
for the airship company Zeppelin in the year 1908 (see Eiselen 1909), the result of the Breslau competition was 
completely different: in the bidding process, Dyckerhoff & Widmann enjoyed success, not only against other 
well-known firms operating in the same branch, but against steel companies as well. The Centennial Hall 
caused a stir not only because of its enormous dimensions but also because of its surface of uncovered and 
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board-marked concrete. Thanks to the efforts of the industry itself, concrete finally gained acceptance as a 
material fit for use in the creation of prestige buildings. 

CONCLUSIONS 

As demonstrated, Dyckerhoff & Widmann is a good example of the great influence the newly emerging con-
crete products industry had on German building construction. Long before the renowned architects of the 
modernist school discovered concrete as “their” material the company had managed to succeed in having 
concrete accepted as a new construction material. The main steps on the way to the creation of the large-
scale buildings of the early 20th century was the advent of the first concrete components, particularly of the 
technical type deployed in public works. Dyckerhoff & Widmann was not headed by architects or engineers 
but by businessmen, the sole exception being Franz Serger, who worked for the company for only a few years. 
They established the utility of the new material through, on the one hand, systematic research and, on the 
other, by extensive marketing campaigns. The starting point was the material they wanted to sell. They en-
gaged architects and engineers to reshape and improve concrete constructions. The methods for the artistic 
use of concrete (e. g. face concrete went over by a stone cutter again) and the design of concrete construc-
tions they developed were taken over by architects and engineers later on.  
The importance of the building industry in the establishment of concrete is disproportionate to its neglected 
presentation in the history of building. Even important companies such as Dyckerhoff & Widmann are men-
tioned only in passing, with biographical information on the main characters in the company being difficult to 
find. The history of German architecture ought not to be a history mainly of the work of architects and engi-
neers but one in which the important influence of the building industry and its protagonists is given due promi-
nence. 
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