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Photography isn’t Thomas Demand’s prescribed medium, rather it’s one of several 
mediums he implements as a means to larger ends, the ability to revisit and unpack 
especially charged moments that define our collective past and present. The German 
artist has forged a career out of reconstituting these either widely proliferated or passively 
ubiquitous images in paper and cardboard models that he then re-photographs. This extra 
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step introduces the possibility of subjective distortion and a shifted perspective that forces 
the viewer to re-evaluate the implications of, say, Hilter’s bombed-out bunker (Room, 1995) 
or the jarringly unaffected control room at the Fukushima power plant following the 2011 
nuclear disaster (Control Room, 2011).

Though Demand treats a wide range of subject matter – everything from lily pads floating 
on water (Pond, 2020) to a luthier’s atelier (Workshop, 2017) – the environments he recreates 
never contain their protagonists and yet aren’t lifeless, as the suggestion of their recent 
activation remains evident. This ghostly gaze is an invitation for the viewer to enter the 
fold and engage with the underlying issues or questions at hand. Operating as a sculptor, 
and even an architect in some respects, Demand ultimately considers himself a conceptual 
artist.
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With his first comprehensive retrospective, entitled ‘The Shutter of History’ – which 
debuted in one form at UCCA Edge, Shanghai in 2022 (when we last interviewed the 
artist), was mounted at the Museum of Fine Art Houston in summer 2024, and is travelling 
to Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Art in January 2025 – Demand has been able to look back 
at over four decades of an ever-evolving yet distinctly codified practice. Staged with 
especially three-dimensional ‘Davina’ drapery furnished by Danish textile brand Kvadrat, 
the comprehensive exhibit comprises close to 100 works.

Between the latter two shows, Demand spoke to Wallpaper* about his trajectory so far, and 
his views on the state of today’s image culture.
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In conversation with Thomas Demand

Wallpaper*: What is the significance of this first retrospective?

Thomas Demand: I’ve had many shows but they’ve always been tailor-made for a specific 
collection or topic, but none were curated to provide an overview of the years of practice I 
already have under my belt.

At the MFA Houston, ‘The Shutter of History’ exhibition covered eight rooms, each with 
its own theme – in one case, the model as one of the main elements in my work and 
in another, the images that are inherently political. Another focused on the notion of 
experiencing the sublime (something entirely new). Yet another room was dedicated to 
my Dailies series, which was inspired by the immediacy of today’s social media. There 
was also a museum within a museum section that included the meta works I’ve made of 
artworks hung in these institutions. Visitors were able to follow my trajectory, but also 
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walk backwards and uncover different qualities. For me, it was really a chance to look back 
at what I’d created over time.

W*: Tell us more about the meaning behind the show’s name, ‘The Shutter of History’.

TD: There’s one work I created ten years ago, of a bombed-out house in Gaza, which was 
shown at an exhibition in Israel as well. It was even more pressing when looking at all 
that was happening then and is happening now again. When considering this condition, I 
returned to one of the undercurrents of the show: our need to take pictures that represent 
past situations and allow us to locate ourselves within them as individuals. These pictures 
become iconic because they get repeated in different formats. One sees them again and 
again and they start to engender a specific collective reaction, behaviour, or practice when 
similar events occur.

W*: What’s one example of this?
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TD: Today’s memorial culture. Because photography has such a short turnover time now, 
if something like a shooting in front of a Walmart happens, you see the immediate images 
of the emergency, the sheriff and the store, but the event itself unfolds slower. One initially 
sees an image of candles, flowers underneath a tree and that kind of takes over the whole 
perception of the event. We’ve come to expect to see certain standardised scenes in this 
respect.
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A lot has changed since media moved online. One can read a New York Times headline 
from 40 years ago and it’s very matter of fact. Today, everything is very emotional and 
subjective. There was no colouring then and now everything is painted. We tend to look at 
paintings of a reportage rather than the reportage itself. It’s not documentary photography 
anymore.

Digital technology comes on top of that and makes certain kinds of images look much 
better than they actually are. If one looks at pictures of the Ukraine War, they appear to 
be unbelievably beautiful on a very basic level. One sees green uniforms, a muddy pit, a 
cannon, and a soldier lighting up a cigarette. All of the colours are so vivid that one feels 
what they are feeling. It used to be that this type of photography wasn’t about making you 
feel like you’re in the dumps and was instead, intended to just communicate what was 
happening.
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The constant barrage of photography we take in has changed our habits of reading this 
material and influenced what we find interesting. The idea of authenticity has been pushed 
aside. Everyone that might be a bystander of a crime is now also a photographer and that’s 
what we want to see immediately, not James Nachtwey capturing the fuming remains of 
9/11 a week later. Mobile phone cameras have gotten so good that journalists now need to 
also take their own photographs when on the ground.

W*: What are your thoughts on the rapid emergence of AI-generated imagery these 
days?

TD: The technology is still quite clumsy, which is wonderful. It will eventually get refined 
and seamless, but right now you see images of King Charles with six fingers on one hand 
and that’s fantastic. The errors it makes are as interesting as the initial results.

There was a great piece in The New Yorker about game designers going out into the real 
world to capture surfaces because AI can’t create them the way nature does. Of course, one 
can buy the generated image of moss on a wet pine tree in Oregon at three o’clock in the 
morning, but you can also send somebody to the same place at six o’clock to capture the 
same image in the same context and generate it as a usable component. That’s beautiful as 
an idea because one actually ends up looking at the world in a completely different way.

AI might bring an added value to that but it’s still stuck in its own echo chamber. The 
outlandish errors in an AI-generated image reveal complexities we might not expect to 
see but like photos of the memorials I mentioned before, the more these strange images – 
dinosaurs moving through a snow-covered Venice – are proliferated, the more they will 
seem normal. And yet, because of the way AI works, it will start to feed off of itself and will 
ultimately become so unrealistic that it will surpass our ability to interpret these visuals on 
an emotional level.
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W*: How does this relate back to your image-making practice, where the extra layer 
of your subjective intervention was added; allowing the paper or cardboard to almost 
sterilise the original photograph?

TD: For me, it’s not about cleaning up the image, because cleaning would be taking the 
blood out after a murder case, but I do think my process makes the distance between reality 
and interpretation very clear; it’s transparent that the image isn’t real, whereas with AI, it’s 
not very clear how real it is. My work is more like fictional writing than being matter of 
fact.

W*: How does an understanding of spatial design remain as key a consideration in your 
practice as it was early on in your career, with works like Room from 1995?

TD: It’s funny that you should cite that example as I was still a student and still very 
much addressing the immediate surroundings of Germany and our history. It’s probably 
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the buildings I grew up in that informed what I was exploring early on. I was, of course, 
dealing with how horrible the Third Reich [had been] but also exploring the glimmer of 
hope that was the resistance – multiple attempts on Hitler’s life. So I knew that if you 
looked at the image of his bombed-out bunker, you’d know what it signifies.

I acquired the rights for the image, unsurprisingly, from a British library but wasn’t 
really sure how to treat it right away. I began by projecting the image through a box and 
realised this didn’t get me anywhere. I then decided to reconstruct the depicted space 
itself as exactly as possible. That’s how I’ve worked ever since. This process allowed me 
to discover how important space is and what it can denote. I never published the version 
of Room that was a direct replication because that’s not what I wanted it to be about, there 
wasn’t anything unexpected, which is the element I appreciate the most from AI-generated 
imagery. When recreating the environments in these images, the dimensions are mostly 
estimations. One has to consider how the camera lens skews these measurements as well.
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W*: How does the use of Kvadrat ‘Divina’ drapery provide you with an alternative way 
to display your work in these exhibitions?

TD: I’m not paid to say this but the material is really great to work with and I plan to use 
it again and again for different shows. Photography shows tend to be present in very dark 
spaces and I wanted to do something different. The fabric still allows the exhibitions to be 
enclosed and for the focus to be on work, but it breaks up the rhythm of these rectangular 
rooms after rooms after rooms after rooms with doors, after doors after doors. There’s 
something very inviting about turning museum galleries into environments that feel 
domestic and the textiles add that layer of depth and softness.
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5352 Parallel Realities
“Hello everyone,” says Katya Inozemtseva, chief curator at 
Garage. “Very nice to at least see you digitally.” She keeps 
one hand in her pocket as she blinks and then half-winces 
over the words see you digitally. The camera is rolling 
but her palpable preference for a live audience (a “real” 
audience) is tangible, and renders her at once convincingly 
real and strangely artificial. 
It’s a fitting reception to this new retrospective from 
Demand, whose oeuvre has long picked at the media-
saturated seams of life to focus on the tension between 
so-called truth and so-called artifice and the disjunctions 
found therein. His process is as follows: an image is 
found — often a heavily circulated image or loaded with 
some other sort of gravitas — and reproduced fastidiously 
— in paper — before this model is captured (often at 
immersive scale) and destroyed so that only the image of a 
construction remains. 
As a process, this is not so unlike memory. Or filmmaking. 
Propaganda. Social media. Thinking. And aren’t those all 
the same thing now? And then there are the economic 
models, architectural, sociological, and medical models, 
and the simulations we produce and discard for 
entertainment or to map the galaxy. The human brain is 
in constant reconstructive dialogue with its surroundings. 
This is our eidos. Even in the very oldest cultures one finds 
rosters of replica objects for burial or ritual destruction to 
release the spirit or aid it on its way.
So, never mind whether sculptor, filmmaker, or 
photographer; if Demand must be marked for anything 
it must be for his singular obsession with this procedural 
formula behind everything we do: construct models of 
reality, extract information, and then dump both models 
and originals so that only the image of the image might live 
on. It’s written into his character. And ours too.

PREVIOUS PAGES

Kontrollraum / Control Room, 2011. C-Print / Diasec. 200 × 300 cm. Courtesy of the artist; Matthew Marks Gallery, 
New York; Sprüth Magers, Berlin / London / Los Angeles; and Esther Schipper, Berlin. 

Gate, 2004. C-Print / Diasec. 180 × 238 cm. Courtesy of the artist; 
Matthew Marks Gallery, New York; Sprüth Magers, Berlin / London / 
Los Angeles; and Esther Schipper, Berlin. 
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Kontrollraum / Control Room, 2011. C-Print / Diasec. 200 × 300 cm. Courtesy of the artist; Matthew Marks Gallery, 
New York; Sprüth Magers, Berlin / London / Los Angeles; and Esther Schipper, Berlin. 

Gate, 2004. C-Print / Diasec. 180 × 238 cm. Courtesy of the artist; 
Matthew Marks Gallery, New York; Sprüth Magers, Berlin / London / 
Los Angeles; and Esther Schipper, Berlin. 
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5554 Caving In
 “We look through models onto the world and have to 
realize that these are constructions,” Demand has told 
interviewers many times over. Throughout the course of 
a career spanning more than three decades, the artist 
has rarely shown his own models, preferring to hint at 
their materiality in his photographs instead: small wrinkles 
or gaps left visible, the odd smudge or pencil mark. 
The exemplar exception is his transportive 2006 work 
Processo Grottesco, permanently held in the basement of 
Milan’s Fondazione Prada after Demand was convinced 
to keep and exhibit the model and supporting materials 
by the institution upon commissioning Grotto (2006) for 
another site in Venice.
Here, the photograph is displayed first, followed by 
archival postcard prints and analysis of the original grotto 
in Mallorca — arranged in analogue but not unlike an 
online image search — and finally the 1:1 fabricated cave, 
made from cardboard spat from the jaws of a 3-D printing 
machine and painstakingly moved — all thirty hyperreal 
tons of it — from Demand’s Berlin studio to be installed 
with stage lighting and rigging beneath the Fondazione’s 
main screening room. All caves are sacred, but this one 
is special, not least for being snatched from death by 
Miuccia Prada. 
Like a mild psychedelic, Processo Grottesco summons 
fairytales, Plato, wombs, tombs, and descents into 
underworlds. As a site of absurdity, myth, and eternity, 
the collected items here offer an (un)naturally born 
refuge that the artist likens to a mausoleum. Entombing 
a studio setup beneath a cinema is suggestive too, 
but like all adepts, Demand refuses to delve too deep 
into the mysteries this axis mundi holds, though he will 
gesture to Kurt Schwitters and Gustave Courbet (whose 
painted grottos are as generative as his feted L’Origine du 
monde of 1866) and exhibits delight at finding the same 
enthusiastic guard there each time he visits Milan. “She’s 
still there, I mean she sits in the basement all day but she 
really loves her job.” He visited recently to check up on the 
work, since it was shut for the pandemic along with most 
other versions of reality. 
“Every good rule needs an exception,” he says, “and that is 
my exception, in a sense.” 

Processo Grottesco, 2015. Permanent installation 
at Fondazione Prada, Milan. Photography by Attilio Maranzano. 
Courtesy of the artist and Fondazione Prada, Milan / Venice.
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5958 Vanishing Acts
Back in Moscow, Garage Museum displays an entirely 
contemporary kind of cave, in a series of new works 
made especially for the exhibition. Refuge (2021) is 
described by Demand as “about a place the world hasn’t 
seen but knows about.” This place is the windowless 
room inside the shuttered Sheremetyevo hotel into 
which Edward Snowden vanished from the world for five 
weeks in 2016 after revealing the harrowing extent of 
multilateral government surveillance worldwide through 
a network of agencies including the NSA and Five Eyes. 
The work, Demand says, is about Edward Snowden the 
narrative rather than the man, and a cultural event that 
is interesting for being such a rare instance of news not 
led by imagery.
“There was no face, no personal performance. He gave 
all the laptops to someone else. The images are no 
longer a documentary document anymore. It’s more like 
a fictional story about somebody disappearing.” 
In conversation (on Zoom at least) Demand is a 
generous and unassuming storyteller, pulling through 
ideas and experiences at a great, enthusiastic clip. 
He describes the “two-textured wallpaper” of the 
sparse, windowless room, the blue haze of the TV, the 
circular light like a lonely electric moon, and the ceiling 
“completely bombarded with little infrastructural things 
like sprinklers, loudspeaker, the light, air circulation — 
every one of them possibly a device to control a hidden 
camera, you know?” I do. Most of us didn’t endure the 
pandemic in a windowless room but likely spent a beat 
or two of it as the star of a story about isolation and the 
associated drift through waves of paranoia, malaise, and 
boredom with little but blue-tinted light for company. 
Wondering if the world is watching, wondering what 
else the rest of the world is going through — yes, we’ve 
all known this. In these circumstances one’s immediate 
landscape tends to take on vast narrative possibilities.
“It’s like a theater play, in the end,” says Demand 
mysteriously.
There are theorists — Richard Schechner and Erving 
Goffman, for example — who contend that everything is 
performance, from greetings, emotional displays, and 
professional roles to sport, religious ceremonies, and 
rites. Not to say that these interactions are inauthentic, 
but rather choreographed within a set of agreed-upon 
relationships and social boundaries in order to regulate 
economic, political, and religious relations between 
groups. This is especially true of today’s digital realms, 
where different models of self and identity are picked 
up and apart and disbanded constantly across gaming, 
social media (see TikTok’s “main character” meme for a 
playful recent example), politics, and consumer choices 
in a chaotic networked performance watched in concert 

by an audience who never sleeps. Being watched 
changes our actions because it changes our connection 
to our emotions: this is the first principle of any actor, of 
the state or the stage. Given the context of history (both 
in the century anticipating Snowden and the revelations 
that followed him) it’s easy to see something much 
darker upon the lonely blue stage of Refuge.
Other works in “Mirror Without Memory” range from 
early student pieces (Five Globes, 1991) to more recent 
projects and collaborations with architects and others, 
notably with the filmmaker Alexander Kluge. For the 
piece with Kluge he built “these kind of Sputniks 
hanging from the ceiling” within which two or three 
viewers can watch three films made by Kluge from 
work by Demand — Ruins (2017), Five Globes (1991), 
and Repository (2018), the latter of which was, in turn, 
produced from material provided by Kluge — in safe, 
socially distanced, and hyper-mediated fashion: “You 
slip underneath on your own, with two or three other 
people at the same time,” Demand says.
Cinema is an important lens for the artist. He highlights 
the energy of the Lumière brothers and others during 
the medium’s first ten to fifteen years, “when it wasn't 
clear yet whether it was a folly for a fun park, or theater, 
or a documentary device,” in contrast to the more 
recent dawn of the superhero movie multiverse and 
gargantuan blockbusters like Twister, Titanic, and The 
Terminal, “where the setting is basically the narrative,” 
drawing an obvious parallel to his own work. In these 
films, “you just build the world and then you look for the 
script,” he says. “I don’t go out with a camera. I bring the 
world into my studio.”
The reality slippage found in Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s 
seminal 1973 science-fiction title Welt am Draht (World 
on a Wire) also springs to mind, given its similar focus 
on simulation and the inhabitants of artificial worlds 
— and the fates of some nine thousand “identity units” 
living as human beings built for “market research 
purposes” under the gaze of their creators. “Look,” one 
of these creators says to another, “you are nothing 
more than the image others have made of you.” Model 
citizens.
 Asked if he can relate to the filmmaker’s ideas, Demand 
says he grew up on Fassbinder, that his work “was an 
integral part of his cultural upbringing” but that any 
influence wouldn’t make sense until later, from around 
age twenty-five or so when Demand was already 
established as an artist in his own right. The pair belong 
to that staunch and interesting tradition of metaphysical 
inquiry found in Germany from the likes of Nietzsche, 
Schopenhauer, Heidegger and other identity units with 
noble market research purposes.

PREVIOUS PAGES

“Mirror Without Memory.” Exhibition view at Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow, 2021. Photography by 
Alexey Narodizkiy. Courtesy of the artist and Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow.

Repository, 2018. C-Print / Diasec. 200 × 210 cm. Courtesy of the artist; Matthew Marks Gallery, New York; Sprüth Magers, Berlin / 
London / Los Angeles; and Esther Schipper, Berlin. 
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Alexey Narodizkiy. Courtesy of the artist and Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow.

Repository, 2018. C-Print / Diasec. 200 × 210 cm. Courtesy of the artist; Matthew Marks Gallery, New York; Sprüth Magers, Berlin / 
London / Los Angeles; and Esther Schipper, Berlin. 
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6362 Quiet on the Set
There is a line in an old Jeffrey Eugenides short story 
(which happens to have been commissioned for the 
artist’s 2005 MoMA show), which still rings through 
Thomas Demand’s photographs like a stage door 
buzzer:
 
You’re there and you’re not there. And isn’t that where we 
all are?

Action! Where does “being there and not there” take 
place today? Inside or out of the mind which is inside or 
out of the computer? Where’s that headed? What’s the 
subplot? Is total immersion into simulacrum inevitable 
whether we like the idea or not? And aren’t each of us 
— with our fraying social pageantry and tattered words 
— already far less real than we pretend to be? 
Companies like Meta (née Facebook) certainly hope we 
will spend more time in the virtual worlds they build for 
us out of the maps they make of our psychodata in an 
effort to “evolve connection.” Governments continue to 
watch us. Everyone wants to see into our windowless 
room. What choice is there but to disappear or pick a 
role? Demand’s constructed worlds remain empty of any 
figurative human subject and feel ever more poignant. 
Perhaps we’re in pieces on the cutting room floor.
“By the end of this decade, or even by the middle of 
the decade,” Mark Zuckerberg said recently, squinting 
through the tiny rectangle in his mind, “I would guess 
that we’re going to reach a point where our VR (virtual 
reality) devices will start to be clearly better for almost 
every use case than our laptops and computers are.” 
If this comes to pass and we really do all pile into 
immersive headsets, we may just witness the greatest 
vanishing act in the history of drama. Cut there please.

Thomas Demand’s solo exhibition “Mirror without Memory” is on view at Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Moscow, through January 30, 2022. His solo show “Mundo de Papel” at Centro Botin, Santander, is on view through 
March 6, 2022.

Ella Plevin is a writer based in London and Cambridge.

PREVIOUS PAGES

“Mundo de Papel.” Exhibition view at Centro Botín, Santander, 2021. Photography by Vicente Paredes. 
Courtesy of the artist and Centro Botín, Santander.

All images © Thomas Demand by SIAE 2021.
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artist’s 2005 MoMA show), which still rings through 
Thomas Demand’s photographs like a stage door 
buzzer:
 
You’re there and you’re not there. And isn’t that where we 
all are?

Action! Where does “being there and not there” take 
place today? Inside or out of the mind which is inside or 
out of the computer? Where’s that headed? What’s the 
subplot? Is total immersion into simulacrum inevitable 
whether we like the idea or not? And aren’t each of us 
— with our fraying social pageantry and tattered words 
— already far less real than we pretend to be? 
Companies like Meta (née Facebook) certainly hope we 
will spend more time in the virtual worlds they build for 
us out of the maps they make of our psychodata in an 
effort to “evolve connection.” Governments continue to 
watch us. Everyone wants to see into our windowless 
room. What choice is there but to disappear or pick a 
role? Demand’s constructed worlds remain empty of any 
figurative human subject and feel ever more poignant. 
Perhaps we’re in pieces on the cutting room floor.
“By the end of this decade, or even by the middle of 
the decade,” Mark Zuckerberg said recently, squinting 
through the tiny rectangle in his mind, “I would guess 
that we’re going to reach a point where our VR (virtual 
reality) devices will start to be clearly better for almost 
every use case than our laptops and computers are.” 
If this comes to pass and we really do all pile into 
immersive headsets, we may just witness the greatest 
vanishing act in the history of drama. Cut there please.
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tightly arrayed horizontal bands of interwoven grays and blacks. The 
compositional disequilibrium of murky tones unevenly alternating with 
more pallid zones recalls clouds, while the gestural brushwork owes its 
density to a pulsing sinuousness. Tomasko’s painterly finesse is evident 
in the sparse shading lines in black spray paint enhancing this texture: 
Inconspicuous in themselves, they profoundly alter the beholder’s over-
all impression, providing an intensified plasticity. In Hymn (January), 
which may or may not depict layered fabrics, this effect stakes out a 
peculiar paradox: The painting renders a disembodied physicality that 
is ghostly and intangible, like a dream vision.

—Jens Asthoff
Translated from German by Gerrit Jackson.

David Ostrowski 
SPRÜTH MAGERS

Imagine earnestness in a painting. It’s not pretty. Or maybe it is, actu-
ally, and that’s the problem: It’s kitsch. With the group of new, mod-
estly sized works on view in the exhibition “So kalt kann es nicht sein/
It can’t be that cold,” David Ostrowski appeared to have miraculously 
circumvented this impasse. The battered objects were gray, heavily 
layered and textured—some with collage elements barely discernible 
through the paint—and each titled with the artist’s customary “F” 
(which stands for what you think it does) followed by the name, in 
parentheses, of a prominent pop-music act (Toni Braxton, Sheryl Crow, 
Genesis). The titles certainly corroborated what this writer had been 
quick to assume was the irony, or even flippancy, displayed by the art-
ist in the past. His previous works include large blank canvases mini-
mally streaked with spray paint, officially a challenge to the ontology 
of painting, but more obviously an art-world in-joke on the medium’s 
infinite endgames, which, under the influence of a market run amok, 
just about passed for criticality—at least until it was shot down as 
“zombie formalism” in 2014. 

But Ostrowski’s new works suggest something else going on. Imagine 
earnestness, but without sentimentality, without fetish. Even in their 

shittiness, Ostrowski’s gray acrylic 
rectangles make too great a claim on 
existence to be dismissed as merely 
undead. A number of them revisit 
past efforts. In F (Michael Bublé), 
2009/2020, for instance, an older 
spray streak is newly encroached 
upon by a dense gray that seems to 
hug or smother it. In the entirely 
recent F (Taylor Swift), 2020, a thick 
layer of paint covering both the cheap 
wood frame and the canvas conveys 
a kind of airlessness, which, inten-
tionally or not, seems an apt descrip-
tion of that singer’s universe, too. 

Common to all the works on view 
was that they appeared as survivors: 
triumphant, dirty, abused. Their 
ramshackle state asked not for pity, 
but for an acknowledgment of the 
brute determination undergirding 
the diligent poise with which they 
were hung—some delicately, invis-
ibly suspended from the ceiling—in 
the gallery. 

In his 1981 essay for this magazine, “Last Exit: Painting,” Thomas 
Lawson criticized painting after modernism for having degenerated 
into “empty, self-pitying, but sensationalist, mannerism.” Artists such 
as Sandro Chia and Enzo Cucchi, he wrote, were “altogether too 
calculated to be as anarchistic as they pretend” and failed to own the 
“strain of Warholism”—hype, fashion—that hung about their work. 
Thus, where modernist painting had been concerned with nothingness 
as an existential question, Lawson argued, in its 1980s revamp painting 
itself became nothing. With Ostrowski, no such claim can be made: In 
fact, more than the zero-degree painting spoken of in the press release 
for this show and many a catalogue essay on Ostrowski’s work, we 
found zero degrees of pretense to anarchism, and full-on undisguised 
fashion-consciousness.

Fashion is often understood to be cool, and coolness to be indifferent 
or noncommittal. In fact, few creative practices are as determined by 
what other people think as fashion; it tries very very hard and always 
has everything to lose. What’s cool about that? As the title of the exhi-
bition says, it can’t be that cold. What we detect in Ostrowski’s work, 
then, is not detachment, but irony’s close kin: neurosis. This art is 
fashion-conscious in the sense that it is hyperaware of itself, of its 
context, and of its reliance on the social and cultural systems that 
facilitate its significance. It is perhaps this neurotic sincerity, a total 
embrace of contrivance, that allows for a rare no-frills nothingness 
to emerge in his paintings. To be clear: It’s not that they are reduced to 
nothing; they are engaged with its substance.

—Kristian Vistrup Madsen 

LEUVEN, BELGIUM

Thomas Demand
MUSEUM LEUVEN

Even for those already familiar with Thomas Demand and his photo-
graphic restagings of preexisting images via elaborate ephemeral paper 
models, the retrospective “House of Card,” curated by Valerie Verhack, 
offered fresh insights. As Demand observes in a video interview playing 
at the beginning of the show, the model is an underexposed and under-
theorized aspect of contemporary society. And while the artist is known 
for building his models on a one-to-one scale, in this show he dabbled 
in different ratios. By doing so, Demand sought to explore the relation-
ship between model and perspective; the disparate points of view in 
each work disclosed a unique insight into his subjects’ formal, concep-
tual, and political significance. 

The “Embassy” series of 2007 stood in its own separate room near 
the entrance; this was the first body of work for which Demand built 
an installation (in collaboration with architect Arno Brandlhuber) for 
its display. The photographs portray paper and cardboard models 
based on the interior of the Embassy of the Republic of Niger in Rome, 
from which documents subsequently used by the George W. Bush 
administration as justification for the invasion or Iraq were allegedly 
stolen. Since press photos of the supposed crime scene didn’t exist, 
Demand visited the embassy himself, basing his model on his own 
observations. Essential to this series are the different angles from which 
Demand photographed this reconstructed crime scene. The installation, 
in turn, reinforced this point with a design combining the actual floor 
plan of the embassy with the positions from which Demand captured 
the building’s interior, thereby creating a kind of stage set on which the 
viewer is an actor. The scenography of this mise en abyme attempts to 
direct the audience’s focus and is helped along in its task by Demand’s 
fluent play with the photographic languages of architecture and photo-
journalism. The artist wants to show us that by standing within or 

David Ostrowski,  
F (Taylor Swift), 2020, 

acrylic and lacquer  
on canvas and wood, 

161⁄8 × 121⁄8".
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viewing a modeled re-creation of such a 
subject, as well as knowing the perspec-
tive from which it is presented, we estab-
lish its meaning. 

Another compelling contribution to 
this show was the series “Model Studies 
I–IV,” 2011–20. Here, Demand worked 
not with his own models, but with those 
of others. And rather than capturing his 
subjects full-scale, he zoomed in, fore-
grounding the models’ material aspects 
in close-up. The series began with the 
group “Model Studies I,” 2011, which 
derives from the artist’s research at the 
Getty Research Institute in Los Angeles 
into the maquettes created by Califor-
nia architect John Lautner. The most 
recent entry is the previously unexhib-
ited group “Model Studies IV,” 2020, 
comprising closely cropped shots of the 
cut-out paper patterns of late Tunisian-
born couturier Azzedine Alaïa. In both 
bodies of work, small markings, pen-

ciled measurements, and diverse materials fit together like puzzle 
pieces, revealing an intimate sense of scale, but also the intimacy of 
creation and the model’s role in it. In all four groups of “Model Stud-
ies” the images are tightly cropped around the maquette’s paper and 
cardboard bits. In this way, Demand disassociates these components 
from their primary function, pointing to a new possible significance 
for the model. 

Similar themes undergird Kvadrat Pavilions, 2020, a second previ-
ously unexhibited project. Here, Demand has broken new ground, truly 
entering the realm of architecture. On display in its own room was a 
maquette of his design for a building currently being constructed out-
side of Aarhus, Denmark, in collaboration with London-based archi-
tecture firm Caruso St John. The model shows the building to be 
relatively small, surrounded by a vast natural landscape. Is its magni-
tude meant to impress or inspire? Here, we see the sculptor/photogra-
pher in the process of becoming an architect, though the framing of his 
creation and its meaning will be left to others. 

—Huib Haye van der Werf

WARSAW

 “Henryk Streng/Marek Włodarski 
and Jewish-Polish Modernism”
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART IN WARSAW

In 1942, painter Henryk Streng destroyed his identity documents, 
acquiring papers under the name Marek Włodarski, which he main-
tained for the rest of his life. In hiding in Lwów, Poland (present-day 
Lviv, Ukraine), over the next two years, he scraped the signature with 
his Jewish name from numerous canvases, which Janina Brosch, his 
future wife—and a member of the Polish underground resistance—
regularly transported to her family home. Piotr Słodkowski, the curator 
of “Henryk Streng/Marek Włodarski and Jewish-Polish Modernism,” 
discovered the erased signatures in 2017 via infrared photography, 
which revealed hatching or sanding in the bottom corner of some of 
the artist’s best-known paintings, among them Kompozycja form 
(Composition of Forms) and Pan z fajką (Man with a Pipe), both 1926 

and made while Włodarski was studying with Fernand Léger at the 
Académie Moderne in Paris. In drawing out the history of erasure 
contained within these and other works, the exhibition drew attention 
to the traces of Polish Jewishness that, along with the impact of Nazi 
and Stalinist rule, have been blotted out by the presiding art-historical 
narrative, which positions the Legérian works Włodarski painted dur-
ing his Paris sojourn as embodying the pinnacle of his career.

At the Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw, a maze of display cabi-
nets undermined this distorted account, contextualizing roughly a hun-
dred of Włodarski’s works with just as many by his contemporaries 
from his early years in interwar Lwów until his death in Warsaw in 
1960. The earliest work in the exhibition, Ulica (The Street), 1924, was 
a montage in watercolor on paper of the metropolis—trolleys and 
electric streetlights overlaying shop signs and men in bowler hats—
indicative of the artist’s interest in the 
urban modernity of the Jewish trading 
district of multicultural Lwów. Włodarski 
adapted the typically modernist motif of 
the musician, for instance, in an evolving 
group of works depicting batiarzy, Lwów 
street performers. In Muzykanci (Musi-
cians), ca. 1937, for instance, a band of 
angular figures holding stringed instru-
ments rendered in gouache on paper 
stand against a distant cityscape. In an 
untitled haunting crayon and watercolor 
drawing from 1945, made while the art-
ist was imprisoned in the Stutthof con-
centration camp in what is now Poland, 
he imagines his fellow prisoners huddled 
together in song.

In the years after the war, the barricade 
became a recurrent subject of Włodarski’s, 
melding his formal investigations of 
figures in the city with propagandistic 
themes mandated by socialist realism. 
Identifying a modernist proclivity within 
the official aesthetic of Stalinism— 
contrary to the art-historical tendency 
to see the art of this period as an aberration—the exhibition debunked 
the myth that modernism was mainly a product of Western Europe. 
Another instance of erasure illuminates the friction of this period: After 
exhibiting Barykada (Barricade), 1950, in Poland’s First National Art 
Exhibition that year, Włodarski simplified the oil painting’s forms by 
painting over certain details. The deft way he navigated the tension 
between sanctioned subject matter and the development of his own 
visual language is also evident in works such as the watercolor Montaż 
konstrukcji (Construction Montage), ca. 1949, where a bright and 
fragmented picture plane captures a sense of simultaneity that grows 
increasingly abstract.

Resisting a cohesive impression, the exhibition’s circuitous (and 
often crowded) presentation prompted continuous reassessment of 
the relationship between Włodarski’s work and its sociopolitical con-
text, insisting on the danger in separating one from the other. This 
was a timely cautionary tale in the face of a conservative nationalist 
turn on the part of many of Poland’s art institutions. The separation 
of art from its context represents more than just a simplification; it’s 
a form of censorship. In contesting such erasure, however, the exhibi-
tion left Włodarski himself elusive, as the widely varied presentation 
of his contemporaries obscured the subtle evolution of his own 
diverse oeuvre. 

—Camila McHugh

Marek Włodarski, 
Montaż konstrukcji 
(Construction 
Montage), ca. 1949, 
watercolor, gouache, 
and pencil on paper, 
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Thomas Demand, 
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tude meant to impress or inspire? Here, we see the sculptor/photogra-
pher in the process of becoming an architect, though the framing of his 
creation and its meaning will be left to others. 

—Huib Haye van der Werf

WARSAW

 “Henryk Streng/Marek Włodarski 
and Jewish-Polish Modernism”
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART IN WARSAW

In 1942, painter Henryk Streng destroyed his identity documents, 
acquiring papers under the name Marek Włodarski, which he main-
tained for the rest of his life. In hiding in Lwów, Poland (present-day 
Lviv, Ukraine), over the next two years, he scraped the signature with 
his Jewish name from numerous canvases, which Janina Brosch, his 
future wife—and a member of the Polish underground resistance—
regularly transported to her family home. Piotr Słodkowski, the curator 
of “Henryk Streng/Marek Włodarski and Jewish-Polish Modernism,” 
discovered the erased signatures in 2017 via infrared photography, 
which revealed hatching or sanding in the bottom corner of some of 
the artist’s best-known paintings, among them Kompozycja form 
(Composition of Forms) and Pan z fajką (Man with a Pipe), both 1926 

and made while Włodarski was studying with Fernand Léger at the 
Académie Moderne in Paris. In drawing out the history of erasure 
contained within these and other works, the exhibition drew attention 
to the traces of Polish Jewishness that, along with the impact of Nazi 
and Stalinist rule, have been blotted out by the presiding art-historical 
narrative, which positions the Legérian works Włodarski painted dur-
ing his Paris sojourn as embodying the pinnacle of his career.

At the Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw, a maze of display cabi-
nets undermined this distorted account, contextualizing roughly a hun-
dred of Włodarski’s works with just as many by his contemporaries 
from his early years in interwar Lwów until his death in Warsaw in 
1960. The earliest work in the exhibition, Ulica (The Street), 1924, was 
a montage in watercolor on paper of the metropolis—trolleys and 
electric streetlights overlaying shop signs and men in bowler hats—
indicative of the artist’s interest in the 
urban modernity of the Jewish trading 
district of multicultural Lwów. Włodarski 
adapted the typically modernist motif of 
the musician, for instance, in an evolving 
group of works depicting batiarzy, Lwów 
street performers. In Muzykanci (Musi-
cians), ca. 1937, for instance, a band of 
angular figures holding stringed instru-
ments rendered in gouache on paper 
stand against a distant cityscape. In an 
untitled haunting crayon and watercolor 
drawing from 1945, made while the art-
ist was imprisoned in the Stutthof con-
centration camp in what is now Poland, 
he imagines his fellow prisoners huddled 
together in song.

In the years after the war, the barricade 
became a recurrent subject of Włodarski’s, 
melding his formal investigations of 
figures in the city with propagandistic 
themes mandated by socialist realism. 
Identifying a modernist proclivity within 
the official aesthetic of Stalinism— 
contrary to the art-historical tendency 
to see the art of this period as an aberration—the exhibition debunked 
the myth that modernism was mainly a product of Western Europe. 
Another instance of erasure illuminates the friction of this period: After 
exhibiting Barykada (Barricade), 1950, in Poland’s First National Art 
Exhibition that year, Włodarski simplified the oil painting’s forms by 
painting over certain details. The deft way he navigated the tension 
between sanctioned subject matter and the development of his own 
visual language is also evident in works such as the watercolor Montaż 
konstrukcji (Construction Montage), ca. 1949, where a bright and 
fragmented picture plane captures a sense of simultaneity that grows 
increasingly abstract.

Resisting a cohesive impression, the exhibition’s circuitous (and 
often crowded) presentation prompted continuous reassessment of 
the relationship between Włodarski’s work and its sociopolitical con-
text, insisting on the danger in separating one from the other. This 
was a timely cautionary tale in the face of a conservative nationalist 
turn on the part of many of Poland’s art institutions. The separation 
of art from its context represents more than just a simplification; it’s 
a form of censorship. In contesting such erasure, however, the exhibi-
tion left Włodarski himself elusive, as the widely varied presentation 
of his contemporaries obscured the subtle evolution of his own 
diverse oeuvre. 

—Camila McHugh
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viewing a modeled re-creation of such a 
subject, as well as knowing the perspec-
tive from which it is presented, we estab-
lish its meaning. 
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“Photography constructs reality, not the other way around,” says Berlin and Los Angeles-
based artist Thomas Demand (b. 1964). He has become renowned for his “strangely familiar” 
photographs of spaces that seem to be quite banal and generic at first, but once we give them 
a second glance, some striking events, stored in our collective memories, suddenly rush alive – 
Control Room takes us back to Fukushima nuclear power plant during its 2011 tsunami-induced 
meltdown; Kitchen reminds us of Saddam Hussein’s hideout where he cooked his last meal 
before being captured in 2003; and Tunnel, a short film depicting a space seemingly identical 
to the one where Lady Diana died in a car crash in Paris in 1997. None of these spaces are real 
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though; the scenes were all meticulously constructed inside the artist’s studio out of paper and 
cardboard at one-to-one scale. And after being photographed they were destroyed. Demand’s 
large-scale photos are the only things left and they are accompanied by laconic abstracted titles, 
no explanations of process or meaning. Yet, if we pay enough attention, Demand’s photos will 
remind us of the events that we think we already know well. The images allow us to relive our 
own thoughts and associations even though the scenes in front of us are entirely fabricated. 
Suddenly, we become susceptible to many thoughts, realising – do we even know how to discern 
the difference between what’s true and what’s false? Can a photograph be trusted?

Working on life-size models for his evocative photographs brought Demand to another one of 
his explorations – architecture, particularly photographing architectural models. Whereas his own 
models are non-spatial – the artist describes them as “where either something just happened, or 
something is about to happen” – his photos of architectural models are about the potential of 
space at a level of pure abstraction, even more powerful due to the fact that they are not meant 
to be realised. Whether piles of multiple versions of the same project photographed at the 
Tokyo office of SANAA or overlapped parts of dress samples at the atelier of Azzedine Alaia in 
Paris, Demand’s photos turn into scaleless constructions of pure shapes and colours to test and 
seek how space could be inhabited solely visually and poetically. They are spaces for dreams to 
be inhabited. The following is a compacted version of my conversation with Thomas Demand 
over Zoom between New York and the artist’s studio in Berlin, as we discussed his methods, 
intentions, and the power of images.

Vladimir Belogolovsky (VB): Could you talk about your paper models? You said, “Models 
reduce the world into a system of signifiers… Models reduce the complexity of reality to the key 
elements... Models are cultural techniques and tools to rebuild our impressions of the world or 
our memories”.
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Thomas Demand (TD): Well, my practice grew over the years. Many of my decisions came 
out of necessities. I started making paper models because I was a painter and I wanted a new 
challenge. There was no place to store them, so I used very cheap materials and if I ran out of 
storage space or they got damaged, I could simply rebuild them quickly. These initial models 
were of the most mundane objects such as a paper cup, ashtray, or a pack of cigarettes. My 
whole career is evolutionary. I wouldn’t know how to find an image in a newspaper, make a 
model of it, take a picture, and then destroy the model. I came to this gradually. I didn’t even 
think about documenting the process. It was my professor’s suggestion to keep track of what I 
was doing. Because sometimes you need to revisit your own ideas from five or 10 years ago and 
it may surprise you. If you are not keeping track of what you do, you are not learning from your 
own experiences. 

VB: There is a great degree of freedom in your work and in your choices in general. There is no 
script. You constantly deal with so many unknowns.

TD: It is my most fundamental position. Until I have the piece ready I do it entirely on my own 
and at my own risk, and at my own pace. I have a complete control over what I do and how 
I do it. That’s a big difference between an artist and an architect. That’s the part that all my 
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architect friends complain about most passionately. Their intentions are interfered with the 
clients’ objections and desires. But as an artist, I don’t have to ask for anyone’s permission. This 
kind of liberty is important to me and I would not accept a single commission if my freedom is 
compromised.

VB: I love the description of your work on the website of Matthew Marks Gallery: “Thomas 
Demand’s work investigates the persistence of images and their ability to embed themselves 
in a society’s collective memory”. Your projects start with selecting a particular picture widely 
published in the media that represents a significant event, loaded with political or social 
meaning. You then create a life-size model made of cardboard and paper to recreate the place 
in the picture. Then you take your own picture and destroy the model. In a way, you retell the 
original story in your own way. How do you select stories for your projects? What is it that you 
are looking for as an artist?

TD: Well, what I am most interested in are places that still have something to say. Not everything 
has been told about the events that happened in those spaces, in my opinion. There are popular 
anecdotes about what happened when Princess Diana died or when Saddam Hussein was 
discovered. But it is not really about the places where these events occurred. I am trying to take 
away the anecdote from the story and reveal the picture which can stand next to the picture that 
we know from the news. There are many pictures that have a certain narrative attached to them. 
Think of the famous Dutch portrait paintings from the 17th century. We don’t know who the 
people on those paintings are. We can find out, of course. What’s important is the story of the 
humanism in these pictures. We understand this when we are looking at the face of someone 
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who lived 360 years ago. It is like an icon of humanity. There is something fundamentally human 
about that kind of link between the centuries. So, what I am trying to find in various stories and 
events is a timeless quality.

Another example is the work that depicted the Stasi office, stormed in 1990 by the East German 
citizens after the fall of the Berlin Wall. It was based on the widely published press photo. But if 
you look at the footage of the January 6 Capitol riot, you can come across similar photos in our 
modern-day history. There are parallel stories about the 2000 US presidential elections when 
[George HW] Bush won by just one electoral vote, even though [Al] Gore received more than half 
a million more popular votes. The same happened with [Donald] Trump and [Hillary] Clinton in 
2016. Surely, similar circumstances may happen again in the future. So, by looking at the same 
image, different viewers can relate to different events. The core of my work is about a very simple 
operation – looking at the picture, diving in, and trying to see what’s in the picture. In the end it 
is all about translation; in this case, it is about translating the flat image into a three-dimensional 
setting, back to its two-dimensional representation, and then relating it to a bigger context.

VB: You partially already answered my next question. Your pictures are quite elaborate. Yet, 
they are typically not accompanied by any explanations. It is, as you just said, because what 
seems precise and specific from a particular point in history may happen again elsewhere. And 
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because different people can see and think of different events by looking at the same picture, 
you purposely leave space for interpretation, right?

TD: It is very simple; I don’t know more than the viewer; I just look more carefully. And I don’t 
want to be a pamphlet or a teacher of history. What I observe is that we live in a very fast news 
cycle. It was shocking when JFK was shot and for years people would ask, “Where were you when 
JFK was shot?” But over the last few decades, with such media dominance in our lives, we have 
grown much more immune. We may still remember where we were when Princess Diana was 
killed or when Trump was elected but we now live in the constant news flow, in which even some 
shocking events stay in our conscience for just a few days and we barely remember them a short 
while later. This reality is a fascinating context that I am exploring. And for me each work is more 
than a single story because these stories repeat in a variety of versions over time.

What I am after is to explore the power of images. If you go see a portrait paining by Holbein, is 
it important to know the person’s name or how the merchant he painted really looked like that? 
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We know that these portraits were not always accurate. The painter could willfully make certain 
changes, or the client could have asked the painter to avoid particular details. So, we know that 
so many of these paintings are not truthful. Yet, they became very powerful and iconic images 
because of what they represent. So, what I am after is to look for a picture that is beautiful, 
complex, and disturbing enough for the viewer to want to find something about it. And if people 
don’t want to find out any information behind the picture and they only look at it as a pure 
image, I don’t have a problem with that. And I am sure that Holbein would not have any problem 
with that either. He would probably say, “Who cares about the merchant’s likeliness, look at the 
painting I created!” In any case, art is not an equation, there are so many intentions and so many 
reactions. What I hope for is that I make the initial impact and then it is up to the viewers to react.

VB: Could you talk more about your romance with architectural models? You first started 
photographing John Lautner’s building models as fragments and abstractions. You worked with 
models by SANAA, Hans Hollein, and parts of dresses designed by Azzedine Alaia. Could you 
touch on this fascination? What is your intention behind it?

TD: First, making abstract photography is a nonsensical proposition because the idea of a 
photograph is that it shows something. Of course, you can photograph an abstraction, such 
as a blank piece of paper, but it will still be the blank piece of paper. So, I thought that by 
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photographing someone else’s models, I could find qualities of abstraction, especially by 
depicting something that’s the opposite of what I typically do. So, for example, the models I 
photographed show the traces of decay. What I like about architectural models is their potential 
of suggesting forms without being too explicit and literal, which is the opposite of my own 
models, which are super calculated and very crisp. You can find very vivid and unconventional 
ideas between art and architecture.  

VB: In your interview with Elizabeth Diller, you said, “I find it interesting to work with architecture 
that is not about building, but about the process and how you find the form.” Could you touch 
upon this idea?

TD: Well, there is architecture which becomes a building and there is architecture that refines an 
idea. That idea is much closer to art than a building with all the conventional functions. I enjoy 
exploring ideas when they are still fluid. For example, many of the models I found at the office 
of SANAA will never be built. The architects play with pure shapes and ideas that may become 
something or may not. But it is amazing to see all these models and fragments right next to each 
other. None of them will ever leave the office and they are there just for internal communication 
purposes. In a way, they have built their unique abstract language of communication that has 
its own power and beauty that feeds the architects in their design evolution. I really like these 
explorations for their abstractness. But once you give it to the client, in order to be convincing 
you need to insert a human figure into the model to give it a scale. For their own understanding, 
they don’t need that. And that convincing phase is not very interesting to me.
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German sculptor Thomas Demand lives and works between Berlin and Los Angeles. One of the 
most innovative artists of his generation, Demand has specialized in handcrafting facsimiles of 
architectural spaces and natural environments. Through his use of paper and cardboard, Demand 
meticulously reconstructs images and scenes, embedding those in society’s collective memory 
with mural-scale photographs. The ephemeral and illusionistic characters of Demand’s work have 
pushed the medium of photography further than ever before and are part of his investigation of the 
livelihood of images.

NR looks into Thomas Demand’s development as an artist, from sculptor to photographer and 
how he found a balance between the two practices using excellent craftsmanship and imagination, 
blurring the line between reproduction and original whether it be in architecture or fashion. 

Thomas Demand, it is such a pleasure to be interviewing you. How are you?

Very well, thank you.

You have had a fascinating career spamming across various fields such as sculpture, 
photography, art, film. As the theme of this issue is Growth, I thought it would be interesting 
to let you talk to us about how you found a balance between all those practices, using 
excellent craftsmanship and imagination.

You initially trained as a sculptor, how did you find yourself in the place where you are today 
and how did you initiate that merge between sculpture, photography and architecture?

I grew up in an environment which naturally connected these fields like family: my father and 
mother were painters, my uncle and grandfather architects, my grandmother a concert pianist (still 
working to find my way in that field) and my best friend at school was the son of one of the most 
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important and visionary art collectors in Germany. So I have no Schwellenangst, even if I do have 
greatest respect for the disciplines and their differences.

You have studied in Düsseldorf, Munich, Amsterdam, Paris and London. You have been 
moving quite a lot. What are some of the places that have inspired you the most?

Japan, USA and northern Italy. But I also noted over the years that there are cities which are good 
for making art and some to look at art, but rarely is both the case.

Your starting point is often photography as a “constructed reality” and from there, you 
design life-size paper models with colored paper and cardboard. You create inventive 
images of life- size architectural paper models that look exactly like the final product. Your 
constructions are ephemeral as you always discard them once you’ve photographed them. 
Why is that?

I don’t think it is exactly like the starting point, but even if, it would be a valid artistic concept, I 
believe. But my version is a version of reality which might have more relations to how we see the 
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world, not how it might be. How we remember it, how we are manipulated, how our ideas influence 
what we recognize and so forth. Like a writer, he might write truthfully about the world, but it will 
not be taken as the reality itself. I consider this worth exploring in the medium of photography, 
where this distinction is easily obfuscated by the mechanistic understanding of documentation the 
apparatus delivers.

Your work often serves as testimonies for other artists’ thought processes and create a 
place in time for them. Where did that interest come from?

We all stand on someone else’s shoulders, and I find it an easy way not to isolate my vision in the 
ghetto of photography. Photography as a technique or discipline never interested me enough.

In an interview for the Louisiana Museum you say that “many things first become visible 
to us via the images we see of them.” and that we live in a world of models. Could you 
elaborate on that? Do you think you are creating a new version of reality or giving new 
perspectives or is this more about bridging the gap between what we see and what is 
represented and almost building a realm between fiction and reality?

I think the use of models is a highly influential and underexposed cultural technique, we can only 
absorb the complexity of the world around us by filtering end remodeling it. The ancient Greek 
philosophy was already fully aware of that and things didn’t get less complex since then. The 
weather forecast, retirement plans, demographics, elections, psychology ect, all is using models 
to find a direction through data. People often think of architects and children’s toys if they refer to 
models, but it is much more fundamental. It is amazing how little literature and research there is 
about that.

Your major solo exhibition ‘House of Card’ is on view until April 2021 at M Leuven museum in 
Belgium. It coincides with the release of your book House of Card with Mack, which focuses 
on your relationship to architecture and the collaborations you have done with architects. 
Your series Model Studies which also serves as an introductory point in House of Card, was 
honoring through photographs taken during your visit at the Getty Museum in Los Angeles, 
13 unreleased projects and discarded structures made by well-known architect John 
Lautner. This was also the first time for you not to photograph models of your own.

HoC is the show and the book, which works as a standalone, but it is the book to the show.

Could you delve into your engagement with architecture over the last decade?

I noted over the years that architecture developed a specific interest and response towards my 
work, I heard of competitions which were won with my images as examples, architectural schools 
did seminars about it and architectural biennales invited me many times to contribute. I also 
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worked since my first exhibitions with display features, exhibition architecture and embraced 
challenging spaces to show the work without compromising neither the architecture nor the 
pictures. All that established longtermed collaborations with a number of architects. i think that 
prepared the situation in which I started thinking about architecture as a promising claim for my 
thinking and obviously there are a number of approaches imaginable for me: looking at it, using 
it and now also doing it myself. That’s what the show is about, plus collaborative aspects which 
come along, as architecture is always a team effort.

How does your work resonate with architecture? In your opinion, how do abstraction and 
architecture correlate?

Architecture, not unlike photography are figurative. The process might be very abstract, but what is 
built is concrete. But there are stages in the design process which are open and not about doors, 
faucets and fire regulations, and those interest me, as they shadow a bit what I enjoy in my work, 
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when ideas become form and forms become figures. I consider my Model Studies series as my 
most photographic work to date but also my most abstract. In the end the source is becoming 
irrelevant, you won’t recognize a Lautner building nor a dress by Alaïa on my images.

You have spent time recently in Tokyo in the offices of the architects Kazuyo Sejima and 
Ryue Nishizawa, also known as SANAA. Your 2015 show Latent Forms at Sprüth Magers in 
London displayed the close-up images you took of their paper and cardboard architectural 
models during your visits at SANAA offices. Those images part of Model Studies II, became 
abstracts and fragments of ideas of buildings that may not come to realization. Why were 
you interested in working with SANAA?

Besides the fact that they are amongst the most astonishing and original firms in the field of 
architecture, I was approached by them to contribute to their Venice architecture biennale 
exhibition in 2010. I visited them in Tokyo and found the most amazing and confusing office they 
worked in, which just fascinated me. So, when I moved to L.A. I decided to fly every few months 
over there to see how that place changes. Their design process is highly influenced by the use of 
very low-key simple paper models, which they make in a minute to communicate ideas. Once such 
idea is used or abandoned for one project it might have an afterlife in another project because it 
just sits there amongst what looked like a 1 million other models. So, it felt familiar for me as a 
studio situation, but also it was used for completely different purposes.

Could you tell us about Model Studies IV and the inspiration you had from the late fashion 
designer Azzedine Alaïa’s pieces?

I had the pleasure to have lunch with him once or twice in his atelier, and at the same time I had 
planned to work with the patterns which are used in clothes making for many years. Although 
I never found the right picture, I kept searching. It reminded me of the discarded leftovers on 
Matisse’s floor in his studio in Nice, where he did the cut outs in colored paper. Again, it felt 
familiar but wasn’t an artist’s studio. Important in all cases is for me also that these people think 
with their hands, which is really important in a time when the digitalization is taking over any 
aspect of our life.

Last year you realized your first collaboration with a fashion brand, for Prada and you’ve 
decided to create anonymously a series of images titled Hanami (meaning cherry blossoms, 
a symbol of youth and love) created for each window of every Prada stores across the world. 
This was also a first for Prada to officially collaborate with an artist. You have had a close 
relationship with Miuccia Prada and Fondazione Prada for the last decade. How did that 
collaboration unfold? Why also the desire for anonymity? Could you tell us more about the 
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narrative behind the series and what was the inspiration behind it?

Over the last 15 years I did nine different projects in all different shapes and ambitions with the 
Fondazione Prada. I saw it developing into an amazing organization, which never used the art 
for marketing reasons, very unlike most other efforts in that field. The trust in the artist and the 
generosity when it comes to making things possible is the connection to the core of the company 
and in the end their idea of luxury. So when MP asked me if I would consider to give permission 
to use my work in a seasonal campaign worldwide - it was spring 2020 - I considered the 
cooperation with company a chance to try out my work on a global audience without making it a 
marketing move on my part. I mean every Prada shop in the world, all of them in prime locations, 
and most of the windows were designed specifically. What a roll out!

It seems that artists and fashion brands are collaborating more and more. You have 
mentioned before that fashion is time and identity related and I think we can find those 
elements in your work too. What are some other fashion houses that you would want to 
collaborate with?

I find it a relatively confusing message to have a shop window with handbags and then having 
an artist name on top of that, possibly even with a social mission. I think the handbag should 
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convince in itself and the shop window should do the best to create attention and context, full 
stop. But as I said, contemporary art is a niche and fashion is an industry, I think there can be 
very interesting combinations, as long as they respect the autonomy and maybe auratic character 
of an artwork. Also, the series ‘Blossom’ was existing, we aligned and composed it anew for the 
purpose, but it was not a commission in the sense of the word. But I really admire what Prada has 
built over the years, that’s why I was open to the request, not because I wanted to combine my 
‘brand’ with theirs or any other strategic consideration.

Coming back to architecture, your most recent project currently under construction, is very 
very exciting. It is a Pavilion at the Headquarters of design-innnovation leader Kvadrat, a 
contemporary textiles and textile related products for architects and designers, company in 
Denmark. Could you tell us about this collaboration?

Again, that grew over the years into a long ongoing and trustful relation. Anders Byriel, the CEO, 
is very interested in contemporary Art and approached me decades ago when I had a show in 
the Museum Louisiana, and was just trying find his way around in the arts. It wasn’t really about 
commercial interests on both sides. We became friends since, did a few projects which were all 
great fun and showed convincing results, and so when he decided to build some kind of meeting 
place next to the company headquarters, he asked me if I have ideas or if I want to do it. And I 
said yes, instantly. You need to understand, very rarely an artist has the chance to build an entire 
house or in this case three of them. And I am trying to make it in some kind of Gesamtkunstwerk, 
where I am doing everything you touch and consider everything in it’s visual appearance and 
all follows the logic of paper. As it is my first, of course I needed help and asked CarusoStJohn 
to facilitate my ideas, I have also done a number of projects with them in the past, so it is a 
constructive and sensitive dialogue.

Are there other projects that you are working on at the moment?

I am working on a film about which I can’t say much right now, we will open a show in London 
next week, I am developing a large show for Garage in Moscow, which will include a direct 
collaboration between me and SANAA, as well as a contribution by Alexander Kluge and a show 
at the Fundacion Botin in Santander, called Mundo del Papel, with a very ambitious exhibition 
architecture in their wonderful Renzo Piano Building. Let’s hope the world is back on track by 
autumn, when it all will be realized.

“Thomas Demand. House of Card” is on view at the Museum Leuven in Belgium through 
April 2021, an exhibition delving into the artist’s engagement with architectural forms.
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RUSSELL FERGUSON Let’s begin  
at the beginning. Why did you 
decide to become an artist? 
THOMAS DEMAND I actually 
never considered anything else.  
My mother was an art teacher.  
My father was an artist who taught. 
He wanted to be a painter, but at 
that time in Germany you couldn’t 
make a living as an artist. But art 
was always around me. 
RF I’ve always thought that in 
German art schools it’s a one-to- 
one relationship, that you are  
“a student of so-and-so”.    

‘Tribute’, 2011 ‘Poll’, 2001

accepted me in his class. When I got 
to [Kunstakademie] Düsseldorf, I 
just swore to myself that I was going 
to make it as an artist, and I never 
took another job again. Things 
there were much more professional. 
The students had tough battles  
with each other but they weren’t 
personal; it was about the art. It was 
quite competitive in that sense. 
RF Is that when you started to move 
toward sculpture? 
TD The one thing I didn’t have  
any clue about was sculpture.  
I had never made one; I was never ▶  

TD No, they put you in a class 
immediately, and I was one of the 
leftovers. Like, “This guy clearly 
has talent, but I don’t want him.”  
So I found myself in the most 
unpopular class. I stayed for one 
year and then realised I had to get 
out. I got an old Opel and I drove 
through Germany to Hamburg and 
Düsseldorf and Berlin, and I saw 
different professors. In Düsseldorf  
I saw [the artist] Fritz Schwegler, 
who said, “Well, maybe come back 
and show me what you’ve done in 
like six weeks.” I did that, and he 
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RF Is that when you started to move toward sculpture? 

TD The one thing I didn’t have any clue about was sculpture. 
I had never made one; I was never interested in it. A lot of 
people in my class were making sculpture. I was starting 
completely from scratch, but it was healthy because I started 
out making very basic things, just trying out volumes 
and geometric shapes. They were somewhere between 
representation and abstraction. It was about, “At what point 
does something become ‘something’, and at what point is it 
still just a ‘blob?’” I wasn’t sure if I wanted to keep making 
sculptures, so I made them as cheaply as possible. That’s how 
I started making things out of paper — because I didn’t want 
to store them and I didn’t want to keep them. 

RF Something that came into play in your work quite early 
is a reluctance to embrace the sense of a model as a miniature 
version of something in the real world. Can you talk about 
that a little bit? 

TD Even if my sculptures weren’t very convincing and 
didn’t last very long, I wanted them to be taken seriously 
as objects — at that point I wasn’t photographing them. I 
thought, if I make an object that’s too neat, or appeals to your 
sense of prettiness or cuteness, it would be a failure, because 
it would get stuck in craftsmanship. Scaling things into 
miniature automatically “cute-ifies” them. So when I started 
making objects, I just thought, I really need to know what 
I’m talking about. I made things that I knew from my own 
experience. I tried to keep the bar as low as possible. Making 
it monumental would have been taking it beyond my own 
limits again. 

RF After this, you went to Goldsmiths. Why did you decide 
to go to school in England? 

TD I was in Paris on a grant for a year and it reminded me 
of Munich — the same palette of problems. It was a very 
different format at Goldsmiths. You had to be able to make 
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‘  I  started photographing stuff before I  threw  
it  away because my teacher told me I should, 
[so I]  would know if I  was making progress’‘Treppenhaus/Staircase’, 1995

◀ interested in it. A lot of people  
in my class were making sculpture. 
I was starting completely from 
scratch, but it was healthy because  
I started out making very basic 
things, just trying out volumes  
and geometric shapes. They were 
somewhere between representation 
and abstraction. It was about, “At 
what point does something become 
‘something’, and at what point is it 
still just a ‘blob?’” I wasn’t sure if I 
wanted to keep making sculptures, 
so I made them as cheaply as 
possible. That’s how I started 
making things out of paper –
because I didn’t want to store them 
and I didn’t want to keep them. 
RF Something that came into  
play in your work quite early is a 
reluctance to embrace the sense of 
a model as a miniature version of 
something in the real world. Can 
you talk about that a little bit? 
TD Even if my sculptures weren’t 
very convincing and didn’t last very 
long, I wanted them to be taken 
seriously as objects – at that point  
I wasn’t photographing them.  
I thought, if I make an object that’s 
too neat, or appeals to your sense of 
prettiness or cuteness, it would be  
a failure, because it would get stuck 
in craftsmanship. Scaling things 
into miniature automatically  
“cute-ifies” them. So when I started 
making objects, I just thought,  
I really need to know what I’m 
talking about. I made things that  
I knew from my own experience.  
I tried to keep the bar as low as 
possible. Making it monumental 
would have been taking it beyond 
my own limits again. 
RF After this, you went to 
Goldsmiths. Why did you decide  
to go to school in England? 
TD I was in Paris on a grant for a 
year and it reminded me of Munich 
– the same palette of problems.  
It was a very different format at 
Goldsmiths. You had to be able to 
make a case for what you were 
trying to do, and describe what  
you expected the audience to see.  
I hadn’t been exposed to that 
language at all. It was also the 
beginning of the art world in 
London at the time, just a couple  
of years after Freeze, the show 
Damien Hirst curated [in 1988].  
It was all about British art – it wasn’t 
about German art at all. You would 
actually be at a disadvantage as  
a German, because “German art” 
meant [Anselm] Kiefer and 
[Georg] Baselitz. I was really 
thrown into the deep end there,  
as a German. 
RF Were you still making sculpture? 
TD I made sculptures, but I couldn’t 
just take on the Düsseldorf rhetoric 

of, “Oh, this is like an object, you 
know what I mean – wink wink?”  
It needed to be much clearer and 
probably much more individual, 
subjective. At that time I started 
photographing stuff before I  
threw it away, which was basically 
because my teacher told me that  
I should. 
RF This was mainly for 
documentation? 
TD It was only for documentation. 
The original idea was that I would 
only keep around 20 objects, a 
mixture between the best objects 
and the latest objects. And my 
professor said, “You should really 
photograph them before you  
throw them away.” For one  
very intelligent reason: because 
otherwise I wouldn’t know if I was 
making any progress on them. 
RF But even though your  
pictures began exclusively as 
documentation of sculptures,  
then the possibility emerged that 
the thing you’re making is really  
the photograph. Let’s talk about an 
early work, “Sprungturm/Diving 
Board” (1994). This is kind of 
exceptional in your work, in that  
it’s not to scale. 
TD This is a smallish model because 
the studio was so small. I couldn’t 
do it 1:1 or I probably would have 
ended up in the Guinness Book of 
World Records. 
RF It is a colour photograph  
of an object, but it’s close to 
monochrome. Was that part of  
its appeal? 
TD Absolutely. It had this 
connotation of a black-and-white 
picture. And, of course, as a 
German in London, this carries  
a quasi-fascistic connotation. 
RF It has quite a Bauhaus  
feeling to it, but it also has some 
Berlin Olympics feel. Is this a  
step up in ambition? That while 
making a cardboard sculpture you 
can also take on – “problematic”  
is an understatement – issues of 
aesthetics and German history,  
or the history of photography  
in Germany? 
TD I just realised that those 
pictures for me are my own,  
even if they’re also part of the 
public consciousness. So your 
memory intersects with the 
collective memory. 
RF You told me once that this 
diving board is the diving board 
from the pool where you learnt to 
swim. So it’s a personal memory, 
but it also evokes a kind of public 
history of representation? 
TD Absolutely. As an artist, you 
have to align your own memories 
with what these memories mean for 
someone else. It started with the ▶ 
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TD I was in Paris on a grant for a 
year and it reminded me of Munich 
– the same palette of problems.  
It was a very different format at 
Goldsmiths. You had to be able to 
make a case for what you were 
trying to do, and describe what  
you expected the audience to see.  
I hadn’t been exposed to that 
language at all. It was also the 
beginning of the art world in 
London at the time, just a couple  
of years after Freeze, the show 
Damien Hirst curated [in 1988].  
It was all about British art – it wasn’t 
about German art at all. You would 
actually be at a disadvantage as  
a German, because “German art” 
meant [Anselm] Kiefer and 
[Georg] Baselitz. I was really 
thrown into the deep end there,  
as a German. 
RF Were you still making sculpture? 
TD I made sculptures, but I couldn’t 
just take on the Düsseldorf rhetoric 

of, “Oh, this is like an object, you 
know what I mean – wink wink?”  
It needed to be much clearer and 
probably much more individual, 
subjective. At that time I started 
photographing stuff before I  
threw it away, which was basically 
because my teacher told me that  
I should. 
RF This was mainly for 
documentation? 
TD It was only for documentation. 
The original idea was that I would 
only keep around 20 objects, a 
mixture between the best objects 
and the latest objects. And my 
professor said, “You should really 
photograph them before you  
throw them away.” For one  
very intelligent reason: because 
otherwise I wouldn’t know if I was 
making any progress on them. 
RF But even though your  
pictures began exclusively as 
documentation of sculptures,  
then the possibility emerged that 
the thing you’re making is really  
the photograph. Let’s talk about an 
early work, “Sprungturm/Diving 
Board” (1994). This is kind of 
exceptional in your work, in that  
it’s not to scale. 
TD This is a smallish model because 
the studio was so small. I couldn’t 
do it 1:1 or I probably would have 
ended up in the Guinness Book of 
World Records. 
RF It is a colour photograph  
of an object, but it’s close to 
monochrome. Was that part of  
its appeal? 
TD Absolutely. It had this 
connotation of a black-and-white 
picture. And, of course, as a 
German in London, this carries  
a quasi-fascistic connotation. 
RF It has quite a Bauhaus  
feeling to it, but it also has some 
Berlin Olympics feel. Is this a  
step up in ambition? That while 
making a cardboard sculpture you 
can also take on – “problematic”  
is an understatement – issues of 
aesthetics and German history,  
or the history of photography  
in Germany? 
TD I just realised that those 
pictures for me are my own,  
even if they’re also part of the 
public consciousness. So your 
memory intersects with the 
collective memory. 
RF You told me once that this 
diving board is the diving board 
from the pool where you learnt to 
swim. So it’s a personal memory, 
but it also evokes a kind of public 
history of representation? 
TD Absolutely. As an artist, you 
have to align your own memories 
with what these memories mean for 
someone else. It started with the ▶ 

Detail from the video ‘Pacific Sun’, 2012

‘Kontrollraum/Control Room’, 2011

‘Sprungturm/Diving Board’, 1994

‘Junior Suite’, 2012
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‘  I  started photographing stuff before I  threw  
it  away because my teacher told me I should, 
[so I]  would know if I  was making progress’‘Treppenhaus/Staircase’, 1995

◀ interested in it. A lot of people  
in my class were making sculpture. 
I was starting completely from 
scratch, but it was healthy because  
I started out making very basic 
things, just trying out volumes  
and geometric shapes. They were 
somewhere between representation 
and abstraction. It was about, “At 
what point does something become 
‘something’, and at what point is it 
still just a ‘blob?’” I wasn’t sure if I 
wanted to keep making sculptures, 
so I made them as cheaply as 
possible. That’s how I started 
making things out of paper –
because I didn’t want to store them 
and I didn’t want to keep them. 
RF Something that came into  
play in your work quite early is a 
reluctance to embrace the sense of 
a model as a miniature version of 
something in the real world. Can 
you talk about that a little bit? 
TD Even if my sculptures weren’t 
very convincing and didn’t last very 
long, I wanted them to be taken 
seriously as objects – at that point  
I wasn’t photographing them.  
I thought, if I make an object that’s 
too neat, or appeals to your sense of 
prettiness or cuteness, it would be  
a failure, because it would get stuck 
in craftsmanship. Scaling things 
into miniature automatically  
“cute-ifies” them. So when I started 
making objects, I just thought,  
I really need to know what I’m 
talking about. I made things that  
I knew from my own experience.  
I tried to keep the bar as low as 
possible. Making it monumental 
would have been taking it beyond 
my own limits again. 
RF After this, you went to 
Goldsmiths. Why did you decide  
to go to school in England? 
TD I was in Paris on a grant for a 
year and it reminded me of Munich 
– the same palette of problems.  
It was a very different format at 
Goldsmiths. You had to be able to 
make a case for what you were 
trying to do, and describe what  
you expected the audience to see.  
I hadn’t been exposed to that 
language at all. It was also the 
beginning of the art world in 
London at the time, just a couple  
of years after Freeze, the show 
Damien Hirst curated [in 1988].  
It was all about British art – it wasn’t 
about German art at all. You would 
actually be at a disadvantage as  
a German, because “German art” 
meant [Anselm] Kiefer and 
[Georg] Baselitz. I was really 
thrown into the deep end there,  
as a German. 
RF Were you still making sculpture? 
TD I made sculptures, but I couldn’t 
just take on the Düsseldorf rhetoric 

of, “Oh, this is like an object, you 
know what I mean – wink wink?”  
It needed to be much clearer and 
probably much more individual, 
subjective. At that time I started 
photographing stuff before I  
threw it away, which was basically 
because my teacher told me that  
I should. 
RF This was mainly for 
documentation? 
TD It was only for documentation. 
The original idea was that I would 
only keep around 20 objects, a 
mixture between the best objects 
and the latest objects. And my 
professor said, “You should really 
photograph them before you  
throw them away.” For one  
very intelligent reason: because 
otherwise I wouldn’t know if I was 
making any progress on them. 
RF But even though your  
pictures began exclusively as 
documentation of sculptures,  
then the possibility emerged that 
the thing you’re making is really  
the photograph. Let’s talk about an 
early work, “Sprungturm/Diving 
Board” (1994). This is kind of 
exceptional in your work, in that  
it’s not to scale. 
TD This is a smallish model because 
the studio was so small. I couldn’t 
do it 1:1 or I probably would have 
ended up in the Guinness Book of 
World Records. 
RF It is a colour photograph  
of an object, but it’s close to 
monochrome. Was that part of  
its appeal? 
TD Absolutely. It had this 
connotation of a black-and-white 
picture. And, of course, as a 
German in London, this carries  
a quasi-fascistic connotation. 
RF It has quite a Bauhaus  
feeling to it, but it also has some 
Berlin Olympics feel. Is this a  
step up in ambition? That while 
making a cardboard sculpture you 
can also take on – “problematic”  
is an understatement – issues of 
aesthetics and German history,  
or the history of photography  
in Germany? 
TD I just realised that those 
pictures for me are my own,  
even if they’re also part of the 
public consciousness. So your 
memory intersects with the 
collective memory. 
RF You told me once that this 
diving board is the diving board 
from the pool where you learnt to 
swim. So it’s a personal memory, 
but it also evokes a kind of public 
history of representation? 
TD Absolutely. As an artist, you 
have to align your own memories 
with what these memories mean for 
someone else. It started with the ▶ 

Detail from the video ‘Pacific Sun’, 2012

‘Kontrollraum/Control Room’, 2011

‘Sprungturm/Diving Board’, 1994

‘Junior Suite’, 2012

FT.COM/MAGAZINE  NOVEMBER 17/18 2018 FT.COM/MAGAZINE  NOVEMBER 17/18 2018



Ferguson, Russell, and Thomas Demand.   “Paper, Scissors, Camera...” Financial Times Magazine, November 17 – 18, 2018, 
	 pp. 46–51.

48 49

‘  I  started photographing stuff before I  threw  
it  away because my teacher told me I should, 
[so I]  would know if I  was making progress’‘Treppenhaus/Staircase’, 1995

◀ interested in it. A lot of people  
in my class were making sculpture. 
I was starting completely from 
scratch, but it was healthy because  
I started out making very basic 
things, just trying out volumes  
and geometric shapes. They were 
somewhere between representation 
and abstraction. It was about, “At 
what point does something become 
‘something’, and at what point is it 
still just a ‘blob?’” I wasn’t sure if I 
wanted to keep making sculptures, 
so I made them as cheaply as 
possible. That’s how I started 
making things out of paper –
because I didn’t want to store them 
and I didn’t want to keep them. 
RF Something that came into  
play in your work quite early is a 
reluctance to embrace the sense of 
a model as a miniature version of 
something in the real world. Can 
you talk about that a little bit? 
TD Even if my sculptures weren’t 
very convincing and didn’t last very 
long, I wanted them to be taken 
seriously as objects – at that point  
I wasn’t photographing them.  
I thought, if I make an object that’s 
too neat, or appeals to your sense of 
prettiness or cuteness, it would be  
a failure, because it would get stuck 
in craftsmanship. Scaling things 
into miniature automatically  
“cute-ifies” them. So when I started 
making objects, I just thought,  
I really need to know what I’m 
talking about. I made things that  
I knew from my own experience.  
I tried to keep the bar as low as 
possible. Making it monumental 
would have been taking it beyond 
my own limits again. 
RF After this, you went to 
Goldsmiths. Why did you decide  
to go to school in England? 
TD I was in Paris on a grant for a 
year and it reminded me of Munich 
– the same palette of problems.  
It was a very different format at 
Goldsmiths. You had to be able to 
make a case for what you were 
trying to do, and describe what  
you expected the audience to see.  
I hadn’t been exposed to that 
language at all. It was also the 
beginning of the art world in 
London at the time, just a couple  
of years after Freeze, the show 
Damien Hirst curated [in 1988].  
It was all about British art – it wasn’t 
about German art at all. You would 
actually be at a disadvantage as  
a German, because “German art” 
meant [Anselm] Kiefer and 
[Georg] Baselitz. I was really 
thrown into the deep end there,  
as a German. 
RF Were you still making sculpture? 
TD I made sculptures, but I couldn’t 
just take on the Düsseldorf rhetoric 

of, “Oh, this is like an object, you 
know what I mean – wink wink?”  
It needed to be much clearer and 
probably much more individual, 
subjective. At that time I started 
photographing stuff before I  
threw it away, which was basically 
because my teacher told me that  
I should. 
RF This was mainly for 
documentation? 
TD It was only for documentation. 
The original idea was that I would 
only keep around 20 objects, a 
mixture between the best objects 
and the latest objects. And my 
professor said, “You should really 
photograph them before you  
throw them away.” For one  
very intelligent reason: because 
otherwise I wouldn’t know if I was 
making any progress on them. 
RF But even though your  
pictures began exclusively as 
documentation of sculptures,  
then the possibility emerged that 
the thing you’re making is really  
the photograph. Let’s talk about an 
early work, “Sprungturm/Diving 
Board” (1994). This is kind of 
exceptional in your work, in that  
it’s not to scale. 
TD This is a smallish model because 
the studio was so small. I couldn’t 
do it 1:1 or I probably would have 
ended up in the Guinness Book of 
World Records. 
RF It is a colour photograph  
of an object, but it’s close to 
monochrome. Was that part of  
its appeal? 
TD Absolutely. It had this 
connotation of a black-and-white 
picture. And, of course, as a 
German in London, this carries  
a quasi-fascistic connotation. 
RF It has quite a Bauhaus  
feeling to it, but it also has some 
Berlin Olympics feel. Is this a  
step up in ambition? That while 
making a cardboard sculpture you 
can also take on – “problematic”  
is an understatement – issues of 
aesthetics and German history,  
or the history of photography  
in Germany? 
TD I just realised that those 
pictures for me are my own,  
even if they’re also part of the 
public consciousness. So your 
memory intersects with the 
collective memory. 
RF You told me once that this 
diving board is the diving board 
from the pool where you learnt to 
swim. So it’s a personal memory, 
but it also evokes a kind of public 
history of representation? 
TD Absolutely. As an artist, you 
have to align your own memories 
with what these memories mean for 
someone else. It started with the ▶ 

Detail from the video ‘Pacific Sun’, 2012

‘Kontrollraum/Control Room’, 2011

‘Sprungturm/Diving Board’, 1994

‘Junior Suite’, 2012
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a case for what you were trying to do, and describe what you 
expected the audience to see. I hadn’t been exposed to that 
language at all. It was also the beginning of the art world 
in London at the time, just a couple of years after Freeze, 
the show Damien Hirst curated [in 1988]. It was all about 
British art — it wasn’t about German art at all. You would 
actually be at a disadvantage as a German, because “German 
art” meant [Anselm] Kiefer and [Georg] Baselitz. I was really 
thrown into the deep end there, as a German. 

RF Were you still making sculpture? 

TD I made sculptures, but I couldn’t just take on the 
Düsseldorf rhetoric of, “Oh, this is like an object, you know 
what I mean — wink wink?” It needed to be much clearer 
and probably much more individual, subjective. At that time I 
started photographing stuff before I threw it away, which was 
basically because my teacher told me that I should. 

RF This was mainly for documentation? 

TD It was only for documentation. The original idea was 
that I would only keep around 20 objects, a mixture between 
the best objects and the latest objects. And my professor said, 
“You should really photograph them before you throw them 
away.” For one very intelligent reason: because otherwise I 
wouldn’t know if I was making any progress on them. 

RF But even though your pictures began exclusively as 
documentation of sculptures, then the possibility emerged 
that the thing you’re making is really the photograph. Let’s 
talk about an early work, “Sprungturm/Diving Board” (1994). 
This is kind of exceptional in your work, in that it’s not to 
scale. 

TD This is a smallish model because the studio was so small. 
I couldn’t do it 1:1 or I probably would have ended up in 
the Guinness Book of World Records. 

RF It is a colour photograph of an object, but it’s close to 
monochrome. Was that part of its appeal? 
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‘  I  started photographing stuff before I  threw  
it  away because my teacher told me I should, 
[so I]  would know if I  was making progress’‘Treppenhaus/Staircase’, 1995

◀ interested in it. A lot of people  
in my class were making sculpture. 
I was starting completely from 
scratch, but it was healthy because  
I started out making very basic 
things, just trying out volumes  
and geometric shapes. They were 
somewhere between representation 
and abstraction. It was about, “At 
what point does something become 
‘something’, and at what point is it 
still just a ‘blob?’” I wasn’t sure if I 
wanted to keep making sculptures, 
so I made them as cheaply as 
possible. That’s how I started 
making things out of paper –
because I didn’t want to store them 
and I didn’t want to keep them. 
RF Something that came into  
play in your work quite early is a 
reluctance to embrace the sense of 
a model as a miniature version of 
something in the real world. Can 
you talk about that a little bit? 
TD Even if my sculptures weren’t 
very convincing and didn’t last very 
long, I wanted them to be taken 
seriously as objects – at that point  
I wasn’t photographing them.  
I thought, if I make an object that’s 
too neat, or appeals to your sense of 
prettiness or cuteness, it would be  
a failure, because it would get stuck 
in craftsmanship. Scaling things 
into miniature automatically  
“cute-ifies” them. So when I started 
making objects, I just thought,  
I really need to know what I’m 
talking about. I made things that  
I knew from my own experience.  
I tried to keep the bar as low as 
possible. Making it monumental 
would have been taking it beyond 
my own limits again. 
RF After this, you went to 
Goldsmiths. Why did you decide  
to go to school in England? 
TD I was in Paris on a grant for a 
year and it reminded me of Munich 
– the same palette of problems.  
It was a very different format at 
Goldsmiths. You had to be able to 
make a case for what you were 
trying to do, and describe what  
you expected the audience to see.  
I hadn’t been exposed to that 
language at all. It was also the 
beginning of the art world in 
London at the time, just a couple  
of years after Freeze, the show 
Damien Hirst curated [in 1988].  
It was all about British art – it wasn’t 
about German art at all. You would 
actually be at a disadvantage as  
a German, because “German art” 
meant [Anselm] Kiefer and 
[Georg] Baselitz. I was really 
thrown into the deep end there,  
as a German. 
RF Were you still making sculpture? 
TD I made sculptures, but I couldn’t 
just take on the Düsseldorf rhetoric 

of, “Oh, this is like an object, you 
know what I mean – wink wink?”  
It needed to be much clearer and 
probably much more individual, 
subjective. At that time I started 
photographing stuff before I  
threw it away, which was basically 
because my teacher told me that  
I should. 
RF This was mainly for 
documentation? 
TD It was only for documentation. 
The original idea was that I would 
only keep around 20 objects, a 
mixture between the best objects 
and the latest objects. And my 
professor said, “You should really 
photograph them before you  
throw them away.” For one  
very intelligent reason: because 
otherwise I wouldn’t know if I was 
making any progress on them. 
RF But even though your  
pictures began exclusively as 
documentation of sculptures,  
then the possibility emerged that 
the thing you’re making is really  
the photograph. Let’s talk about an 
early work, “Sprungturm/Diving 
Board” (1994). This is kind of 
exceptional in your work, in that  
it’s not to scale. 
TD This is a smallish model because 
the studio was so small. I couldn’t 
do it 1:1 or I probably would have 
ended up in the Guinness Book of 
World Records. 
RF It is a colour photograph  
of an object, but it’s close to 
monochrome. Was that part of  
its appeal? 
TD Absolutely. It had this 
connotation of a black-and-white 
picture. And, of course, as a 
German in London, this carries  
a quasi-fascistic connotation. 
RF It has quite a Bauhaus  
feeling to it, but it also has some 
Berlin Olympics feel. Is this a  
step up in ambition? That while 
making a cardboard sculpture you 
can also take on – “problematic”  
is an understatement – issues of 
aesthetics and German history,  
or the history of photography  
in Germany? 
TD I just realised that those 
pictures for me are my own,  
even if they’re also part of the 
public consciousness. So your 
memory intersects with the 
collective memory. 
RF You told me once that this 
diving board is the diving board 
from the pool where you learnt to 
swim. So it’s a personal memory, 
but it also evokes a kind of public 
history of representation? 
TD Absolutely. As an artist, you 
have to align your own memories 
with what these memories mean for 
someone else. It started with the ▶ 

Detail from the video ‘Pacific Sun’, 2012

‘Kontrollraum/Control Room’, 2011

‘Sprungturm/Diving Board’, 1994

‘Junior Suite’, 2012
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‘  I  started photographing stuff before I  threw  
it  away because my teacher told me I should, 
[so I]  would know if I  was making progress’‘Treppenhaus/Staircase’, 1995

◀ interested in it. A lot of people  
in my class were making sculpture. 
I was starting completely from 
scratch, but it was healthy because  
I started out making very basic 
things, just trying out volumes  
and geometric shapes. They were 
somewhere between representation 
and abstraction. It was about, “At 
what point does something become 
‘something’, and at what point is it 
still just a ‘blob?’” I wasn’t sure if I 
wanted to keep making sculptures, 
so I made them as cheaply as 
possible. That’s how I started 
making things out of paper –
because I didn’t want to store them 
and I didn’t want to keep them. 
RF Something that came into  
play in your work quite early is a 
reluctance to embrace the sense of 
a model as a miniature version of 
something in the real world. Can 
you talk about that a little bit? 
TD Even if my sculptures weren’t 
very convincing and didn’t last very 
long, I wanted them to be taken 
seriously as objects – at that point  
I wasn’t photographing them.  
I thought, if I make an object that’s 
too neat, or appeals to your sense of 
prettiness or cuteness, it would be  
a failure, because it would get stuck 
in craftsmanship. Scaling things 
into miniature automatically  
“cute-ifies” them. So when I started 
making objects, I just thought,  
I really need to know what I’m 
talking about. I made things that  
I knew from my own experience.  
I tried to keep the bar as low as 
possible. Making it monumental 
would have been taking it beyond 
my own limits again. 
RF After this, you went to 
Goldsmiths. Why did you decide  
to go to school in England? 
TD I was in Paris on a grant for a 
year and it reminded me of Munich 
– the same palette of problems.  
It was a very different format at 
Goldsmiths. You had to be able to 
make a case for what you were 
trying to do, and describe what  
you expected the audience to see.  
I hadn’t been exposed to that 
language at all. It was also the 
beginning of the art world in 
London at the time, just a couple  
of years after Freeze, the show 
Damien Hirst curated [in 1988].  
It was all about British art – it wasn’t 
about German art at all. You would 
actually be at a disadvantage as  
a German, because “German art” 
meant [Anselm] Kiefer and 
[Georg] Baselitz. I was really 
thrown into the deep end there,  
as a German. 
RF Were you still making sculpture? 
TD I made sculptures, but I couldn’t 
just take on the Düsseldorf rhetoric 

of, “Oh, this is like an object, you 
know what I mean – wink wink?”  
It needed to be much clearer and 
probably much more individual, 
subjective. At that time I started 
photographing stuff before I  
threw it away, which was basically 
because my teacher told me that  
I should. 
RF This was mainly for 
documentation? 
TD It was only for documentation. 
The original idea was that I would 
only keep around 20 objects, a 
mixture between the best objects 
and the latest objects. And my 
professor said, “You should really 
photograph them before you  
throw them away.” For one  
very intelligent reason: because 
otherwise I wouldn’t know if I was 
making any progress on them. 
RF But even though your  
pictures began exclusively as 
documentation of sculptures,  
then the possibility emerged that 
the thing you’re making is really  
the photograph. Let’s talk about an 
early work, “Sprungturm/Diving 
Board” (1994). This is kind of 
exceptional in your work, in that  
it’s not to scale. 
TD This is a smallish model because 
the studio was so small. I couldn’t 
do it 1:1 or I probably would have 
ended up in the Guinness Book of 
World Records. 
RF It is a colour photograph  
of an object, but it’s close to 
monochrome. Was that part of  
its appeal? 
TD Absolutely. It had this 
connotation of a black-and-white 
picture. And, of course, as a 
German in London, this carries  
a quasi-fascistic connotation. 
RF It has quite a Bauhaus  
feeling to it, but it also has some 
Berlin Olympics feel. Is this a  
step up in ambition? That while 
making a cardboard sculpture you 
can also take on – “problematic”  
is an understatement – issues of 
aesthetics and German history,  
or the history of photography  
in Germany? 
TD I just realised that those 
pictures for me are my own,  
even if they’re also part of the 
public consciousness. So your 
memory intersects with the 
collective memory. 
RF You told me once that this 
diving board is the diving board 
from the pool where you learnt to 
swim. So it’s a personal memory, 
but it also evokes a kind of public 
history of representation? 
TD Absolutely. As an artist, you 
have to align your own memories 
with what these memories mean for 
someone else. It started with the ▶ 

Detail from the video ‘Pacific Sun’, 2012

‘Kontrollraum/Control Room’, 2011

‘Sprungturm/Diving Board’, 1994

‘Junior Suite’, 2012
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TD Absolutely. It had this connotation of a black-and-white 
picture. And, of course, as a German in London, this carries a 
quasi-fascistic connotation. 

RF It has quite a Bauhaus feeling to it, but it also has some 
Berlin Olympics feel. Is this a step up in ambition? That 
while making a cardboard sculpture you can also take on — 
“problematic” is an understatement — issues of aesthetics and 
German history, or the history of photography in Germany? 

TD I just realised that those pictures for me are my own, 
even if they’re also part of the public consciousness. So your 
memory intersects with the collective memory. 

RF You told me once that this diving board is the diving 
board from the pool where you learnt to swim. So it’s a 
personal memory, but it also evokes a kind of public history 
of representation? 

TD Absolutely. As an artist, you have to align your own 
memories with what these memories mean for someone 
else. It started with the simple idea that we all have pictures 

in our head. Do we have these pictures in our head already, 
or do we construct them when we talk about those things? 
Obviously, we don’t have pictures in our head. It’s always a 
reconstruction. Hence the method of reconstruction and the 
odd mistake in my pictures. Because I may remember a thing 
differently than it really was. 

RF A lot of the early works, like “Brennerautobahn” (1994), 
or “Fabrik” (1994), are still large things that you made on a 
small scale. 

TD Yes, on the table top. After London, I went to 
Amsterdam, to the Rijksakademie, where I had a much 
bigger studio. And then, in New York I was incredibly lucky 
because my studio was in a massive building. That’s where I 
made “Corridor” (1995). 

RF So it was built life-size?

TD It’s life-size, yes. In America, for the first time, I found 
cardboard that was big enough to make something this large. 

5150

◀ simple idea that we all have 
pictures in our head. Do we have 
these pictures in our head already, 
or do we construct them when we 
talk about those things? Obviously, 
we don’t have pictures in our head. 
It’s always a reconstruction. Hence 
the method of reconstruction and 
the odd mistake in my pictures. 
Because I may remember a thing 
differently than it really was. 
 RF A lot of the early works,  
like “Brennerautobahn” (1994),  
or “Fabrik” (1994), are still  
large things that you made on  
a small scale. 
TD Yes, on the table top. After 
London, I went to Amsterdam, to 
the Rijksakademie, where I had a 
much bigger studio. And then, in 
New York I was incredibly lucky 
because my studio was in a massive 
building. That’s where I made 
“Corridor”(1995). 
RF So it was built life-size?
TD It’s life-size, yes. In America,  
for the first time, I found cardboard 
that was big enough to make 
something this large. 
RF Can we talk about your first 
film, Tunnel (1999)? It’s the  
tunnel in Paris that Princess Diana 
was driving through when the  
car crashed? 
TD In the beginning, it came  
from a completely different idea.  
I noticed that the discussion of my 
work was focusing on whether 
photography “lies” or not – that was 
in 1998, when digital photography 
was just about to take over 
everything. I found it a very 
limiting way of talking about 
pictures. I thought, OK, I need to  
do something to emphasise other 
aspects of my practice than just, 
“How real does it look?” And for 
me, the moment when you stand in 
a studio and something is built is a 
very peculiar one. You experience 
the fragility of everything, much 
more than you notice it on the 
picture. You know that you cannot 
sit on the chair, and you cannot use 
these things as things. But they still, 
to some extent, do what they’re 
supposed to do. And I just wanted 
to get more of that feeling of, like, 
you’re standing in the studio in this 
environment. So I thought, OK,  
if I move the camera through the 
space, rather than have it provide 
like a window on to the space,  
that would probably redirect the 
perception of the work. So the most 
natural thing was, of course, to 
move through spaces that are built 
for being moved through, like a 
tunnel. I had already developed  
the idea of making a movie of a 
succession of different tunnels, 
morphing into each other. About 

three months later, Lady Di died, so 
it wasn’t originally about that event, 
but at some point it was inevitably 
about her. 
RF In 2009 you had a major show  
at the Neue Nationalgalerie in 
Berlin, for which you made five  
new works that all dealt directly 
with the weight of German history. 
Was making [your next series] 
“The Dailies” – these very simple, 
everyday objects – a way of taking 
some of that pressure off? 
TD Yes, for me it was. For the 
Nationalgalerie show I had to  
admit that there are narratives you 
might want to know in order to 
understand many of the pictures, 
which is something I had sort of 
been denying for 20 years. 
RF Did it feel then transgressive  
to make such apparently 
inconsequential images? 
TD Well, it felt like an exercise in 
modesty. I kept thinking, is this 
enough? I gave myself certain  
rules. It should never take longer 
than a week to make a “Daily”, 
instead of occupying me for three 
months, or three years. And  
I should be able to do it myself, 
without having like an army of 
people supporting me. And the 
authorial perspective should be 
that of a flâneur – something you 
would see when you pass by on a 
street or while travelling. Starting 
from there, a lot of “The Dailies” 
came to me because I saw things 
and I thought, oh, that would  
be a good one, just by walking 
around. For me, the narrative is  
the picture itself. It’s not something 
you have to explain, or assume,  
or imagine. Rather, the reason for 
the picture is in the picture itself. 
RF Do you still consider yourself  
a sculptor? 
TD Like 80 per cent of what  
I do is concerned with the object –  
trying to find a way to make a  
new object, like a violin, for 
instance, which is such a distinct 
thing. Photography is not easy  
for me because I never learnt it.  
I feel like I’m still learning. Five 
times a year I make a photograph. 
But the rest of the year I just  
make sculptures. And it is still 
important for me that most of the 
things I photograph are actually 
creating a space or a room or a 
small corner of the world, rather 
than just being a surface. 

This is an edited extract of an 
extended interview that took place  
in 2017 and 2018 in the artist’s  
studio in Los Angeles, appearing in 
“Thomas Demand: The Complete 
Papers”, published next month by 
MACK; mackbooks.co.uk

‘  Do we have pictures in our head 
already, or do we construct  
them when we talk about those 
things? Obviously, it ’s always  
a reconstruction’

From the film ‘Tunnel’, 1999
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◀ simple idea that we all have 
pictures in our head. Do we have 
these pictures in our head already, 
or do we construct them when we 
talk about those things? Obviously, 
we don’t have pictures in our head. 
It’s always a reconstruction. Hence 
the method of reconstruction and 
the odd mistake in my pictures. 
Because I may remember a thing 
differently than it really was. 
 RF A lot of the early works,  
like “Brennerautobahn” (1994),  
or “Fabrik” (1994), are still  
large things that you made on  
a small scale. 
TD Yes, on the table top. After 
London, I went to Amsterdam, to 
the Rijksakademie, where I had a 
much bigger studio. And then, in 
New York I was incredibly lucky 
because my studio was in a massive 
building. That’s where I made 
“Corridor”(1995). 
RF So it was built life-size?
TD It’s life-size, yes. In America,  
for the first time, I found cardboard 
that was big enough to make 
something this large. 
RF Can we talk about your first 
film, Tunnel (1999)? It’s the  
tunnel in Paris that Princess Diana 
was driving through when the  
car crashed? 
TD In the beginning, it came  
from a completely different idea.  
I noticed that the discussion of my 
work was focusing on whether 
photography “lies” or not – that was 
in 1998, when digital photography 
was just about to take over 
everything. I found it a very 
limiting way of talking about 
pictures. I thought, OK, I need to  
do something to emphasise other 
aspects of my practice than just, 
“How real does it look?” And for 
me, the moment when you stand in 
a studio and something is built is a 
very peculiar one. You experience 
the fragility of everything, much 
more than you notice it on the 
picture. You know that you cannot 
sit on the chair, and you cannot use 
these things as things. But they still, 
to some extent, do what they’re 
supposed to do. And I just wanted 
to get more of that feeling of, like, 
you’re standing in the studio in this 
environment. So I thought, OK,  
if I move the camera through the 
space, rather than have it provide 
like a window on to the space,  
that would probably redirect the 
perception of the work. So the most 
natural thing was, of course, to 
move through spaces that are built 
for being moved through, like a 
tunnel. I had already developed  
the idea of making a movie of a 
succession of different tunnels, 
morphing into each other. About 

three months later, Lady Di died, so 
it wasn’t originally about that event, 
but at some point it was inevitably 
about her. 
RF In 2009 you had a major show  
at the Neue Nationalgalerie in 
Berlin, for which you made five  
new works that all dealt directly 
with the weight of German history. 
Was making [your next series] 
“The Dailies” – these very simple, 
everyday objects – a way of taking 
some of that pressure off? 
TD Yes, for me it was. For the 
Nationalgalerie show I had to  
admit that there are narratives you 
might want to know in order to 
understand many of the pictures, 
which is something I had sort of 
been denying for 20 years. 
RF Did it feel then transgressive  
to make such apparently 
inconsequential images? 
TD Well, it felt like an exercise in 
modesty. I kept thinking, is this 
enough? I gave myself certain  
rules. It should never take longer 
than a week to make a “Daily”, 
instead of occupying me for three 
months, or three years. And  
I should be able to do it myself, 
without having like an army of 
people supporting me. And the 
authorial perspective should be 
that of a flâneur – something you 
would see when you pass by on a 
street or while travelling. Starting 
from there, a lot of “The Dailies” 
came to me because I saw things 
and I thought, oh, that would  
be a good one, just by walking 
around. For me, the narrative is  
the picture itself. It’s not something 
you have to explain, or assume,  
or imagine. Rather, the reason for 
the picture is in the picture itself. 
RF Do you still consider yourself  
a sculptor? 
TD Like 80 per cent of what  
I do is concerned with the object –  
trying to find a way to make a  
new object, like a violin, for 
instance, which is such a distinct 
thing. Photography is not easy  
for me because I never learnt it.  
I feel like I’m still learning. Five 
times a year I make a photograph. 
But the rest of the year I just  
make sculptures. And it is still 
important for me that most of the 
things I photograph are actually 
creating a space or a room or a 
small corner of the world, rather 
than just being a surface. 

This is an edited extract of an 
extended interview that took place  
in 2017 and 2018 in the artist’s  
studio in Los Angeles, appearing in 
“Thomas Demand: The Complete 
Papers”, published next month by 
MACK; mackbooks.co.uk

‘  Do we have pictures in our head 
already, or do we construct  
them when we talk about those 
things? Obviously, it ’s always  
a reconstruction’

From the film ‘Tunnel’, 1999
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◀ simple idea that we all have 
pictures in our head. Do we have 
these pictures in our head already, 
or do we construct them when we 
talk about those things? Obviously, 
we don’t have pictures in our head. 
It’s always a reconstruction. Hence 
the method of reconstruction and 
the odd mistake in my pictures. 
Because I may remember a thing 
differently than it really was. 
 RF A lot of the early works,  
like “Brennerautobahn” (1994),  
or “Fabrik” (1994), are still  
large things that you made on  
a small scale. 
TD Yes, on the table top. After 
London, I went to Amsterdam, to 
the Rijksakademie, where I had a 
much bigger studio. And then, in 
New York I was incredibly lucky 
because my studio was in a massive 
building. That’s where I made 
“Corridor”(1995). 
RF So it was built life-size?
TD It’s life-size, yes. In America,  
for the first time, I found cardboard 
that was big enough to make 
something this large. 
RF Can we talk about your first 
film, Tunnel (1999)? It’s the  
tunnel in Paris that Princess Diana 
was driving through when the  
car crashed? 
TD In the beginning, it came  
from a completely different idea.  
I noticed that the discussion of my 
work was focusing on whether 
photography “lies” or not – that was 
in 1998, when digital photography 
was just about to take over 
everything. I found it a very 
limiting way of talking about 
pictures. I thought, OK, I need to  
do something to emphasise other 
aspects of my practice than just, 
“How real does it look?” And for 
me, the moment when you stand in 
a studio and something is built is a 
very peculiar one. You experience 
the fragility of everything, much 
more than you notice it on the 
picture. You know that you cannot 
sit on the chair, and you cannot use 
these things as things. But they still, 
to some extent, do what they’re 
supposed to do. And I just wanted 
to get more of that feeling of, like, 
you’re standing in the studio in this 
environment. So I thought, OK,  
if I move the camera through the 
space, rather than have it provide 
like a window on to the space,  
that would probably redirect the 
perception of the work. So the most 
natural thing was, of course, to 
move through spaces that are built 
for being moved through, like a 
tunnel. I had already developed  
the idea of making a movie of a 
succession of different tunnels, 
morphing into each other. About 

three months later, Lady Di died, so 
it wasn’t originally about that event, 
but at some point it was inevitably 
about her. 
RF In 2009 you had a major show  
at the Neue Nationalgalerie in 
Berlin, for which you made five  
new works that all dealt directly 
with the weight of German history. 
Was making [your next series] 
“The Dailies” – these very simple, 
everyday objects – a way of taking 
some of that pressure off? 
TD Yes, for me it was. For the 
Nationalgalerie show I had to  
admit that there are narratives you 
might want to know in order to 
understand many of the pictures, 
which is something I had sort of 
been denying for 20 years. 
RF Did it feel then transgressive  
to make such apparently 
inconsequential images? 
TD Well, it felt like an exercise in 
modesty. I kept thinking, is this 
enough? I gave myself certain  
rules. It should never take longer 
than a week to make a “Daily”, 
instead of occupying me for three 
months, or three years. And  
I should be able to do it myself, 
without having like an army of 
people supporting me. And the 
authorial perspective should be 
that of a flâneur – something you 
would see when you pass by on a 
street or while travelling. Starting 
from there, a lot of “The Dailies” 
came to me because I saw things 
and I thought, oh, that would  
be a good one, just by walking 
around. For me, the narrative is  
the picture itself. It’s not something 
you have to explain, or assume,  
or imagine. Rather, the reason for 
the picture is in the picture itself. 
RF Do you still consider yourself  
a sculptor? 
TD Like 80 per cent of what  
I do is concerned with the object –  
trying to find a way to make a  
new object, like a violin, for 
instance, which is such a distinct 
thing. Photography is not easy  
for me because I never learnt it.  
I feel like I’m still learning. Five 
times a year I make a photograph. 
But the rest of the year I just  
make sculptures. And it is still 
important for me that most of the 
things I photograph are actually 
creating a space or a room or a 
small corner of the world, rather 
than just being a surface. 

This is an edited extract of an 
extended interview that took place  
in 2017 and 2018 in the artist’s  
studio in Los Angeles, appearing in 
“Thomas Demand: The Complete 
Papers”, published next month by 
MACK; mackbooks.co.uk

‘  Do we have pictures in our head 
already, or do we construct  
them when we talk about those 
things? Obviously, it ’s always  
a reconstruction’

From the film ‘Tunnel’, 1999

FT.COM/MAGAZINE  NOVEMBER 17/18 2018FT.COM/MAGAZINE  NOVEMBER 17/18 2018

‘Werkstatt/Workshop’, 2017

‘Gangway’, 2001

‘Daily #10’, 2009

‘Daily #2’, 2008

‘Daily #9’, 2009

RF Can we talk about your first film, Tunnel (1999)? It’s 
the tunnel in Paris that Princess Diana was driving through 
when the car crashed? 

TD In the beginning, it came from a completely different 
idea. I noticed that the discussion of my work was focusing 
on whether photography “lies” or not — that was in 1998, 
when digital photography was just about to take over 
everything. I found it a very limiting way of talking about 
pictures. I thought, OK, I need to do something to emphasise 
other aspects of my practice than just, “How real does it 
look?” And for me, the moment when you stand in a studio 
and something is built is a very peculiar one. You experience 
the fragility of everything, much more than you notice it on 
the picture. You know that you cannot sit on the chair, and 
you cannot use these things as things. But they still, to some 
extent, do what they’re supposed to do. And I just wanted to 
get more of that feeling of, like, you’re standing in the studio 
in this environment. So I thought, OK, if I move the camera 
through the space, rather than have it provide like a window 
on to the space, that would probably redirect the perception 
of the work. So the most natural thing was, of course, to 
move through spaces that are built for being moved through, 
like a tunnel. I had already developed the idea of making a 

movie of a succession of different tunnels, morphing into 
each other. About three months later, Lady Di died, so it 
wasn’t originally about that event, but at some point it was 
inevitably about her. 

RF In 2009 you had a major show at the Neue 
Nationalgalerie in Berlin, for which you made five new works 
that all dealt directly with the weight of German history. Was 
making [your next series] “The Dailies” — these very simple, 
everyday objects — a way of taking some of that pressure 
off? 

TD Yes, for me it was. For the Nationalgalerie show I had 
to admit that there are narratives you might want to know in 
order to understand many of the pictures, which is something 
I had sort of been denying for 20 years. 

RF Did it feel then transgressive to make such apparently 
inconsequential images? 

TD Well, it felt like an exercise in modesty. I kept thinking, 
is this enough? I gave myself certain rules. It should never 
take longer than a week to make a “Daily”, instead of 
occupying me for three months, or three years. And I should 



Ferguson, Russell, and Thomas Demand.   “Paper, Scissors, Camera...” Financial Times Magazine, November 17 – 18, 2018, 
	 pp. 46–51.

5150

◀ simple idea that we all have 
pictures in our head. Do we have 
these pictures in our head already, 
or do we construct them when we 
talk about those things? Obviously, 
we don’t have pictures in our head. 
It’s always a reconstruction. Hence 
the method of reconstruction and 
the odd mistake in my pictures. 
Because I may remember a thing 
differently than it really was. 
 RF A lot of the early works,  
like “Brennerautobahn” (1994),  
or “Fabrik” (1994), are still  
large things that you made on  
a small scale. 
TD Yes, on the table top. After 
London, I went to Amsterdam, to 
the Rijksakademie, where I had a 
much bigger studio. And then, in 
New York I was incredibly lucky 
because my studio was in a massive 
building. That’s where I made 
“Corridor”(1995). 
RF So it was built life-size?
TD It’s life-size, yes. In America,  
for the first time, I found cardboard 
that was big enough to make 
something this large. 
RF Can we talk about your first 
film, Tunnel (1999)? It’s the  
tunnel in Paris that Princess Diana 
was driving through when the  
car crashed? 
TD In the beginning, it came  
from a completely different idea.  
I noticed that the discussion of my 
work was focusing on whether 
photography “lies” or not – that was 
in 1998, when digital photography 
was just about to take over 
everything. I found it a very 
limiting way of talking about 
pictures. I thought, OK, I need to  
do something to emphasise other 
aspects of my practice than just, 
“How real does it look?” And for 
me, the moment when you stand in 
a studio and something is built is a 
very peculiar one. You experience 
the fragility of everything, much 
more than you notice it on the 
picture. You know that you cannot 
sit on the chair, and you cannot use 
these things as things. But they still, 
to some extent, do what they’re 
supposed to do. And I just wanted 
to get more of that feeling of, like, 
you’re standing in the studio in this 
environment. So I thought, OK,  
if I move the camera through the 
space, rather than have it provide 
like a window on to the space,  
that would probably redirect the 
perception of the work. So the most 
natural thing was, of course, to 
move through spaces that are built 
for being moved through, like a 
tunnel. I had already developed  
the idea of making a movie of a 
succession of different tunnels, 
morphing into each other. About 

three months later, Lady Di died, so 
it wasn’t originally about that event, 
but at some point it was inevitably 
about her. 
RF In 2009 you had a major show  
at the Neue Nationalgalerie in 
Berlin, for which you made five  
new works that all dealt directly 
with the weight of German history. 
Was making [your next series] 
“The Dailies” – these very simple, 
everyday objects – a way of taking 
some of that pressure off? 
TD Yes, for me it was. For the 
Nationalgalerie show I had to  
admit that there are narratives you 
might want to know in order to 
understand many of the pictures, 
which is something I had sort of 
been denying for 20 years. 
RF Did it feel then transgressive  
to make such apparently 
inconsequential images? 
TD Well, it felt like an exercise in 
modesty. I kept thinking, is this 
enough? I gave myself certain  
rules. It should never take longer 
than a week to make a “Daily”, 
instead of occupying me for three 
months, or three years. And  
I should be able to do it myself, 
without having like an army of 
people supporting me. And the 
authorial perspective should be 
that of a flâneur – something you 
would see when you pass by on a 
street or while travelling. Starting 
from there, a lot of “The Dailies” 
came to me because I saw things 
and I thought, oh, that would  
be a good one, just by walking 
around. For me, the narrative is  
the picture itself. It’s not something 
you have to explain, or assume,  
or imagine. Rather, the reason for 
the picture is in the picture itself. 
RF Do you still consider yourself  
a sculptor? 
TD Like 80 per cent of what  
I do is concerned with the object –  
trying to find a way to make a  
new object, like a violin, for 
instance, which is such a distinct 
thing. Photography is not easy  
for me because I never learnt it.  
I feel like I’m still learning. Five 
times a year I make a photograph. 
But the rest of the year I just  
make sculptures. And it is still 
important for me that most of the 
things I photograph are actually 
creating a space or a room or a 
small corner of the world, rather 
than just being a surface. 

This is an edited extract of an 
extended interview that took place  
in 2017 and 2018 in the artist’s  
studio in Los Angeles, appearing in 
“Thomas Demand: The Complete 
Papers”, published next month by 
MACK; mackbooks.co.uk

‘  Do we have pictures in our head 
already, or do we construct  
them when we talk about those 
things? Obviously, it ’s always  
a reconstruction’

From the film ‘Tunnel’, 1999
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◀ simple idea that we all have 
pictures in our head. Do we have 
these pictures in our head already, 
or do we construct them when we 
talk about those things? Obviously, 
we don’t have pictures in our head. 
It’s always a reconstruction. Hence 
the method of reconstruction and 
the odd mistake in my pictures. 
Because I may remember a thing 
differently than it really was. 
 RF A lot of the early works,  
like “Brennerautobahn” (1994),  
or “Fabrik” (1994), are still  
large things that you made on  
a small scale. 
TD Yes, on the table top. After 
London, I went to Amsterdam, to 
the Rijksakademie, where I had a 
much bigger studio. And then, in 
New York I was incredibly lucky 
because my studio was in a massive 
building. That’s where I made 
“Corridor”(1995). 
RF So it was built life-size?
TD It’s life-size, yes. In America,  
for the first time, I found cardboard 
that was big enough to make 
something this large. 
RF Can we talk about your first 
film, Tunnel (1999)? It’s the  
tunnel in Paris that Princess Diana 
was driving through when the  
car crashed? 
TD In the beginning, it came  
from a completely different idea.  
I noticed that the discussion of my 
work was focusing on whether 
photography “lies” or not – that was 
in 1998, when digital photography 
was just about to take over 
everything. I found it a very 
limiting way of talking about 
pictures. I thought, OK, I need to  
do something to emphasise other 
aspects of my practice than just, 
“How real does it look?” And for 
me, the moment when you stand in 
a studio and something is built is a 
very peculiar one. You experience 
the fragility of everything, much 
more than you notice it on the 
picture. You know that you cannot 
sit on the chair, and you cannot use 
these things as things. But they still, 
to some extent, do what they’re 
supposed to do. And I just wanted 
to get more of that feeling of, like, 
you’re standing in the studio in this 
environment. So I thought, OK,  
if I move the camera through the 
space, rather than have it provide 
like a window on to the space,  
that would probably redirect the 
perception of the work. So the most 
natural thing was, of course, to 
move through spaces that are built 
for being moved through, like a 
tunnel. I had already developed  
the idea of making a movie of a 
succession of different tunnels, 
morphing into each other. About 

three months later, Lady Di died, so 
it wasn’t originally about that event, 
but at some point it was inevitably 
about her. 
RF In 2009 you had a major show  
at the Neue Nationalgalerie in 
Berlin, for which you made five  
new works that all dealt directly 
with the weight of German history. 
Was making [your next series] 
“The Dailies” – these very simple, 
everyday objects – a way of taking 
some of that pressure off? 
TD Yes, for me it was. For the 
Nationalgalerie show I had to  
admit that there are narratives you 
might want to know in order to 
understand many of the pictures, 
which is something I had sort of 
been denying for 20 years. 
RF Did it feel then transgressive  
to make such apparently 
inconsequential images? 
TD Well, it felt like an exercise in 
modesty. I kept thinking, is this 
enough? I gave myself certain  
rules. It should never take longer 
than a week to make a “Daily”, 
instead of occupying me for three 
months, or three years. And  
I should be able to do it myself, 
without having like an army of 
people supporting me. And the 
authorial perspective should be 
that of a flâneur – something you 
would see when you pass by on a 
street or while travelling. Starting 
from there, a lot of “The Dailies” 
came to me because I saw things 
and I thought, oh, that would  
be a good one, just by walking 
around. For me, the narrative is  
the picture itself. It’s not something 
you have to explain, or assume,  
or imagine. Rather, the reason for 
the picture is in the picture itself. 
RF Do you still consider yourself  
a sculptor? 
TD Like 80 per cent of what  
I do is concerned with the object –  
trying to find a way to make a  
new object, like a violin, for 
instance, which is such a distinct 
thing. Photography is not easy  
for me because I never learnt it.  
I feel like I’m still learning. Five 
times a year I make a photograph. 
But the rest of the year I just  
make sculptures. And it is still 
important for me that most of the 
things I photograph are actually 
creating a space or a room or a 
small corner of the world, rather 
than just being a surface. 

This is an edited extract of an 
extended interview that took place  
in 2017 and 2018 in the artist’s  
studio in Los Angeles, appearing in 
“Thomas Demand: The Complete 
Papers”, published next month by 
MACK; mackbooks.co.uk

‘  Do we have pictures in our head 
already, or do we construct  
them when we talk about those 
things? Obviously, it ’s always  
a reconstruction’

From the film ‘Tunnel’, 1999
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THOMAS DEMAND  
 in conversation with
 Elizabeth Diller

Models offer an idealistic rendering of reality 
– a streamlined and simplified replica. Their 
purpose is to communicate or represent something 
else: a place, an object, an idea or a social 
structure. For two decades, models have been  
a key concern of the contemporary artist Thomas 
Demand; photography is another. The son of  
two painters and the grandson of an architect, 
Demand first exhibited his work at the Museum  
of Modern Art, New York, in 1996, in the 
gallery’s annual ensemble photography show,  
New Photography 12. He has since been the 
subject of solo shows at MoMA again, Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art, Fondazione Prada, Milan, 
and the Neue Nationalgalerie, Berlin.
 
Demand focuses on ideas of reality, beginning 
his process with a found photograph depicting  
a space or object of social significance. These 
span the archives of Nazi-propaganda film-maker 
Leni Riefenstahl; the room-service table holding 
Whitney Houston’s last meal at the Beverly 
Hilton the night she died (a photograph that 
circulated widely online before her funeral); 
the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant 
control room, days after the 2011 tsunami;  
the Baader-Meinhof Group’s unexploded rocket 
launcher – a souvenir of an unfulfilled attack 
on the Federal Prosecutor’s Office, organised  
in 1977. From such pictures, Demand sculpts 
life-sized models using carefully folded paper 
and card. He then photographs them on a Swiss-
made Sinar – a large-format camera with  
a telescopic lens – after which the sculpture  
is destroyed and its two-dimensional simulation 
remains. Meticulous and uncanny, these images 
are at once hyper-real and hyper-strange,  
both confirming and disrupting our understanding  
of events. They operate as impressions of our 

collective realities and histories, refracted 
thrice – twice through the photographic lens,  
a piece of apparatus that has come to define  
our daily lives since its invention in the  
19th century.  
 
Demand’s Model Studies, however, appear to 
depart from this, his usual practice. Turning 
his lens on architects’ models, rather than  
his own, he investigates the space between 
conception and realisation. These abstract  
and textural series zoom in on often discarded  
and disregarded models – miniature imaginings  
of building designs that bear the marks  
of craft, hope, indecision and exploration.  
In fact, three-dimensional space has always 
framed Demand’s vision: he studied sculpture, 
not photography, under professor Fritz 
Schwegler, alongside Katharina Fritsch, Thomas 
Schütte and Gregor Schneider. His works have 
been girdled by architecture – by construction 
– ever since.     

Here, he discusses the third in this series  
with award-winning architect Elizabeth Diller. 
Diller, who co-founded studio Diller Scofidio + 
Renfro (DS+R), is responsible for the visionary 
designs of the pending City of London concert 
hall, New York’s transformative High Line,  
and the forthcoming expansion of MoMA; she  
was the only architect to land a place in Time 
magazine’s 100 for 2018. Having entered  
the exhibition space as a conceptual artist  
– incidentally one of her first artworks,  
Para-site, was shown at that same museum  
she is now physically extending – she bridges 
Demand’s two worlds expertly, and lends a keen 
eye to the artist’s hitherto unseen series.
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So, this is the first time that people are 
going to be introduced to this work?

Thomas Demand

Yes. This is the third in a series, but it 
started when I first went to the Getty 
Research Institute [Los Angeles], as  
a scholar – there wasn’t any material 
that I could work with, but they had this 
nondescript extra storage space outside 
in the Valley, where they held the crates of 
John Lautner’s office, among other bulky  
holdings. He always threw everything 
away, except those that didn’t get built. 
So when they cleaned the office, they had 
12 of these really run-down, tiny little 
objects – you can’t show them, they’re 
way too fragile.
  He wasn’t a great draughtsman so 
he’d make a model, give it to his staff, and 
they’d make a drawing of it. But he would 
change the look of the building on the 
model itself – not the drawing – so they 
were interesting for me because they’re 
not full representation, they’re not to be 
presented to the client, they’re for the 
creative process. They add value, they 
add insight, they add knowledge – they 
produce knowledge. That’s what I was 
after in these models.

Were you already interested in Lautner’s 
buildings?

Not at all, and actually all the architects 
I know thought he was a bad architect. In 
the beginning I couldn’t really deal with 
his architecture because it’s so convo-
luted and there are too many ideas going 
on at the same time. And then a friend 
of mine quipped, “The movie world was 
really fascinated by him,” and I thought, 

“That’s interesting!” And I realised why, 
because when you pan, the camera can 
follow a person through the architecture 
in a Lautner building. The backdrop 
changes – if you move the camera from 
left to right, you definitely don’t end 
up in the same architecture that you 
started in.

There’s a phenomenon – his buildings 
are very present in Hollywood films, and 
they’re always owned by the villains.

Huh. I didn’t even realise that.

Yeah, it’s a pretty systematic modernist 
critique. But coming back to Lautner’s 
models, so you found this archive …

So these 12 crates – it’s a huge procedure 
to open them because of the protocol, 
but every other week I had an afternoon 
with one of them. It took me a year to 
get my photographs together. I hadn’t 
planned to make pictures for the wall,  
I just thought, “Let’s have a look and see 
where this leads me.” I looked at them 
as objects and not as representations of 
buildings. And that’s what’s great about 
them never having been built – you 
can’t really compare them with the real 
buildings. At the same time they are  
very hectic and very anti my model. My 
model is always this kind of utopian 
composition, as if – if time would stand 
still and there were no traces of anything, 
no writing, nothing – everything was 
kind of an abstract idea. And these ones 

are abstract but they’re not utopian and 
they are filled with markings, or clues 
to the people who’ve ripped them apart 
and then reglued them, made notes for 
the architect, made notes of where the 
trees would go and stuff. And I like that 
complete opposite to my own model  

– that’s what I saw in them. It’s probably 
the most photographic project that I’ve 
ever done.

Maybe they’re not so different – I mean, 
they look different, but they’re both 
by-products of the process, of which the 
model itself is not the end product.

Exactly. The next step was I didn’t 
want to leave the Lautners alone, I 
thought they had become so monu-
mental that it becomes too much about 
Lautner, about why I think Lautner’s 

great or not great. And I was going to 
Japan anyway for a project and was 
going to visit the SANAA studio.1 It’s 
a relatively small company – about 
35 to 40 people – and they all come 
from different places. Most of them 
are American, German or Swiss and 
the other half are Japanese. But  
the Japanese people don’t speak very 
good English – or they don’t want to 
speak English – so the whole office 
communicates with models. The first 
time I went, [Kazuyo] Sejima showed 
me around and there were heaps and 
heaps of models sitting around on top  
of each other. They’re all made with 
office-printer paper – really flimsy  

– rarely bigger than an A4 sheet. So she 
picks this opera house up and the whole 

heap falls down, then she rummages 
around for something else, and it was 
so amazingly charming to just see  
her playing with these objects. Then  
I realised that by leaving it there – the 
opera house they never won, which 
never got built – it stays around, literally,  
physically. I liked the idea of some-
thing that may never see the light of 
day becoming part of the conversation. 
It’s really beautiful.
 But there’s another role that paper, or 
the model, plays in that communication. 
The whiteness, or the lightness, often 
affects the colour of the buildings – or the 
lack of colour – with Sejima. And much of 
it comes from making these kind of really 
cheap, office-printer-paper models. The 
whiteness is really very beautiful. Once, 
she took me on a tour of her buildings in 
Japan, and in some, the roof was hanging 

down – sagging – and me, being German, 
I think a building has to be solid and  
last for ever, so I said, “Well, that’s really 
sad that it’s sagging,” and she said, “No 
we built it like that especially because we 
liked it on the model!”
 This third part of the series is on Hans 
Hollein – he’s dead, obviously, but I had 
the opportunity to look into his bequest 
before it got thrown away. His kids let 
me in to see all the overflowing spaces  
he had filled over the decades. Formally, 
the work is very dated – it has these kind 
of rainbow colours, for instance. So it’s 
not about beauty, whereas with SANAA, 
that is about beauty, contemporary 
beauty, and about representing the 
feeling of how you want to live. These are 
old models, they’re from years ago and 
you just know that nobody would make 
them any more, but there is a certain 
spark of freshness in this that is not retro 

– it’s just very raw.
 That’s what I am actually looking 
for in these models. Where the model 
itself plays a role in forming the 
ideas. The creative process of getting  
somewhere, or getting nowhere. And 
this is not about the digitisation of the 
office – I know that most architectural 
offices don’t use models very often now. 
I think part of my interest in the making 
of a model is the making of the model 
with my hands. I was wondering whether 
you feel that. Going through the books 
on DS+R, there are not many models  
in there, but I have the feeling that 
much of your exhibition work would 
have used models …

Well …

No?

Actually, we do make a lot of models.

But you never show them?

We don’t really celebrate them. 
But for the Reviewing the Slow  
House project,2 we specifically made 
models that were new manifestations 
of the same idea. The model was not 
on its way to anything, it was the thing 
itself. After the building, they become  
a representation of, or the embodiment 
of, the idea. But the traditional way  
to think about a model is that you build  
it for a client, for them to understand 
what you’re doing.

And also, I think that the regular model 
is about impressing your client.

Yes, but there’s something about  
miniatures, or miniaturisation, that is 
very appealing and very universal in  
a way. It’s not so easy for a lot of people 
to look at two-dimensional representa-
tions – except perspective and render-
ings, which everyone fears is propaganda. 
The model on the other hand stands  
for an objective view of the thing, so 
that you, as a client, can actually see it  
any way you want, from whatever 
perspective you want. I don’t think 
much has changed there, although 
architects have added more tools to their  
repertoire – digital modelling and VR, 
even. We use models in all sorts of 

different ways. But I think the way you’re 
talking about models is very much the 
way we still work – things you can’t 
accomplish through other technologies. 
By cutting things, putting pieces of card-
board together with tape or glue, you can 
start to see the relationships between 
them. Whereas in digital modelling, you 
basically have to find the coordinates, 
to extract the entire process and then 
bring it back to some kind of version of 
representation. So I still think the latter 
allows you to think fast, but I also find 
that models are disposable and I don’t 
feel that kind of pressure.

Would you say there is a degree of coin-
cidence there? Can a coincidence come 
from the model and go back into the 
design process? Is it a two-way process?

It is two-way. In my training I laboured 
over drawings and models. Drawings are 
basics – you know how to look at them. 
But with a model, you can circle it, turn 
it upside down, crush it, or deliberately 
misread it. That ability to misread 
it actually produces something else  

– you get a little bit of understanding of 
behaviour and performance. That’s why 
the story about Sejima is interesting  

– the sag came out of the paper, and then 
it was reproduced in a three-dimensional, 
solid way that’s permanent. I think that 
models are not going anywhere, but 
what’s interesting are new tools such as 
three-dimensional printing – you tell the 
printer what you want, you leave it over-
night, you come down in the morning 
and the elves have made it.

It’s a little bit like drawing in three 
dimensions, no?

Yeah, it’s a weird process that doesn’t 
resemble the construction of an idea. It’s 
very much a kind of mould, or a product, 
of a concept. It doesn’t serve the same 
purpose as the models that you’re talking 
about, which are like action paintings or 
feedback.

Yes, they’re feedback in the sense that 
you learn, you realise it’s not working. 
Whereas on a computer everything is so 
shiny it all looks good in the first place. 
With a model the failure is so much more 
visible. Whenever I do something on  
a computer it’s always so linear in terms 
of where it will end up. You never make 
a detour.
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So, this is the first time that people are 
going to be introduced to this work?

Thomas Demand

Yes. This is the third in a series, but it 
started when I first went to the Getty 
Research Institute [Los Angeles], as  
a scholar – there wasn’t any material 
that I could work with, but they had this 
nondescript extra storage space outside 
in the Valley, where they held the crates of 
John Lautner’s office, among other bulky  
holdings. He always threw everything 
away, except those that didn’t get built. 
So when they cleaned the office, they had 
12 of these really run-down, tiny little 
objects – you can’t show them, they’re 
way too fragile.
  He wasn’t a great draughtsman so 
he’d make a model, give it to his staff, and 
they’d make a drawing of it. But he would 
change the look of the building on the 
model itself – not the drawing – so they 
were interesting for me because they’re 
not full representation, they’re not to be 
presented to the client, they’re for the 
creative process. They add value, they 
add insight, they add knowledge – they 
produce knowledge. That’s what I was 
after in these models.

Were you already interested in Lautner’s 
buildings?

Not at all, and actually all the architects 
I know thought he was a bad architect. In 
the beginning I couldn’t really deal with 
his architecture because it’s so convo-
luted and there are too many ideas going 
on at the same time. And then a friend 
of mine quipped, “The movie world was 
really fascinated by him,” and I thought, 

“That’s interesting!” And I realised why, 
because when you pan, the camera can 
follow a person through the architecture 
in a Lautner building. The backdrop 
changes – if you move the camera from 
left to right, you definitely don’t end 
up in the same architecture that you 
started in.

There’s a phenomenon – his buildings 
are very present in Hollywood films, and 
they’re always owned by the villains.

Huh. I didn’t even realise that.

Yeah, it’s a pretty systematic modernist 
critique. But coming back to Lautner’s 
models, so you found this archive …

So these 12 crates – it’s a huge procedure 
to open them because of the protocol, 
but every other week I had an afternoon 
with one of them. It took me a year to 
get my photographs together. I hadn’t 
planned to make pictures for the wall,  
I just thought, “Let’s have a look and see 
where this leads me.” I looked at them 
as objects and not as representations of 
buildings. And that’s what’s great about 
them never having been built – you 
can’t really compare them with the real 
buildings. At the same time they are  
very hectic and very anti my model. My 
model is always this kind of utopian 
composition, as if – if time would stand 
still and there were no traces of anything, 
no writing, nothing – everything was 
kind of an abstract idea. And these ones 

are abstract but they’re not utopian and 
they are filled with markings, or clues 
to the people who’ve ripped them apart 
and then reglued them, made notes for 
the architect, made notes of where the 
trees would go and stuff. And I like that 
complete opposite to my own model  

– that’s what I saw in them. It’s probably 
the most photographic project that I’ve 
ever done.

Maybe they’re not so different – I mean, 
they look different, but they’re both 
by-products of the process, of which the 
model itself is not the end product.

Exactly. The next step was I didn’t 
want to leave the Lautners alone, I 
thought they had become so monu-
mental that it becomes too much about 
Lautner, about why I think Lautner’s 

great or not great. And I was going to 
Japan anyway for a project and was 
going to visit the SANAA studio.1 It’s 
a relatively small company – about 
35 to 40 people – and they all come 
from different places. Most of them 
are American, German or Swiss and 
the other half are Japanese. But  
the Japanese people don’t speak very 
good English – or they don’t want to 
speak English – so the whole office 
communicates with models. The first 
time I went, [Kazuyo] Sejima showed 
me around and there were heaps and 
heaps of models sitting around on top  
of each other. They’re all made with 
office-printer paper – really flimsy  

– rarely bigger than an A4 sheet. So she 
picks this opera house up and the whole 

heap falls down, then she rummages 
around for something else, and it was 
so amazingly charming to just see  
her playing with these objects. Then  
I realised that by leaving it there – the 
opera house they never won, which 
never got built – it stays around, literally,  
physically. I liked the idea of some-
thing that may never see the light of 
day becoming part of the conversation. 
It’s really beautiful.
 But there’s another role that paper, or 
the model, plays in that communication. 
The whiteness, or the lightness, often 
affects the colour of the buildings – or the 
lack of colour – with Sejima. And much of 
it comes from making these kind of really 
cheap, office-printer-paper models. The 
whiteness is really very beautiful. Once, 
she took me on a tour of her buildings in 
Japan, and in some, the roof was hanging 

down – sagging – and me, being German, 
I think a building has to be solid and  
last for ever, so I said, “Well, that’s really 
sad that it’s sagging,” and she said, “No 
we built it like that especially because we 
liked it on the model!”
 This third part of the series is on Hans 
Hollein – he’s dead, obviously, but I had 
the opportunity to look into his bequest 
before it got thrown away. His kids let 
me in to see all the overflowing spaces  
he had filled over the decades. Formally, 
the work is very dated – it has these kind 
of rainbow colours, for instance. So it’s 
not about beauty, whereas with SANAA, 
that is about beauty, contemporary 
beauty, and about representing the 
feeling of how you want to live. These are 
old models, they’re from years ago and 
you just know that nobody would make 
them any more, but there is a certain 
spark of freshness in this that is not retro 

– it’s just very raw.
 That’s what I am actually looking 
for in these models. Where the model 
itself plays a role in forming the 
ideas. The creative process of getting  
somewhere, or getting nowhere. And 
this is not about the digitisation of the 
office – I know that most architectural 
offices don’t use models very often now. 
I think part of my interest in the making 
of a model is the making of the model 
with my hands. I was wondering whether 
you feel that. Going through the books 
on DS+R, there are not many models  
in there, but I have the feeling that 
much of your exhibition work would 
have used models …

Well …

No?

Actually, we do make a lot of models.

But you never show them?

We don’t really celebrate them. 
But for the Reviewing the Slow  
House project,2 we specifically made 
models that were new manifestations 
of the same idea. The model was not 
on its way to anything, it was the thing 
itself. After the building, they become  
a representation of, or the embodiment 
of, the idea. But the traditional way  
to think about a model is that you build  
it for a client, for them to understand 
what you’re doing.

And also, I think that the regular model 
is about impressing your client.

Yes, but there’s something about  
miniatures, or miniaturisation, that is 
very appealing and very universal in  
a way. It’s not so easy for a lot of people 
to look at two-dimensional representa-
tions – except perspective and render-
ings, which everyone fears is propaganda. 
The model on the other hand stands  
for an objective view of the thing, so 
that you, as a client, can actually see it  
any way you want, from whatever 
perspective you want. I don’t think 
much has changed there, although 
architects have added more tools to their  
repertoire – digital modelling and VR, 
even. We use models in all sorts of 

different ways. But I think the way you’re 
talking about models is very much the 
way we still work – things you can’t 
accomplish through other technologies. 
By cutting things, putting pieces of card-
board together with tape or glue, you can 
start to see the relationships between 
them. Whereas in digital modelling, you 
basically have to find the coordinates, 
to extract the entire process and then 
bring it back to some kind of version of 
representation. So I still think the latter 
allows you to think fast, but I also find 
that models are disposable and I don’t 
feel that kind of pressure.

Would you say there is a degree of coin-
cidence there? Can a coincidence come 
from the model and go back into the 
design process? Is it a two-way process?

It is two-way. In my training I laboured 
over drawings and models. Drawings are 
basics – you know how to look at them. 
But with a model, you can circle it, turn 
it upside down, crush it, or deliberately 
misread it. That ability to misread 
it actually produces something else  

– you get a little bit of understanding of 
behaviour and performance. That’s why 
the story about Sejima is interesting  

– the sag came out of the paper, and then 
it was reproduced in a three-dimensional, 
solid way that’s permanent. I think that 
models are not going anywhere, but 
what’s interesting are new tools such as 
three-dimensional printing – you tell the 
printer what you want, you leave it over-
night, you come down in the morning 
and the elves have made it.

It’s a little bit like drawing in three 
dimensions, no?

Yeah, it’s a weird process that doesn’t 
resemble the construction of an idea. It’s 
very much a kind of mould, or a product, 
of a concept. It doesn’t serve the same 
purpose as the models that you’re talking 
about, which are like action paintings or 
feedback.

Yes, they’re feedback in the sense that 
you learn, you realise it’s not working. 
Whereas on a computer everything is so 
shiny it all looks good in the first place. 
With a model the failure is so much more 
visible. Whenever I do something on  
a computer it’s always so linear in terms 
of where it will end up. You never make 
a detour.
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So, this is the first time that people are 
going to be introduced to this work?

Thomas Demand

Yes. This is the third in a series, but it 
started when I first went to the Getty 
Research Institute [Los Angeles], as  
a scholar – there wasn’t any material 
that I could work with, but they had this 
nondescript extra storage space outside 
in the Valley, where they held the crates of 
John Lautner’s office, among other bulky  
holdings. He always threw everything 
away, except those that didn’t get built. 
So when they cleaned the office, they had 
12 of these really run-down, tiny little 
objects – you can’t show them, they’re 
way too fragile.
  He wasn’t a great draughtsman so 
he’d make a model, give it to his staff, and 
they’d make a drawing of it. But he would 
change the look of the building on the 
model itself – not the drawing – so they 
were interesting for me because they’re 
not full representation, they’re not to be 
presented to the client, they’re for the 
creative process. They add value, they 
add insight, they add knowledge – they 
produce knowledge. That’s what I was 
after in these models.

Were you already interested in Lautner’s 
buildings?

Not at all, and actually all the architects 
I know thought he was a bad architect. In 
the beginning I couldn’t really deal with 
his architecture because it’s so convo-
luted and there are too many ideas going 
on at the same time. And then a friend 
of mine quipped, “The movie world was 
really fascinated by him,” and I thought, 

“That’s interesting!” And I realised why, 
because when you pan, the camera can 
follow a person through the architecture 
in a Lautner building. The backdrop 
changes – if you move the camera from 
left to right, you definitely don’t end 
up in the same architecture that you 
started in.

There’s a phenomenon – his buildings 
are very present in Hollywood films, and 
they’re always owned by the villains.

Huh. I didn’t even realise that.

Yeah, it’s a pretty systematic modernist 
critique. But coming back to Lautner’s 
models, so you found this archive …

So these 12 crates – it’s a huge procedure 
to open them because of the protocol, 
but every other week I had an afternoon 
with one of them. It took me a year to 
get my photographs together. I hadn’t 
planned to make pictures for the wall,  
I just thought, “Let’s have a look and see 
where this leads me.” I looked at them 
as objects and not as representations of 
buildings. And that’s what’s great about 
them never having been built – you 
can’t really compare them with the real 
buildings. At the same time they are  
very hectic and very anti my model. My 
model is always this kind of utopian 
composition, as if – if time would stand 
still and there were no traces of anything, 
no writing, nothing – everything was 
kind of an abstract idea. And these ones 

are abstract but they’re not utopian and 
they are filled with markings, or clues 
to the people who’ve ripped them apart 
and then reglued them, made notes for 
the architect, made notes of where the 
trees would go and stuff. And I like that 
complete opposite to my own model  

– that’s what I saw in them. It’s probably 
the most photographic project that I’ve 
ever done.

Maybe they’re not so different – I mean, 
they look different, but they’re both 
by-products of the process, of which the 
model itself is not the end product.

Exactly. The next step was I didn’t 
want to leave the Lautners alone, I 
thought they had become so monu-
mental that it becomes too much about 
Lautner, about why I think Lautner’s 

great or not great. And I was going to 
Japan anyway for a project and was 
going to visit the SANAA studio.1 It’s 
a relatively small company – about 
35 to 40 people – and they all come 
from different places. Most of them 
are American, German or Swiss and 
the other half are Japanese. But  
the Japanese people don’t speak very 
good English – or they don’t want to 
speak English – so the whole office 
communicates with models. The first 
time I went, [Kazuyo] Sejima showed 
me around and there were heaps and 
heaps of models sitting around on top  
of each other. They’re all made with 
office-printer paper – really flimsy  

– rarely bigger than an A4 sheet. So she 
picks this opera house up and the whole 

heap falls down, then she rummages 
around for something else, and it was 
so amazingly charming to just see  
her playing with these objects. Then  
I realised that by leaving it there – the 
opera house they never won, which 
never got built – it stays around, literally,  
physically. I liked the idea of some-
thing that may never see the light of 
day becoming part of the conversation. 
It’s really beautiful.
 But there’s another role that paper, or 
the model, plays in that communication. 
The whiteness, or the lightness, often 
affects the colour of the buildings – or the 
lack of colour – with Sejima. And much of 
it comes from making these kind of really 
cheap, office-printer-paper models. The 
whiteness is really very beautiful. Once, 
she took me on a tour of her buildings in 
Japan, and in some, the roof was hanging 

down – sagging – and me, being German, 
I think a building has to be solid and  
last for ever, so I said, “Well, that’s really 
sad that it’s sagging,” and she said, “No 
we built it like that especially because we 
liked it on the model!”
 This third part of the series is on Hans 
Hollein – he’s dead, obviously, but I had 
the opportunity to look into his bequest 
before it got thrown away. His kids let 
me in to see all the overflowing spaces  
he had filled over the decades. Formally, 
the work is very dated – it has these kind 
of rainbow colours, for instance. So it’s 
not about beauty, whereas with SANAA, 
that is about beauty, contemporary 
beauty, and about representing the 
feeling of how you want to live. These are 
old models, they’re from years ago and 
you just know that nobody would make 
them any more, but there is a certain 
spark of freshness in this that is not retro 

– it’s just very raw.
 That’s what I am actually looking 
for in these models. Where the model 
itself plays a role in forming the 
ideas. The creative process of getting  
somewhere, or getting nowhere. And 
this is not about the digitisation of the 
office – I know that most architectural 
offices don’t use models very often now. 
I think part of my interest in the making 
of a model is the making of the model 
with my hands. I was wondering whether 
you feel that. Going through the books 
on DS+R, there are not many models  
in there, but I have the feeling that 
much of your exhibition work would 
have used models …

Well …

No?

Actually, we do make a lot of models.

But you never show them?

We don’t really celebrate them. 
But for the Reviewing the Slow  
House project,2 we specifically made 
models that were new manifestations 
of the same idea. The model was not 
on its way to anything, it was the thing 
itself. After the building, they become  
a representation of, or the embodiment 
of, the idea. But the traditional way  
to think about a model is that you build  
it for a client, for them to understand 
what you’re doing.

And also, I think that the regular model 
is about impressing your client.

Yes, but there’s something about  
miniatures, or miniaturisation, that is 
very appealing and very universal in  
a way. It’s not so easy for a lot of people 
to look at two-dimensional representa-
tions – except perspective and render-
ings, which everyone fears is propaganda. 
The model on the other hand stands  
for an objective view of the thing, so 
that you, as a client, can actually see it  
any way you want, from whatever 
perspective you want. I don’t think 
much has changed there, although 
architects have added more tools to their  
repertoire – digital modelling and VR, 
even. We use models in all sorts of 

different ways. But I think the way you’re 
talking about models is very much the 
way we still work – things you can’t 
accomplish through other technologies. 
By cutting things, putting pieces of card-
board together with tape or glue, you can 
start to see the relationships between 
them. Whereas in digital modelling, you 
basically have to find the coordinates, 
to extract the entire process and then 
bring it back to some kind of version of 
representation. So I still think the latter 
allows you to think fast, but I also find 
that models are disposable and I don’t 
feel that kind of pressure.

Would you say there is a degree of coin-
cidence there? Can a coincidence come 
from the model and go back into the 
design process? Is it a two-way process?

It is two-way. In my training I laboured 
over drawings and models. Drawings are 
basics – you know how to look at them. 
But with a model, you can circle it, turn 
it upside down, crush it, or deliberately 
misread it. That ability to misread 
it actually produces something else  

– you get a little bit of understanding of 
behaviour and performance. That’s why 
the story about Sejima is interesting  

– the sag came out of the paper, and then 
it was reproduced in a three-dimensional, 
solid way that’s permanent. I think that 
models are not going anywhere, but 
what’s interesting are new tools such as 
three-dimensional printing – you tell the 
printer what you want, you leave it over-
night, you come down in the morning 
and the elves have made it.

It’s a little bit like drawing in three 
dimensions, no?

Yeah, it’s a weird process that doesn’t 
resemble the construction of an idea. It’s 
very much a kind of mould, or a product, 
of a concept. It doesn’t serve the same 
purpose as the models that you’re talking 
about, which are like action paintings or 
feedback.

Yes, they’re feedback in the sense that 
you learn, you realise it’s not working. 
Whereas on a computer everything is so 
shiny it all looks good in the first place. 
With a model the failure is so much more 
visible. Whenever I do something on  
a computer it’s always so linear in terms 
of where it will end up. You never make 
a detour.
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Coming back to the trilogy, do you think 
of it as a trilogy? Or do you think of it as 
a series? 

No, it’s just that I can’t always make 
models. When I started The Dailies,3 
I wanted to do something more like  
a poem, or a haiku, rather than a novel. 
As a parallel idea, a writer can also write 
about a post office and how that works, 
and it could be an interesting piece of 
writing, even if it’s not fictional. And in 
this case, the models are not fictional 
but they emphasise the notion of 
thinking by hand. In a sense they’re also 
not figurative. The work that I’m most 
known for is very representational. I 
find it interesting to work with archi-
tecture that is not about building, but 
about the process and how you find the 

form, and how you use the form, which 
I think is equally important.

So, I’m curious about Hollein. He is this 
very particular figure of architecture, not 
that well known, not popular. He was 
part of a certain moment in the Sixties, 
when he was a rebel, but he continues 
to be unusual and interesting in lots of 
different ways.

Well, first of all he was instrumental in 
architectural modernism, for Schindler, 
Neutra, et cetera. There are a couple 
of things in early Hollein that are 
really interesting, like the collages, for 
example. Just amazing. There’s this scale 
and incredible freedom of thought. His 
Monument to Victims of the Holocaust 4 
is just outrageous. If I were to do that 
today I would probably be crucified. 
The blow-up office [designed in 1969]  

– a plastic bottle that you sit inside. 
They’re amazing and inspiring, especially 
if you look at the work of Raumlabor and 
other nomadic concepts lately.

But he called a lot of that work his 
artwork, he didn’t call it architecture.

No, no, it’s architecture. He just did 
whatever he wanted to do, when he got 
the chance.

His architectural work is not his best 
work, but the early stuff …

Like the Retti candle shop in Vienna. The 
candle shop is just unbelievable – have 
you ever been in?

No.

It’s tiny, it’s the size of a toilet. The use 
of space and mirrors – it’s so genius, just 
fantastic. I really like the creative input. 
It’s baroque, admittedly. I focused on the 
exhibition designs mostly, stands for the 
candle company, a room for a museum.

He came at a certain moment when 
postmodernism arose in architecture. 
His work was really radical and inde-
pendent, and then all of a sudden he does 
a building and it’s axial, it’s symmet-
rical, has the features you’d expect. But 
then, your work on the models – there 
are three different kinds of model and 
three different types of response, from 
what I’m seeing. With Hollein, it’s not 
in the empathetic way that you shot the 
Lautner. There, one feels the abjectness, 
those sort of memories that are unre-
coupable – you don’t know what they 
stand for, and you lose sense of it. I think 

with SANAA, you really see a process – 
the multiplicity of the process. There’s 
something very much about real time.
 Your approach to those photos, you 
were left with the boxes, you had to figure 
out what they were, you decoded them, 
you figured out which ones represented 
Hollein. It was much more archaeological. 
With Lautner, you’re just seeing it as it is, 
this material.

And its well-processed material. I’m 
seeing this in a crate that costs prob-
ably $4,000 to make earthquake-safe 
and trying to get these alive again. And 
trying to get something out that is not 
seen because the Getty doesn’t process 
mistakes and ruptures, that’s not why 
they keep it. They just keep it because 
they can’t throw it away. The Holleins are 

rather on the edge of disappearing, it’s 
stuff left in overfilled apartments.

This is the problem with making archives, 
there’s all this knowledge that is going  
to keep accruing – we’re going to run  
out of space. We’re very sentimental 
about these things, maybe there’s some 
kind of belief that they’re going to  
be worth something. There’s a sort of 
cultural need for some institution to 
represent them.

‘Cultural need’ is a good term to use 
because I think the model is a completely 
underexposed cultural need. We always 
talk about iconoclasm, we talk about 
pictures replacing text. The internet 
completely depends on pictures now  

– text is actually in the way, and shouldn’t 
be more than 280 characters. What’s 
really behind that is we model our world 

because it’s too complex to understand 
it. Retirement funds – they work with 
models, demographic models. The 
weather forecast is a model. We’re making 
models all the time because we need to, 
to represent our sense of reality.
 I think there’s also a relationship 
between the object and yourself as  
a person, and that’s why I was asking in 
the beginning whether your models are 
for exhibitions, because you don’t show 
models of your works in a show.

You rarely make models for exhibition 
purposes, you make models for other 
reasons, but also everything you do and 
everything you make – at whatever scale 

– has to have an official relationship. At 
the same time, you’ve talked about loss in 
models, about the space between image 

and subject. In the cases of Model Studies 
you have said that you were drawn to 
what gets lost between the model and 
the building, between those initial inten-
tions and the practicality of the building 
itself. I guess, with architecture, there’s 
the loss of a big idea when it’s translated 
into a bunch of processes, into budgets. 
Is there a different kind of loss that takes 
place in the journey from the vision of  
a thing – of a real space that you under-
stand from photos, or from being there 

– to a model, then to a photo? Again, 
it’s translation, translation, transla-
tion – do you look at that as a loss?  
How would you put that?

It’s actually the game. It’s what I’m 
after, I’m after the mini mistake, the 
copy mistake. Because I’m not trying to 
make something that looks like the real 
thing. I’m trying to retell this story with 

my own experiences. Like with Kitchen,5 
I’ve never been inside Saddam Hussein’s 
kitchen but I know that he has the same 
Tupperware as I do at home. The way we 
read the world is through what we know 
to be in the world – we have a pretty 
good overview of the western consuming 
world, and what configures a kitchen, 
what configures a bedroom, what 
configures the light coming through  
a window. That’s not only because we have  
a kitchen at home, it’s because we’ve 
seen a thousand kitchens in pictures. 
I’m not trying to make the kitchen 
authentic, I’m trying to get an abstract 
idea of it. We all have a kitchen in 
our head – if we talk about a kitchen, 
we both know what that is. If I say, 
“Now imagine the kitchen of Saddam 
Hussein,” you’ll go through your inner 

archive, to find whether you have 
any memories of that. However, it’s  
a construction – a complete construc-
tion. We don’t have pictures in our 
head – the construction happens from 
the moment I mention it, or you see my 
picture. You just construct something 
yourself. That’s what we see, and there’s 
a lot of loss in there, because otherwise 
you would go bonkers, you need to leave 
a lot of information behind.
 So the space between is what 
I’m after. I love fictional literature 
for that, for the speed of imagi-
nation that develops. If you read  
a good book, you’re imagining what the 
characters look like. At the same time,  
I always have to keep it very clear that 
it’s a modern mock-up, and that this of 
course isn’t in the real photograph, I’m 
putting something in that replaces the 
authenticity of the original, in a sense.

That’s a beautiful thought – the loss is 
actually, I think, the gain. The extraction 
is the process and that’s something that 
gets into the essence of something, and 
allows it to be interpretable.

Yeah, that’s exactly everything. It needs 
to be open enough, because then I don’t 
need a label on my work in 50 years, 
explaining it. Of course, there can be  
a label because we all share stories and 
you can always find out what a certain 
painting is about if you don’t see it 
yourself. But in the end, the work I do 
has to have a life on its own. If it’s too 
close to what it’s supposed to represent, 
it doesn’t fly.
 

Model Series III will be exhibited at 
Sprüth Magers, Berlin, from November 
15, 2018, until January 17, 2019 

3 The Dailies is an 

ongoing series of 

photographs of models 

based on iPhone 

photos. They portray 

quotidian daily 

scenes: details of 

fences, rubbish,  

sinks – domestic 

ephemera that catches 

the artist’s eye.

4 Hollein’s design  

– a vast concrete 

structure resembling 

an inverted train 

carriage 

monumentalised on  

the road – was never 

realised, but its 

graphic depiction, 

drawn in 1963, is  

held at MoMA. 

5 Kitchen, 2004, is  

a C-print photograph 

of Demand’s own paper 

reconstruction of the 

kitchen in Saddam 

Hussein’s hideaway  

in Tikrit, Iraq.
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Thomas Demand
by Richard B. Woodward

Confronted by the perplexing photographs and films of  Thomas Demand, one can always 
respect their craftsmanship.

A master fabricator, he and his team take weeks or months in building accurate paper 
models of  places and events he wants to photograph. After taking a picture of  the finished 
object, he destroys it. His photographs thus become the residue of  something that he cre-
ated and that no longer exists.

Why he chooses to reconstruct a particular something can be harder to discern. Some 
subjects have a political edge (the Oval Office, a room at Stasi headquarters in East Berlin), 
while others seem to be challenges he has set for himself.

Is it possible to make a compelling photograph of  a model bathtub full of  dirty water? 
(The answer, by the way, is “yes.”)

The centerpiece of  his new show is “Pacific Sun,” a two-minute film depicting a storm in 
the Tasman Sea as recorded by a security camera in a dining lounge aboard a large ship. Mr. 
Demand came upon the footage on YouTube and over 15 months supervised a crew who 
made 2,400 individual frames re-creating this tempest-tossed uneventful event.

The result is a mesmerizing tour-de-force of  stop-action animation.

At first, a toy ashtray moves slowly across the toy counter, followed by chairs, tables, potted 
plants, plastic cups, sandals, ketchup bottles, napkins, straws and napkins sliding violently 
back and forth across the floor. With no human beings in the picture, the room seems to 
have been invaded by capricious poltergeists.

A photograph in the gallery’s first room, showing the control room at the Fukushima Dai-
shi Power Plant, its ceiling ripped apart, may explain some of  the motives behind this work. 
On the one-year anniversary of  the Japanese tsunami, and the 100th anniversary of  the 
Titanic’s sinking, he may want to remind us that wherever we’re standing on the globe, and 
however upright we would like to be, the ground beneath our feet is never stable.
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Thomas Demand’s Living, Breathing Conceptual Photography at Matthew Marks Gallery
By REID SINGER

The Cindy Sherman retrospective at MoMA is the latest 
sign that conceptual photography has truly been canon-
ized. Since Jeff Wall’s retrospective in 2007, and Thomas 
Demand’s at MoMA in 2005, certain modes in photog-
raphy may no longer be considered avant-garde. Generally 
speaking, it’s no longer shocking for an artist to make 
photographs whose is photography itself. Nor is it that 
big a deal when a photographer draws almost all of  his 
or her inspiration from another established medium; Wall 
draws from 19th century painting, Demand draws from 
Modernist sculpture, and Sherman draws from post-war 
cinema.

With this in mind, the exhibition running at Matthew 
Marks Gallery through June 23rd may be one of  the last 
available opportunities to see Demand’s work outside 
of  a Gagosian gallery before he is sealed into textbooks 
forever. Even though it was only made in 2012, Demand’s 
“Junior Suite” feels like a part of  history. 

Never mind that the interior Demand created for “Kon-
trollraum” (“Control Room,” 2011) looks like a German 
computer lab from the 1970s, what’s truly classic about it 
is the level of  energy the German artist has put into each 
paper button, screen, and miniature object that he will 
destroy after capturing on film.

Such effortful awesomeness is strikingly apparent in 
the video “Pacific Sun” (2012). Based on a video of  
the interior of  a cruise ship caught in turbulent waters 
between the Republic of  Vanuatu and Auckland, New 
Zealand, the video shows tables and bar furniture swaying 
from one side of  the room to another. Like Demand’s 
other work, the video was made by filming objects that 
had been made entirely out of  paper, which, after being 
photographed, were destroyed. Bumping around a room 
during a storm, they are imbued with a precariousness 
that’s not unlike Demand’s oeuvre itself. “Hurry,” you 
think. “Catch it.”

— Reid Singer
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A Sneak Peek at Thomas Demand’s Storm-Tossed Imagination
By KATHY RYAN

Three years ago, the German conceptual artist Thomas Demand saw a startling video on 
YouTube that captured the chaotic scene inside a cruise ship being tossed about by a storm 
in the South Pacific. Everything not bolted down — chairs, tables, bottles, cartons, people 
— could be seen sliding back and forth across the floor as the ship rocked violently. But 
where most viewers might have forwarded the link to their friends, Demand decided to 
recreate the scene, minus the people, entirely out of  paper and cardboard, then film it.

Demand has long been known for building and photographing realistic, life-size models of  actual 
environments. The resulting pictures are the final works of  art — so realistic that people often 
don’t realize they’re looking at paper constructions — while the sculptural models themselves are 
destroyed and never exhibited.

The “Pacific Sun” video (named after the cruise ship) consists of  2,400 still images all together. 
The animators took three and a half  months to meticulously re-create every object’s path across the 
room. The resulting video — that’s a sneak peek above — can be seen starting this evening at the 
Matthew Marks Gallery at 523 West 24th Street in New York, with other new works by Demand.

This week, I spoke to Demand about how he works. Here are some edited highlights from our con-
versation:

Why are there no people in your images?

I think the imagination works better if  you don’t have people, because if  there are people, you look 
at it as an anecdote. If  you have an empty space that in this case is animated and has lots of  signs 
of  life, it is actually like reading a novel or something. You basically create in your own mind what 
is happening or what the space represents, and for me, that is much more interesting.

A remarkable thing I have to say is when I started doing this, it was a slapstick-movie thing, and it 
was interesting and peculiar, and I thought it’s just absurd but also it has a certain beauty. Then the 
tsunami happened in Japan, and then the cruise ship hit the rock off the coast of  northern Italy. 
It was no longer slapstick. The context in which the image would be seen changed throughout the 
making of  the film.
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Those disasters happened after you had begun?

I was in the middle of  it when the tsunami happened. I hired people. I rented a studio in 
California. I had a whole workshop set up, building all these chairs and whatever else we 
needed. There were between 8 to 12 animators on set working 12-hour days for three and 
a half  months. There were 55 chairs. The people we were working with on the project were 
unbelievable — fantastically dedicated. I was told there are only about 35 animators in L.A. 
We basically had 12 of  those animators for three and a half  months.

The animators do what, exactly?

In recent years, stop-motion animation has become very popular. “Fantastic Mr. Fox” is an 
example of  this. People like the handcrafted quality of  it. You can’t really fake it with C.G.I. 
I initially thought about doing it digitally, but in the end decided to do it with stop-motion 
animation because it is so beautiful. Everything was made of  paper. They were really fragile 
objects. The fragility of  the objects gives the scene its beauty. Plus, all the C.G.I. people I 
spoke to just said it would be too complicated to do virtually, and it will never look like the 
real thing, so we should really try to do it in animation.
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One of  the reasons why I moved to L.A. was because I thought it was kind of  a stable 
climate, sunshine every day. It’s sunny, but what I didn’t have on my list of  things — what I 
didn’t consider — were the earthquakes, the tiny little shakes of  the earth every day. When 
we would start in the morning, we would always see a little change in the placement of  the 
objects from the night before.

I didn’t realize there were so many tiny movements every day.

Every day something is moving. Like 1.2 on the Richter scale or something.

Is that something filmmakers there are always dealing with?

I don’t know. Nobody seems to talk about it. If  I say earthquake, everybody in L.A. rolls 
their eyes and says, Thank God it wasn’t the big one yet. For animation, it’s terrible because 
these objects are all moving a little fraction. It was really a disaster. It was funny as hell. 
That’s why we needed a lot of  people — because we had to adjust all this. It’s so minimal 
you can’t really do anything about it, but that’s also quite charming in the end because ev-
erything is kind of  vibrating.

Any movement, like a ketchup bottle falling off a table, the animators would have to imag-
ine that over a stretch of  a week or something, but it’s going to be only three seconds in the 
film, and it takes them a week to make it. You need imagination to know how it actually 
falls down and how all this is fitting together. We had scripts for every object, but that’s 
another very long story.

*****
Back in 1997, the magazine commissioned Demand to re-create a massage parlor for a special photo issue devoted to Times 
Square; more recently, to accompany a cover story in Nov. 2008 on executive power, he constructed a life-size version of  the 
Oval Office.
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T     he walls of the gallery have been hung 

with wallpaper, a hand-blocked pattern 

of luxuriant ivy, each room colour-coded 

in different tones. The colours represent the four 

seasons of Thomas Demand’s new show: a sunny 

midday, night, winter and murder. The same ivy 

clings to the wall of a tavern in a provincial town 

in Germany, which appears in one of Demand’s 

photographs. A little boy was abused in this tavern, 

suffocated and dumped in a bin-bag. The wall is 

sunny, the ivy green and lush. The bar is closed.

Even though Demand’s exhibition, at the 

Serpentine Gallery in London, contains works 

spanning a decade, this is no survey. Instead, it is 

an ensemble in which each element plays its part. 

It is a meditation on images, on the life and death 

of objects, on atmosphere and the lack of it. The 

show is about the meanings we ascribe to things, 

what we know and what we project.
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Demand’s labour-intensive working procedure begins with a found or archive 

photograph. Demand constructs a paper and card model of it, which he then 

photographs again. After this, the model is destroyed, leaving us only with Demand’s 

staged image, and the story he chooses to tell us. The resulting, large-scale colour 

image presents us with a fictive world very like our own, but one we can never inhabit, 

an unpeopled copy of places and things. In these representations of rooms, tables, 

windows, kitchens and offices, glades and architectures, what one notices most is 

human absence, dead quiet (images, after all, can be noisy), a sort of indifferent gaze.

As much as Demand copies and recopies the world, he also describes it. And there is no 

such thing as a neutral description, even when everything is described in an excessively 

plain and uninflected way. Demand’s coloured papers come as standard, in off-the-shelf 

hues, sheen and tone. His images have an emotional flatness, a palpable air of numb 

fixation. Just as there are no adverbs or adjectives in the manner of his descriptions, 

so there are no signs of use or wear in his images - no coffee stains, no dirt, no films of 

dust or greasy fingerprints or grime. His work is equivalent to the inert affectless prose 

of a police report. How is it so disturbing? After all, Demand’s skill, the accuracy of his 

models and images, wouldn’t detain us for long if his art were only a formal exercise.

We begin with a cave. A huge photograph of an underground grotto, based on a postcard 

image of a real cave, a tourist attraction in Mallorca. Demand’s model was built from 

50 tonnes of layered cardboard sheets, each cut individually, using several different 

computer programs to map, generate and cut the forms: stalagmites and stalactites, 

eroded and water-pitted strata, weirdly organic honeycombs of weathered paper rock. 

Of course, you find the same effort and statistics in a matchstick Taj Mahal; Demand, 

though, is interested in much more than useless verisimilitude.

Beyond the cave, and running through the Serpentine’s galleries, are images that appear 

at first as depictions of anonymous, bland and arbitrary rooms, of inconsequential 

settings and situations. As with Demand’s Grotto, one needs to dig deeper to discover 

their significance. The dark interior of an empty barn, with sunlight seeping in through 

the gaps between planks, is based on a photograph of Jackson Pollock’s studio in the 

Hamptons. Nearby hangs Drafting Room, based on a tiny photograph of the office of 

a German architect in the late 1940s. Kitchen is derived from a photograph of Saddam 

Hussein’s hideaway near Tikrit. These images take a lot of unpacking.

It is the five new images hung in the Serpentine’s North Gallery that are the most 

unsettling. The series, called Tavern, takes us on a tour of the bar where the boy was 
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killed. The walls are lit with sun. The kitchen is clean, well-ordered. Demand shows 

us nondescript corners, in a building where time has been suspended, as if to say that 

everything is as it was. But how was it, exactly? This is something his images, and no 

photographs, can tell us. A desiccated houseplant sits on a sill. Something terrible 

happened here. Demand takes us to a place where our salacious interest is stalled. 

He takes us to a brink, beyond which is a void. The story, unravelling in the media, 

fascinated and appalled the German public. There is no sign of any crime here. But 

once we know what actually happened, the smallest elements infer an enormous 

metaphorical weight.

I have heard people say how beautiful this show looks, with the wallpapered galleries, 

the nuanced light that changes from room to room; and how elegant his photographs 

are, and how interesting his method is. This may well be true, but it is a distraction. In 

the end, the show is macabre and disturbing. In the single animated film in the show, 

Recorder (2000), the spools of a reel-to reel tape recorder turn in the shadows. Is the 

tune that accompanies the image an accompaniment to a silent movie, or are the bars 

of piano music a recording on the magnetic tape itself? The banal, repeated snatch of 

music will probably drive the gallery attendants crazy; it is like a repetitive thought 

that keeps being replayed in one’s head. In fact, the repeated music drives out thought. 

One might see the whole show as an analogue, a model, of a world that can never be 

described, and can never be escaped. One is stuck, as if in a cave.

· Thomas Demand is at the Serpentine, London W2, until August 20. 

  Details: 020-7402 6075.
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