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Thomas Demand: Making history – with paper
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Room (1994)
By recreating the 1944 assassination attempt on Adolf Hitler, Demand 
addresses questions of public and private memory. (Thomas Demand / VG 
Bild-Kunst, courtesy Sprüth Magers)

Thomas Demand recreates notorious scenes from history with paper and cardboard, then destroys them after taking a photograph. He talks about his 
work to BBC Culture.
Viewers seeing Thomas Demand’s photographs for the first time might not realise their significance. Lacking any explanatory text when they are displayed in 
galleries, the images show empty places with no identifying detail. Looking at a conference room filled with debris, the viewer might not recognise it as the location 
of a failed assassination attempt on Hitler; they could miss the fact that a slightly shabby kitchen is one where the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein cooked his last 
meal before his capture in 2003.

These pictures are not what they seem: Demand creates model replicas of scenes out of paper and cardboard, before photographing and destroying them, leaving 
only an eerie facsimile of a real place. As a new exhibition (http://www.spruethmagers.com/exhibitions/377) of his Dailies series opens in Berlin, the German sculptor 
and photographer tells BBC Culture about creating a sense of déjà vu, and how he has an earthquake app on his phone.

BBC Culture: Would you call yourself an illusionist?

Thomas Demand: I try to reconstruct an idea of reality we might all share – ‘illusion’ always implies there’s a trick or a trap, a moment where you say ‘oh, I was 
fooled’. I’m not after that at all, I’m trying to picture an idea of reality which is changing all the time. It’s something that’s interesting for an artist because you spend 
some time making pictures, and you realise that the notion of reality we all share is changing rapidly, especially when it comes to pictures. That’s why I started 
making the small Dailies.

BBC Culture: The pictures in this series are taken from images you’ve snapped on your mobile phone – how is that kind of picture changing the way we view 
photography?

Thomas Demand: Classic photojournalism is dying out: it is becoming replaced by a subjective version of the world: the hand-made, amateur picture. I started 
making pictures which are about simple, impromptu observations – like the haiku in Japanese poetry – bringing in the shortness of that, and the nowness of it; the 
fact there’s no implication, it’s not part of a puzzle for a bigger metaphor about the world – it’s just what it is. That kind of feeling I see in many photographs online, 
because they are sent out for private reasons. They would never make it to the news, there is nothing you can use them for, but they are the predominant way we 
communicate with images now so I thought I should look into that.  I felt that kind of work is appropriate for the time, and that’s why I started doing it.

BBC Culture: How did you draw on the throwaway snap for the Dailies series?

Thomas Demand: The imagined photographer for the Dailies is always a pedestrian, or a passer-by. The camera looks down, or looks up, or is at the same height 
as you are – but there’s no extreme perspective on anything. I tried to have a lightness – including in the title – ‘Dailies’, trying to show what concerned me 
yesterday. Somehow they have become autobiographical. I’ve been making them for six years now, and in that time I’ve moved from Berlin to LA. When I look at
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BBC Culture: How did you draw on the throwaway snap for the Dailies series?

Thomas Demand: The imagined photographer for the Dailies is always a pedestrian, or a passer-by. The camera looks down, or looks up, or is at the same height 
as you are – but there’s no extreme perspective on anything. I tried to have a lightness – including in the title – ‘Dailies’, trying to show what concerned me 
yesterday. Somehow they have become autobiographical. I’ve been making them for six years now, and in that time I’ve moved from Berlin to LA. When I look 
atthe more recent ones I can see a subconscious West coast feeling coming into the images, which wasn’t intended at all. The light is very different, it has a certain 
sense of humour: the early ones had a Teutonic dryness – in the way that Kraftwerk is actually very funny but no one would laugh. Now they’re becoming lighter in 
every respect. Comparing it with literature, the other works are more like a novel, and those are more like a poem.

BBC Culture: What made you first reconstruct famous images, like the bathroom where the German politician Uwe Barschel was found dead?

Thomas Demand: When I started making photographs of other people’s photographs, which were mainly from the media, I tried to reprivatise an image of the 
world and the meaning of the world with very simple means. To reprivatise our idea of that part of the world – most of these parts I have never been, and I will 
never get to – because, for example, Saddam Hussein’s kitchen is probably not there now. But it was the world for me – the same way the tunnel in Paris where 
Diana died was the world for me.

BBC Culture: Why did you reconstruct the room in which the final assassination attempt on Hitler took place?

I was studying at Goldsmiths College [in London] at the time, and I started thinking ‘who am I here, and where am I coming from’ – some stupid student thoughts –
and I remembered this picture, which would probably define me more than I want, on the one hand, and on the other hand, it would be what other people wanted 
me to be – ‘be the good German, know that you have to stand up against things when you know that they’re wrong’. We all have these images which are supposed 
to have an educational impact on us, and I thought: ‘What if I actually visit this, rebuild my own version of it so I can be there and have a look at it?’

BBC Culture: But why paper and cardboard?

Thomas Demand: It started because I could buy it anywhere, and people know how it’s made and used, which is important. So it’s not about the making – it’s 
about patience, if anything. There’s no miracle in the making, really; everybody knows paper. And it’s disposable, and everybody knows that too. I keep saying
‘everybody knows’; for me that’s an important part – that I communicate through scenes that everybody is familiar with. So when you see a picture, in a weird way 
you have this feeling of déjà vu.

BBC Culture: And what happens when it rains?

Thomas Demand: That’s one of the reasons I got very productive in LA. The rain is not so much a problem because I hardly ever work outside, but the humidity in 
the air is a real problem – things start wobbling. In Berlin I kept re-doing things that I’d already done, because they deteriorated from dampness, which was 
counterproductive. The trouble is here, they have earthquakes every day. The first three years I was here I made a complex animation (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=gJIcbjrT4Zs) , but the earthquakes turned out to be an unexpected problem. You wouldn’t feel them, but when you started work the next day everything had 
moved by a millimetre or two. I have an earthquake app on my phone now, and every morning I get a warning: it’s quite active, that plate.
If you would like to comment on this story or anything else you have seen on BBC Culture, head over to our Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/pages/BBC-
Culture/237388053065908)  page or message us on Twitter (https://twitter.com/bbc_culture) .
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