
Thomas Demand’s elliptical illusions and paper replicas
The Oval Office? No. It’s one of Thomas Demand’s paper replicas. 
Why, asks our correspondent

Forget that in-tray overspilling with presidential problems. When Barack Obama 
moves into the White House, his first piece of domestic policy will involve the soft 
furnishings. Obama’s mandate for change must extend to the carpet for the famous 
Oval Office.

But when The New York Times commissioned Thomas Demand, one of Germany’s 
most respected contemporary artists, to create images of this most iconic of rooms 
for a magazine article, it was not the carpet that worried him. It was the curtains. 
“Look at them,” says Demand as we sit in Sprüth Magers gallery in Central London, 
surrounded by a series of huge glossy images of the Oval Office. “I am so proud of 
the way that those curtains have turned out.”
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It’s hardly surprising. 
Demand had to hotfoot it to 
southern Italy to find out how 
to make them from the last 
living master of an artistic 
technique originally 
developed in Apulia, some 
three centuries previously. 
Too poor to afford marble, 
sculptors had made their 
church statues with papier-
mâché instead. They had 
discovered that cardboard 
soaked in a mixture of flour, 
vinegar and copper bromide 
could capture the most 
vigorous of Baroque drapery 
flourishes. “The starch from 
the flour,” Demand explains, 
“keeps my curtains nice and 
stiffly in shape.”

No doubt a first lady would prefer fine silk damask to floury gunk. But then 
Demand’s interior shots are not actually taken in the Oval Office. It might look like it 
at a cursory glance. There, from the famous Resolute desk (made from the 
salvaged timbers of the abandoned HMS Resolute and presented to the president 
by Queen Victoria in 1880 as a token of goodwill), through the eagle on the carpet 
to the legendary “red phone”, is that most recognisable of elliptical rooms. But look 
again and you realise that the whole thing is a fake. This lifesize Oval Office is 
made entirely of paper.

For two and a half weeks, Demand worked day and night with a team of assistants 
to complete the piece in time for The New York Times deadline. It was complicated, 
he says. Because of the oval, every shape is different. The carpet is made of 
confetti so the whole set had to be constructed inside a sort of double skin. You had 
to close one door before opening the next otherwise all the bits flew about in the 
draught.

But why go to all this elaborate trouble? Why not just photograph the real room? 
And why, the weekend after Obama’s election, would The New York Times 
magazine have wanted to illustrate a searching and very solemn analysis of 
presidential power with photographs of a fake Oval Office? The question leads to 
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the heart of Demand’s work.

Born in 1964 and brought up in a village south of Munich (“Think mountains and 
leder-hosen and that whole Bavaria thing”), he left as a teenager to study art at the 
Düsseldorf Academy. He has never looked back – except in his work, which is all 
about memory.

As a student, Demand set out to question the aesthetic of such local heroes as 
Katharina Fritsch, whose sculptures, derived from familiar objects, have the 
carefully constructed clarity of icons or pictographs.

While his fellow students would, like Fritsch had once done, spend months creating 
what they saw as the “the perfect pot”, Demand would make quick paper models of 
ordinary domestic objects, bringing anything from telephones to tissue boxes down 
to a minimalist, basically recognisable level. When they were finished he would 
throw them away, for the simple reason that he had nowhere to store them, until, at 
the suggestion of a teacher, he started to take photographs to keep track of his 
ideas.

When he moved on to study in the dominantly conceptual milieu of Goldsmiths 
college in London, these photographs – images of an image – began increasingly 
to intrigue him.

Demand began reconstructing coloured paper replicas of places that he thought he 
remembered – a staircase at school, for instance. He wanted further to explore the 
notion of recognition, to look at memory and wonder how far it was real.

According to one poll, he tells me, 81 per cent of people wouldn’t go back to 
important moments in their life, even if they had the chance. “They prefer the 
memory to the real moment,” he says. They would rather live in an image world that 
is somehow constructed. This fascinated Demand. “Think how many memories we 
have of places we have never even been to, that we have just seen in the 
newspapers,” he says. He started constructing models of historically significant or 
famous contemporary sites. As we stand in front of his photographs, we look at 
something we recognise but which we don’t actually know.

This is what happens as visitors step into the gallery full of his Oval Office pictures. 
We are standing in what feels like the middle of one of the most symbolic places in 
the world. We are in the very seat of power. And, of course, we recognise it 
instantly. We don’t have to have been there. Even Demand didn’t go – he just 
looked at hundreds of magazine images and watched an awful lot of The West 
Wing.

This piece of work is about representations of power, he says. “I am trying to 
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challenge the spectator’s perception of reality. Photography is a constructed reality. 

And we live in a world in which its fictionalisations are increasingly becoming more 
important in forming opinion than fact.” He takes comic political sketches as an 
example. They can be more informative than intellectual discussions, he suggests. 
“They can say more by taking a detour through comedy, by remaining at once 
removed from reality. I want to do the same with this incredibly visible place: the 
Oval Office. This room is a symbol of power.”
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By taking his viewers through what he describes as “the detour of fictionalisation” 
he wants to say something that matters more than a mere description of “reality”, 
he says. “I do think we should be thinking about the politics of images, about how 
they are used and what we do to them.” Think of those photographs taken at Abu 
Ghraib, he suggests: how the reality was only created for the sake of the 
photographs and yet, how that doesn’t mean it was all a fiction. The fake can 
become the truth.

“I think there are more photographs than there is world now,” says Demand. “And 
people increasingly know things – the tunnel where Lady Diana died, for instance – 
through the images. I have looked at more images of trees than real trees,” he says 
– which for a Bavarian is extraordinary. “With image-making devices such as
surveillance cameras running 24 hours a day, image making is as trivial as a
lightbulb shining.” And it’s not that we are all being manipulated by these images,
he says, “Because in a digital era in which every phone has a camera we all
understand how the image can be manipulated. We are familiar with its tricks. It’s
just that there isn’t a ‘truth’ any more, because the image has become the truth.”

Demand destroys the “original” replica as soon as he has taken his photographs. 
Even as the American President-elect mulls over the colours of his new carpet, 
Demand’s “iconic” rug has been swept away along with the rest of his Oval Office 
for recycling. It was nothing and it was everything, he says. That’s quite an image 
for a President to contemplate.

Thomas Demand, Sprüth Magers, 7a Grafton Street, W1 
(www.spruethmagers.com),until Jan 17 2008
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