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The Venice Architecture Biennale: artist interview

A still from Wolfgang Tillmans’ Book for Architects, 2014, which is in the central pavilion at the Biennale

JOURNEYS INTO SPACE

Wolfgang Tillmans’s Venice work explores architectural details, grand and humble, from 37 countries. By Louisa Buck

tis a busy summer for Wolfgang
Tillmans. The German artist may be best
known for his wide-rang but also
utterly distinctive photographic work -
he was the first non-British and photo
graphic artist to win the Turner Prize,
in 2000 - but he is currently confounding expec
tations with a two-channel video installation in
“Elements of Architecture”, the central pavilion
at the 14th International Architecture Biennale
in Venice (until 23 November), as well as
presenting a room containing objects and
photographs at the 8th Berlin Biennial (until
3 August). Tillmans, who now divides his time

between Berlin and London, is also taking part
in the veteran curator Kasper Kénig's Manifesta
10 (until 31 October). This edition of Manifesta
is, controversially for many, being hosted by the
State Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg.
Rather less contentiously, Tillmans has work in
the Royal Academy of Arts’ annual Summer
Exhibition, which runs until 17 August (he was
elected a Royal Academician last year). He also
has work in the Beyeler Foundation in Basel
his photographs were the first to enter the

museum'’s collection

The Art Newspaper: You are taking part for
the first time in the Architecture nnale.
How do you feel about this new departure?
Wolfgang Tillmans: I was afforded this great
opportunity by Rem [Koolhaas] to realise a proj
ect that I had been thinking about for at least
seven years, ever since this title Book for
Architects sprang into my head. It came from a

desire to be in dialogue with architects, to offer
my point of view, but not in a lecturing, teach
ing kind of way. It might be initially surprising
that I have a room in the central pavilion exhi
bition “Elements of Architecture”, but architec
ture and how we use space is actually some
thing that has been part of my work actively

from the start. I've noticed that I am very aware

of architecture from two points of view: one is
from the way that it influences everybody's
lives and the central role that, especially. the
details of architecture play in everyday life and
how little this is discussed. My other point of
entry and interaction with architecture is that
for the last 20-plus years I have been making
site-specific installations in galleries and muse
ums that start with a direct response to the
interior spaces that I will occupy

Contrary to its title, Book for Architects is a
two-screen, 40-minute video projection,
showing a sequence of 450 still images. Why
did you choose this format?

Initially, Rem offered me a generous IL-shaped
corner in the central room of the central pavil
ion but I realised that it would probably hold
only 20 pictures and I thought it would have felt
like just an illustration of a concept which

needed to be shown in depth and with a greater
number of pictures. For years, I have thought
about the idea of a film made of stills.
Obviously, this is something that has been
before, but what made it possible is that I found
these new Sony projectors that have this incred
ible eight-megapixel density. It’s called 4K and is
four times as sharp as high definition —so for
the first time, there is a video quality that I feel
comfortable showing my still pictures on

It features a wide range of architectural
images taken from
points, from corne
skyscrapers and aeri;
It is playing with these terms of dissemination
of ideas and it is reflecting upon what was built
by, architects and also without them. In architec
ture, there is an incredible proliferation of
books and of categorisation and sub-categorisa-

tion but Book for Architects is not very user
friendly. It features 37 countries in no typologi
cal or any other keyword-able order — even
though throughout there is an order and it's not
a random selection. It is very specific and it has
a point of view and opinions about architecture,
its not just showing that all of this exists. This
was an important criteria when I was editing
over the last three months, I was always remind
ing myself: “Hey, is this picture in there just
because it covers what exists? If it only does
that, then it has to go out.” A picture can only
be in if it is a specific observation which trans
lates into something general and universal

How has this affected the final lineup?

It brings together things that I like in architec
ture: personal spaces like my studio or my par
ents’ home are featured often because I under
stand them very well in a specific way. Then
there are other generic situations which I have

encountered all over the world which are really

striking when you recognise that the same thing

is happening everywhere simultaneously
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So much of today’s architecture is just cladding
it pretends to be a surface that it actually isn’t -
many buildings now are really just like Ikea
shelves with a thin skin fagade dropped down
Then there are favourites of mine like the
Southbank Centre [in London] and places that
are built in a very real way, where what the eye
meets is actually what the structure is. So there
is meandering thinking about the public face of
our cities and then there are more individualist
gazes on how, say, somebody in Seoul has joined
a drainpipe with another drainpipe coming out
of a corner of a buildin
bucket of concrete over it to make the surface

and has poured a

smooth again

I have always had a fascination with these
individual human responses to a given problem
and how different people find different solu
tions to the same problems. This is meant as a
celebration of the manner and the creativity of
the human mind

You are also taking part in Manifesta 10 in
St Petersburg. How are you approaching
this more problematic context?

In 2009, when I was invited to the Moscow
Biennale, I made a very outspoken statement in
a way that I could not do now, with images that
included a large photograph of two guys Kissing
and a picture of a demonstration for freedom of
expression with a lesbian kiss, as well as gay fly
ers and anti-gay vitriol from Bethnal Green in
London. This time, 1 have chosen to show photo-
graphs that I took in St Petersburg and Moscow
over three visits, in 2009, 2005 and 2014, which
1 think are quite a clear critique and depiction
of the state but which don’t have political mean
ings spelled out all over them. One is a picture
of an Orthodox church being built in Moscow —
a pre-cast concrete structure that looks like

a bunker which is then half-clad in pseudo-
historic surface tiles. Another picture is the
gigantic four-metre End of Broadcast, which 1
photographed on a TV in St Petersburg, where
nal — you just have static snow:

there is no sis
Another room features the body, with a

great number of the drapery pictures hung
like a classic picture gallery: you get a sense

of a lot of undressing happening. | wanted to
create a sense of the body in a different way

and confront the viewers with themselves
through the pictures: the Hermitage is a hu
conglomeration of drapery and body surfaces.

You came to digital imagery quite late -

in 2009 - and you have said that it marked
a seismic shift in how you take and look
at photographs.

It really threw a spanner into the fine mechan
ics of the psychology behind my photography:
the triangle of subject and photographer and
hope and expectations which you cannot verify
until you see the processed film. Suddenly, you

see this immediate little representation of what
you have photographed and it was quite an un
learning curve not to use it as a compositional
device but just to look at it purely as proof that
the picture was taken
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