
Furthermore in this eleventh issue of THE GENTLEMAN’S STYLE JOURNAL for Spring and Summer 2010... The es-
teemed New York journalist Mr. BOB COLACELLO, the HOT CHIP singer Mr. ALEXIS TAYLOR, the world-famous icon 

of masculinity FABIO, plus so much more to enjoy while travelling or at home in the garden.

Mr. WOLFGANG TILLMANS
 The artist and the gentleman
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For nearly 20 years now, Mr. WOLFGANG TILLMANS has brought new 
meaning to photography, and to the way images are displayed and understood. 
Born in Germany and based mainly in London, WOLFGANG creates a com-
munity around him with his graciousness and his curiosity, characteristics that 
both play a vital role in his work. The first photographer to win the TURNER 
PRIZE, WOLFGANG never questions the veracity of the medium but uses it to 
find truth in art itself. On the eve of a major TILLMANS exhibition in London, 
FANTASTIC MAN’s reporter travels with the artist between London, Berlin 

and New York, to see just how much of the man it takes to make the picture.

MR.  T ILLMANS

LONDON
 Mr. WOLFGANG TILLMANS sits in his 
workspace in east London. It is Saturday evening, 
and he has already spent several days contemplat-
ing a scale model of an exhibition of his work that 
is to open in New York in three weeks’ time. It 
will be his first US show in a year and a half. At 
some point during the two hours we spend togeth-
er in the studio, he casually asserts that I will be 
granted access to anything and everything I’d like 
to see him do in the run-up to the show, whether 
in London, Berlin or New York. 
 The scale model of the exhibition fits onto half 
a trestle table and stands some 30cm high. Small 
versions of the pictures are delicately taped to the 
thick, white cardboard walls. The real pictures are 
taped around his studio, a 300-square-metre in-
dustrial unit in a rare pocket of east London that 
has yet to show any surface signs of gentrification. 
 The studio looks like it could be one of his pic-
tures. “Aha,” he says, “that is funny. What you see 
is a still life; what I see is a bunch of flowers for 
the studio.”
 
WOLFGANG is tall, with sympathetic eyes and 
a huge smile. His German accent is heavy, despite 
20 years living in London, and his vocabulary is 
immaculate. When he smiles, his face works in 
almost comic slow motion, his whole head rising 
with his lips. He is a committed pacifist with a fet-
ish for army-wear, the irony of which he is all too 
aware. He is a gentle man.

WOLFGANG had intended to take 2009 off, but 
his plans not to exhibit for at least a year were 
interrupted by a request to show at the Venice 
BIENNALE. He nevertheless managed to fit in 
some travelling with his boyfriend, the artist Mr. 
ANDERS CLAUSEN. They travelled to the 
Far East for the first time, to China and Thai-
land, with an unintentional stop-off in Dubai on 
the way back. “Have you been there?” he asks. 
“Awful.” 
 Throughout the period that was meant to be 
a holiday he could not ignore his artistic impulse. 
Hanging on the wall is a picture of the mirrored 
ceiling at a nightclub in Venice, taken at an unu-
sual angle. “Awful,” he says again, of the club, not 
the picture. “But I have to be careful that the work 
does not descend into kitsch or condescension.” 
He mentions the photographs of Mr. MARTIN 
PARR—“I don’t want to be mean to him; what he 
does he does very well”—as a negative benchmark 
by which artistic levels of kitsch can be gauged. 
 The new exhibition is a deliberate U-turn for 
WOLFGANG. It will feature none of the abstrac-
tion that he had introduced to his work in 1998, 
and will continue his earlier practice of hanging 
the work, unframed, with tape, nails and bulldog 
clips. The most significant move forward with the 
coming exhibition will be its international feel, 
away from the artist’s familiar territories of east 
London and Berlin. The scale model includes a 
picture of a man bathing in the Ganges (WOLF-
GANG has deliberated long and hard whether to 
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For the past few years, WOLFGANG has also 
used the studio for his own summer parties which 
have become the stuff of local legend. These par-
ties are a direct reflection of WOLFGANG’s 
world. The mythical boundaries between the 
sometimes very separate worlds of art, fashion, 
music and nightlife collapse within the confines of 
his studio. Because he is an inclusive person, his 
parties are, too. They are cool in a liberal usage of 
the word, as in the opposite of uptight. 
 These parties cut deeper, too. They are part 
of his ongoing, egalitarian interaction with the 
world. “It’s fun to give something that you also get 
so much back from. It’s very interesting to occupy 
my mind with something outside of myself. Even 
though I deal with the outside world with my cam-
era, it is still dealing with my own stuff, day in, day 
out. I find the parties a very refreshing thing to do 
for my mental agility.”
 WOLFGANG does not throw his summer 
parties as a launch, or to coincide with an exhi-
bition, but simply for the sake of having a party. 
“It’s good to think about something that isn’t just 
furthering my own direct interests, and I put a lot 
of time and effort into them. They are not truly al-
truistic. They are altruistic because they can be. I 
am aware that a lot of people don’t have the space 
or the money to do that. As someone who is for-
tunate enough not to have to just survive, it’s good 
to utilise my resources. I don’t have any particular 
lifestyle needs.”
 In a week, WOLFGANG will visit Berlin, 
where he will replace some art he has hanging in 
the PANORAMABAR, part of BERGHAIN, 
probably the most influential club in the world 
right now. “There is a lot of bad art involved in 
clubbing. I don’t think that art necessarily lends 
itself to many applications. The moment it serves a 
function, it is not purposeless, yet I think purpose-
lessness is quite crucial to art. Otherwise it is an 
illustration. In the PANORAMABAR they have 
just the right understanding. They are making a 
mad place, but they are also very realistic about 
it. It is a reasonable undertaking to have a great 
techno club with a sex club attached to it, architec-
turally. Then sometimes the whole place becomes 
a sex club and the closed-off area has theme par-
ties. It’s so caring for the human mind and the dif-
ferent receptors of what people might want, to of-
fer this playground paired with an aesthetic sense 
that has never been trashy.”

BERLIN
 WOLFGANG’s studio in Berlin is in a build-
ing that was designed by Mr. MAX TAUT, the 
less famous brother of Bauhaus architect Mr. 
BRUNO TAUT. Mr. WIM WENDERS once  

include it), and a shot of a Shanghai skyscraper, 
alongside several more homespun and immediate-
ly recognisable still lifes with textiles, mostly his 
own clothing. 
 
WOLFGANG is now 41. Throughout all his work, 
from his first international solo show in 1993 to 
winning the TURNER PRIZE in 2000, and be-
yond, there is the sense of a single underlying 
question: what makes a picture? That question is 
still noticeably present in the work to be shown 
in the New York exhibition. One picture is of a 
sheet of glass being transported in a factory. An-
other features glossy gossip magazines on a shelf. 
There is a still life of a rain drop on an orchid that 
WOLFGANG took in Thailand. “I mean, this 
could almost be the cover of a menu in a restau-
rant,” he says, pointing to it. With tricky subject 
matter, there is always a delicacy and often an 
idiosyncrasy to WOLFGANG’s eye that belongs 
only to him. With every picture he takes, he asks 
himself: what is it that I am attracted to here?
 WOLFGANG is contemplating which picture 
visitors to the gallery should see first. At the mo-
ment, taped to the cardboard wall in the entrance 
foyer of the scale model is a large picture of a baby 
in the car seat of a very suburban car. It is titled 
ROY. “It is so not what you would expect of me,” 
he says, staring intently at the image. I slowly be-
gin to carousel with WOLFGANG’s manner. He 
is certainly one of the most thoughtful men I have 
ever spent long periods of time with, though he 
can also punctuate the patience of his purpose 
with quick, sprightly decisions. I find him almost 
mystically serene. 
 In the picture of the baby, a reversed tax disc 
sticker is visible on the window of the car. Because 
of the font used, when reversed, the year 2009 
printed on the sticker appears to spell out the 
word “poof”. He responds immediately and kindly 
to any observation of his work and laughs gently 
at this one. “But this is the reality of how many 
people live their lives,” he says, pointing at the pic-
ture without judgement. 
 WOLFGANG’s studio is just a few footsteps 
away from the gallery of his London dealer, Ms. 
MAUREEN PALEY. It used to be an umbrella 
factory, and when bidding for the lease of the 
building just before his TURNER PRIZE win, 
he was competing with a group of local African 
churches who wanted to turn the space into a 
place of weekly worship. He says that his Indian 
landlord shows no sign of being impressed by what 
he does. “He has never commented on any of the 
photos, for example.” WOLFGANG’s artwork is 
everywhere in the studio. “He only cares about 
whether the rent is paid on time.” It always is. 

“It is so not 
what you would 
expect of me.”
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occupied the top floor and Ms. NINA HAGEN’s 
manager operated out of a studio here when 
WOLFGANG first moved in. The stairwell was 
prominently featured in a film by the avant-garde 
filmmaker Ms. ULRIKE OTTINGER. At 680 
square metres, the studio is twice the size of his 
London space.
 WOLFGANG is very precise about certain 
aspects of his working conditions. For example, he 
is most specific about the weight of lead in the pen-
cils that he uses to sign his art. His pencil of prefer-
ence is by the Austrian brand CRETACOLOUR. 
He uses their 7B graphite. Its marks, he notes, are 
heavier than those of 8B pencil leads from other 
brands, yet the CRETACOLOUR 7B pencil has 
the satisfying performance aspect of leaving no in-
denture on photographic paper, a carelessness that 
other pencil factories may wish to correct.
 All this could lead the reader to believe, incor-
rectly, that WOLFGANG is a fussy man. There 
is no doubting that he is incredibly particular. But 
his particularities are ones that are easy to warm 
to, and that are mostly deployed in the service of 
his work. Some aren’t. He never smokes a ciga-
rette before 6pm, for example. Whenever I am 
with him, at some point between 6.05 and 6.25pm 
a rogue, unopened packet of Marlboro Lights will 
appear close by. While there is a satisfying cer-
tainty about entering and re-entering his world, 
one can never be certain of where the day, or more 
specifically the night, will end.

While roaming around the studio I notice a recent 
family portrait showing WOLFGANG with his 
sister, Ms. BARBARA FORKEL, 44, and broth-
er, Mr. CHRISTIAN TILLMANS, 46, all smiling 
in the family kitchen. He thinks it must have been 
taken by his father, Mr. KARL A. TILLMANS, 
now 79. His mother, Ms. ELISABETH TILL-
MANS, is 72.
 WOLFGANG was born in the small town of 
Remscheid, Germany, in 1968. He moved first 
to Hamburg at the end of the ’80s and then, for a 
few weeks during the crazy acid-house summer 
of 1989, to Berlin. From 1990, after having read 
in an interview that the fashion photographer Mr. 
NICK KNIGHT had attended the Bournemouth 
School of Art and Design, WOLFGANG spent 
two years studying photography in the incon-
gruously-sleepy British seaside town of Bourne-
mouth. He loved it. “People always laugh, but I 
had a great longing for the English seaside. Rainy, 
sad, autumnal...falling in love and spending time 
on the pier. I was happy to be in a provincial place 
and I relished the local gay disco, THE TRIAN-
GLE. The other foreign students couldn’t wait 
to go to London for the weekend. But I moved to 

Britain because I had an affection for English cul-
ture.” Since 1992, WOLFGANG has lived mostly 
in London, with a gap of two years in the mid ’90s, 
when he lived in New York. 
 It is lunchtime, and there is another scale 
model of the upcoming New York exhibition at 
the far end of the studio. WOLFGANG’s German 
assistant, Ms. CARMEN BRUNNER, presents 
him with a series of postcards of his own work, 
from which he must choose an image to send to 
the building’s caretaker. “What is the celebra-
tion? Christmas? New Year? Maybe just ‘Thanks 
for your help’,” he says, before spending a full 
20 minutes deciding on a tone that is appropri-
ate for a man whose first name he does not know 
and whom he refers to only as NEUENDORF. 
He says that it is not unusual in Germany to call 
another man by his surname, nor is it considered 
impolite or overly formal. WOLFGANG says that 
as a professor of interdisciplinary art at the Städel- 
schule in Frankfurt, he is sometimes referred to as 
PROFESSOR TILLMANS.
 
In the late afternoon, we stroll in the sub-zero 
temperature between distinct aspects of WOLF-
GANG TILLMANS’ Berlin. He spends 15 min-
utes at his framers’ shop in serious discussion 
about a particular type of rivet. Afterwards we 
catch a cab to the PANORAMABAR to oversee 
the lighting and hanging of his art. His feelings 
towards the nightclub are affectionate and sincere. 
He was last in the PANORAMABAR for New 
Year’s Eve, where he observed and participated in 
a 36-hour party and noticed a man napping, mid 
afternoon, on a banquette with the music, lights 
and detritus of the nightlife pulsing around him. 
 The PANORAMABAR and BERGHAIN 
were founded five years ago, metamorphosing 
from the lawless club OSTGUT. For the opening, 
WOLFGANG installed in the PANORAMA-
BAR two abstract images and a portrait of a va-
gina. The new pictures are two enormous abstract 
paintings with light and a visceral but oddly poetic 
portrait of the backside of a man bent over, reveal-
ing his open anus. “It is the last taboo,” he says.
 In 1998, WOLFGANG began experimenting 
in the darkroom with exposure and light, moving 
away from photography into something less cer-
tain. He showed his first set of abstracts in 1998, 
a series of 60 prints titled PARKETT EDITION, 
dated 1992–1998. It was a radical and significant 
shift in his art, away from his signature ability to 
find the extraordinary in the ordinary through 
his camera. The abstractions moved his art into 
a whole new realm of visual language. He began 
his ongoing series of “paper drop studies” in 2001. 
“The name came from the hanging and falling 
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Left, WOLFGANG stands in the 
doorway of his ex-council flat in 
Clerkenwell, London. Its location on 
the top floor allows him to make use 
of the strong light to grow a selection 
of plants on his balcony.  
On this page is a view of WOLF-
GANG’s studio, where he displays 
the placard under which he marched 
at the anti-Iraq War demonstration 
in London on February 15, 2003.
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find out on the night that he could not sing in time 
or in tune. “These incidents vaccinated me against 
failure. As a 19-year-old, having just done my A 
levels, I moved to a big city, Hamburg, and within 
a few months I approached a respectable artists’ 
cafe, the GNOSA, about showing my work there. 
To make these photocopies and to really believe 
this is art was wonderful... It could’ve been equal-
ly embarrassing if they had been bad. It probably 
seemed a little mad to people that I had this drive 
and this belief that the work was good and that it 
mattered. And that somehow if this mattered to 
me, there might be some relevance in it to the out-
side world.” 
 After dinner we return to the studio. WOLF-
GANG studies the scale model of the New York 
exhibition for another three-quarters of an hour. 
He is still somehow perturbed by ROY, the pic-
ture of the baby in the car seat. “What is it now? 
Have I only just discovered babies? Parenting?” 
He blanches at the idea. “There is always a dis-
connect for me with straight men. I never feel the 
same. I think there is a fundamental difference. 
It’s almost like there are men and women and 
then there are gays. I don’t believe so much in 
just a gradual ‘Oh, we’re all just different shades 
of grey.’ I think there is something that I have felt 
from very early on that is very different from the 
straight world that I grew up in.” 
 He replaces the baby picture with a shot of a 
group of motorcyclists standing on a Berlin street, 
in full, garish and slightly ghastly techno leath-
ers. He turns to me after he has made the switch. 
“You liked the baby,” he says. I say nothing. It is 
past midnight. 

LONDON
 Back in his London studio, Professor WOLF-
GANG TILLMANS offers an academic-sound-
ing theory of success: “I hadn’t necessarily pre-
dicted my success, but it has never surprised me 
and it always seems to come at the right time. I 
have always felt a sense of purpose, that I had 
something to say and that I wanted to say it. That 
if in a certain phase I believed in something very 
deeply, then there might be 50 per cent of the 
population that might possibly relate to that. And 
if only five per cent actually do relate to that, 
well, that is a lot. One usually thinks of success or 
fame in a 100 per cent kind of way but that is not 
at all right. It’s quite amazing if you even man-
age to speak to one per cent. Speaking to five per 
cent does not seem like hubris. You must always 
remember that “Being Boring” was only ever 
number 20 in the charts and that “Blue Monday” 
was only number eight in the charts; there were 
seven songs that were deemed more successful at 

shape of the first ones,” he says. “Only in 2005 did 
I start the horizontal type where the paper actu-
ally resembles a drop shape. So the title became a 
self-fulfilling prophecy.”
 When he presented the three new art works 
to be hung in the PANORAMABAR, its own-
ers, Mr. NORBERT THORMANN and Mr. 
MICHAEL TEUFELE, unfettered libertines, re-
sponded with the words “The arsehole is perfect!”
 While we are still in the nightclub, just after 
6pm, WOLFGANG smokes a cigarette. We dine 
that night at a corner restaurant called the OP-
PENHEIMER CAFE and we talk almost imme-
diately about being from a generation of gay men 
that grew up in the ’80s under the morbid suspi-
cion that one’s sexuality might also result in one’s 
death, and what a curiously unsettling perspec-
tive that afforded youths. For extended periods of 
time during his teen years, WOLFGANG would 
sit in his bedroom just being angry, listening only 
to JOY DIVISION. Some of his pictures of cloth 
and worn clothes have mistakenly been associ-
ated with the idea of loss and emptiness, and as a 
comment on AIDS. In fact, the opposite is true. 
WOLFGANG likes the association with bodies, 
the intimacy of clothing just shed.
 Over dinner he says, “My ultimate, ultimate 
truth is that ultimately I don’t know. People pre-
tend that they do. My fundamental understanding 
is that I might always be wrong. I may be assured 
or confident, but I could always be wrong. I think 
that’s probably one of my biggest strengths, that I 
don’t fear failing. Or that I know that the fear of 
failing is a huge inhibitor. So many people don’t 
achieve what they want to achieve because they 
are too precious about losing face in the short 
term. And so, for example, with photography as a 
medium, you have to be embarrassed sometimes. 
When you ask someone to sit for you, that mo-
ment always includes the potential for rejection. 
If you can’t handle rejection or you just want to 
avoid rejection at all costs, you are not taking the 
risks that make good pictures.”
 He recounts two stories about early personal 
failures and humiliations. In the first he is 13 years 
old, volunteering to give a talk at a local fair about 
his first obsession: astronomy. WOLFGANG 
had just learnt about stars and believed himself 
to be equipped to talk on the subject. When it 
came time to give his talk, his projector failed 
and he couldn’t speak; he left the stage acutely 
embarrassed. The second took place at college in 
Bournemouth. In an attempt to nourish one of his 
early ambitions of becoming a rock star—“more 
of a MARC ALMOND-type synth star, actually” 
—he offered to be the singer in a band at the 
graduation ball for the class ahead of his, only to 

“I fear nothing 
more than  

losing a sense  
of doubt.”
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repeats. “I think that’s really where it is at. The 
people that I feel touched by or care about or 
who interest me usually have an inherent sense 
of doubt and uncertainty about who they are and 
what the world is. They have retained a kind of 
flexibility in their head, not shutting down but 
being open about their fears and uncertainties. 
Even though of course I might come across as self-
assured, I fear nothing more than losing a sense of 
uncertainty and doubt about myself. I am really 
most mindful of that. The moments where I rec-
ognise that I have lost track of that are moments 
of real tragedy for me.”

NEW YORK
 It is Friday, the day before the exhibition 
opens, and WOLFGANG arrives at the gallery 
of his New York dealer, ANDREA ROSEN, 
at 11am. Tuesday he had been at the gallery till 
4am, Wednesday until 5am, and yesterday un-
til 1am, giving himself a break to attend one of 
the regular parties held by the photographer Mr. 
RYAN McGINLEY in Chinatown. He is a little 
hungover; nothing that a power-nap at 7pm won’t 
solve.
 He is clearly loved by the gallery staff, not just 
for his art, but for who he is. “It’s the exhibition 
that you always look forward to,” says ROSEN’s 
right-hand woman, BRONWEN. WOLFGANG 
says that he always assumes people are on the 
same side, a surprisingly rare attitude in artists 
from any medium. The tenderness of his art, even 
when the subject matter is profane, comes directly 
out of the behaviour of the artist. 
 It is only when faced with the reality of the 
gallery that I understand the significance of the 
scale models and the hours spent in preparation 
for the show. WOLFGANG has spent three days 
and nights taping to the wall the exact final cut of 
the exhibition, and now two technical staff at the 
gallery are helping him with the precise measure-
ments for taping the pictures to the wall. 
 I watch WOLFGANG’s body contort into un-
usual shapes as he unravels pictures from a step-
ladder. He almost becomes one with them, copy-
ing the paper’s curve with his spine as the image is 
slowly revealed. He instructs the men in the studio 
to hold the photos only by the corners, between 
their forefingers and thumbs. The tape he uses to 
hang his pictures is made by TESA, a Swiss brand 
he imports especially. Theirs are the only tape 
dispensers without serrated blades; they create a 
clean, finite cut. 
 When he started exhibiting, there were two 
major misconceptions about WOLFGANG’s 
work. “People thought it was a grungy gesture to 
tape them up,” he says, adding categorically: “It 

MR.  T ILLMANS

the time. If you can really touch a small number of 
people, I think that that is a more meaningful suc-
cess than being one of the three or four artists that 
are in the press all the time. In the last ten years or 
so I have dropped out of that, because it’s so unin-
teresting. I have become less and less interested in 
the idea of mainstream success. It comes at a cost: 
you also have to compromise on the art side. What 
is talked about in the EVENING STANDARD 
is maybe not what is considered really important 
in other places. That kind of success requires up-
keep and maintenance. Winning the TURNER 
PRIZE is one of the few experiences where an 
artist gets close to feeling famous in a real-world 
sense, rather than an art-world sense. In the days 
after I won the TURNER PRIZE it was slightly 
unreal how people would discuss my work.” 
 The day after WOLFGANG won the prize 
in October 2000, the DAILY TELEGRAPH 
headline ran: “Gay Porn Photographer Snaps up 
Turner Prize”, predating by a full four years the 
DAILY EXPRESS headline: “Booker Won By 
Gay Sex”, in reference to ALAN HOLLING-
HURST’s victory for his novel THE LINE OF 
BEAUTY. 
 WOLFGANG remembers that the public re-
action to his win was more sensitive. “The day 
after I won the prize, I stepped out of the house 
and a cyclist drove past shouting, ‘Congratula-
tions’. Then the newspaper agent knew me and 
suddenly I was literally recognisable in the street. 
People would stop me and say they had seen me 
on TV last night. Within seven days it had dimin-
ished to a quarter of the number of people say-
ing it and within a month it had gone back to the 
five per cent. I realised that in order to be famous 
you probably have to be in the media three times 
a week on a continuous basis. There was no rea-
son to continue that. There was nothing driving 
it. That whole experience happened once, I never 
asked for it again and it somehow drifted away.”

This summer, WOLFGANG has a major exhibi-
tion at the SERPENTINE GALLERY in Lon-
don. He last showed in his adoptive hometown 
at MAUREEN PALEY in 2008. “After the last 
show I had with MAUREEN, there was a piece 
in a newspaper saying that I was making a come-
back. In the previous eight years I had had ten ma-
jor museum shows around the world. So the hours 
that I put into the show in New York or into what-
ever I do are always for the very small audience 
that I imagine. I almost have a handful of people 
in mind that I am doing this show for.” 
 It is important to WOLFGANG that his confi-
dence in his success not be mistaken for certainty 
—about anything. “My work is about doubt,” he “Oh, super!”
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There is a light interchange between the artist and 
some of the staff as they prepare to leave. When 
WOLFGANG asks ANDREA, “Are you going 
to wear your brown leather catsuit tomorrow?” 
his mouth and head upturn into one of his great 
smiles. She flips back, “I promise you I’ll fit into 
it by the SERPENTINE,” referring to his forth-
coming London show. WOLFGANG will not 
leave the gallery until 4am. 

It is 1pm on Saturday, five hours before the open-
ing of his show, and I meet WOLFGANG in the 
lobby of his hotel. He is wearing an EVERLAST 
tracksuit top, jeans and trainers, and has clipped 
his own hair. He asks if the line around his head is 
even. It is. “Oh, super.” “Oh, super” seems to be 
something of a catchphrase for the artist. In the 
time we’ve spent together, I’ve often heard this 
casual affirmation. 
 We wander around art galleries, starting at 
GAVIN BROWN’S ENTERPRISE in Green-
wich Village, where the artist SILKE OTTO 
KNAPP, whom WOLFGANG knows, has a 
new collection of watercolours on display. Walk-
ing into an art gallery with an important artist 
presents its own peculiar dynamic. In every space 
we enter there is a sly little confirming nod from 
the receptionist. Someone always wants to speak 
to him. Because his disposition is kind and inter-
ested and he sets up the tone of his conversation 
in this way, he almost forces the people he hap-
pens upon to respect the pleasantry. In company, 
WOLGANG possesses the quite incredible natu-
ral duality of having the impeccably good man-
ners of a shy person while not being remotely shy. 
 At REENA SPAULDING’S FINE ART in 
the East Village, a woman cannot believe that 
he could be so casual as to stroll around galleries 
on the afternoon of his opening, as if perhaps he 
should be sat in the empty gallery, fretting. “I am 
unusual among artists,” he tells me, “in that I like 
other people’s art. I am interested in it.” 
 At his own opening, what WOLFGANG calls 
his “grin muscles” are lively and active. He is a 
diligent if unassuming host. He takes a glass of 
champagne with the gallery staff at 5.45pm and 
by 6.15 the trickle of excitable patrons has turned 
into a full gallery of admirers despite it being the 
coldest night of a biting New York winter. The 
attendees of a WOLFGANG TILLMANS gal-
lery opening in New York are an interesting mix 
of downtown and up. WOLFGANG refers to the 
opening as like being caught in the frame of a 
WOODY ALLEN movie. A succession of erudite 
New Yorkers offer their verbal applause. 
 If an opening is the direct reflection of the 
artist it celebrates, he should be thrilled with his. 

Boys in anoraks and outsized boots, wearing an 
air of concerted deliberation and occasional rest-
lessness, rub shoulders with prominent art-world 
powerbrokers from MOMA. The age, race and 
gender mix is impossible to pinpoint. At one point 
Mr. JOHN WATERS turns up and blends seam-
lessly into the evening’s demographic.

The opening is followed by a dinner at INDO-
CHINE, a restaurant with particular significance 
for both WOLFGANG and ANDREA. When 
WOLFGANG used to come over to see AND-
REA in the early days of his international career, 
she would take him to dine at the Astor Place 
Restaurant, which was an old WARHOL favour-
ite just prior to his death. As well as marking 
WOLFGANG’s opening, the meal is also to cele-
brate the 20th anniversary of ANDREA’s gallery.
 The dinner progresses from the civilised to the 
raucous the more the wine flows. I sit between two 
of WOLFGANG’s collectors, one who owns two 
popes by FRANCIS BACON, and another who 
has just bought 25,000 square metres of real estate 
upstate, where he intends to set up an art founda-
tion. WOLFGANG begins the night seated at our 
table. The collectors are amicable men, passionate 
about modern art, a lawyer and an MD, simulta-
neously able to crumble and affirm the fabulosity 
of the New York art set. 
 Between them, WOLFGANG and ANDREA 
manage an effortless waltz amongst the diners. 
At certain moments you can see them beaming at 
one another, her with her immaculate New York 
finesse, him with his inviting Northern European 
bluffness. 
 I ask the collector seated directly opposite me 
whether he liked WOLFGANG’s new show. 
 “Yes, there is important work there,” he 
responds. 
 Were there any pictures that he considered 
particularly important? 
 “Yes. The baby in the car seat when you just 
walk in.”
 I find WOLFGANG TILLMANS at 1am, sit-
ting on someone’s knee, drunk and laughing. He 
will go on to THE BOILER ROOM, an East Vil-
lage gay bar, and only leave there at 3am. 
 “Not a very late night,” he later says.
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its new home. 
 At one point the traffic in the gallery heats up 
as an art consultant arrives with her client and a 
small child, perhaps five years old. But suddenly 
the client has to leave, as her husband is trapped 
in the restroom of his favourite restaurant. “Have 
they called the fire department, even?” she asks 
when he calls her on the phone. Another collector 
is an impressive man with a booming voice, a side-
parting in his hair and heavy-framed spectacles, 
who is sitting in ANDREA’s office at the back of 
the gallery and telling WOLFGANG enthusiasti-
cally what he likes about the latter’s work. “You 
see the whole world,” he says, his voice amplify-
ing with every statement. “Vice, technology, sex, 
nature. It’s about everything spinning in front of 
your eyes. The thing is, in this world, everything is 
spinning out of control. There is a madness to the 
whole world. You are capturing the madness of 
this world.” 
 At 4.45pm, the singer Mr. MICHAEL STIPE 
arrives with his boyfriend, the photographer Mr. 
THOMAS DOZOL, and STIPE kneels involun-
tarily prostrate in front of the picture of the tech-
no bikers, which is now positioned in the second 
room. DOZOL takes his portrait from behind. 
STIPE wows openly at the exhibition. “It is deep. 
It is moving, which people need right now.” A 
pause. “By the way, ANDREA told me not to tell 
you that she told me to tell you to lose the poop.” 
The first sale is made at 5.14pm to the man who 
was trapped in the toilet.
 When sleeving some of his work in the suite 
of offices at the rear of the gallery, CRETACOL-
OUR 7B pencil in hand, WOLFGANG notes 
that no one who has seen the exhibition seems to 
have found any of it funny yet. “Look, WOLFIE,” 
says TAMSEN, one of ANDREA’s staff, “I am 
not going to stand in front of one of your pictures 
and start laughing, and then find out that it is the 
one you consider to be the most meaningful in 
the exhibition.” The staff at the gallery adore him. 
All the women call him WOLFIE. As an aside, 
WOLFGANG notices the distinction between the 
male and female members of staff at ANDREA 
ROSEN. All the men, bar one, are engaged in 
manual labour and technical activities; the women 
are all at desks. 
 When I ask him later about his relationship 
with his own masculinity, he says, “It of course 
depends on what one sees in the word masculine.” 
And then: “I don’t want the work to be hard. I can 
play with hardness and I like to play with images 
of hardness and masculinity and dress, but I never 
want to be hard. You know I see myself as gentle, 
which isn’t in contradiction with masculinity.” 

was not.” The other was that because there was 
an intense air of reality to them, they were simple 
snapshots. In fact, his work has always been a mix 
of the staged and the unstaged. 
 When he notices diagonal lines across two ad-
jacent pictures, he questions their positions next 
to one another. Ms. ANDREA ROSEN is with 
him. “I don’t think that people looking at your 
work think you make these formal decisions,” she 
says. As small but intricate changes happen to the 
structure of the show during the day, ANDREA 
is displaying some half-comic concern about a still 
life of faeces in grass, called SCHEISSE, hung at 
knee level. 
 ANDREA has been WOLFGANG’s East 
Coast US dealer since 1993, when she and two 
other prominent New York interests courted the 
artist. She was first alerted to his work after re-
ceiving an invitation to his second solo show in 
Cologne. The picture on the invite was one of 
WOLFGANG’s most immediately eye-catching 
and iconic gifts to the contemporary art culture: 
ALEX IN THE TREES. It was enough for AN-
DREA to board a plane to Germany and then fol-
low the artist to his home in London, eventually 
winning his trust.
 Now, in the foyer of her gallery, the baby in the 
car seat is back as the first picture of the show. On 
a right-hand wall of the foyer is the only framed 
piece in the exhibition, showing the decadent 
nighttime at OSTGUT, intertwined with pictures 
from churches. It is called OSTGUT DECEM-
BER EDIT. “They were made in a very intense 
and passionate time of my life,” he says. 

Early in his career, WOLFGANG had distin-
guished himself from the then vogue-ish Brit Art 
conglomerate by choosing specific mediums other 
than art galleries to display his art. Because some 
of his work appeared in style magazines, most par-
ticularly in i-D, he was mistaken by the British art 
media as a jobbing portrait and club photographer. 
The major art territories of Paris, Cologne and 
New York had no problem with his work appear-
ing in magazines, as it occasionally still does. 
 Some of WOLFGANG’s New York collectors 
insist on seeing the new show before the public 
opening the next day. There is mention of Mr. 
MARIO TESTINO popping by before he leaves 
the city. A gentle conga line of interested parties 
interrupts the afternoon’s hanging, and WOLF-
GANG talks each one through the show. With 
each interested party he is patient, attentive and 
affects a pleasantly passive position. There is a fas-
cinating intimacy to this exchange between artist 
and collector. Everything up to the point of sale is 
foreplay, on both sides, prior to the satisfying  

“You know 
I see myself as 

gentle.”

FAN TAS T IC  MAN
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UNCONTAINED MEMORY

WOLFGANG TILLMANS AT THE HAMMER MUSEUM, LOS ANGELES, AND THE MUSEUM OF
CONTEMPORARY ART, CHICAGO

The recent history of photography

presents some intractable

quandaries. While the emergent

non-photographic practices of

the nineties were dominated by a

renewed genre-bending interest

in bricolage, social networking

and rough-hewn or vernacular

aesthetics - a set of concerns

that photography's cultural

prevalence seemed particularly

adept at addressing - the

photographic programs

developing at the time were

engaged with a diametrically

opposed array of concerns. As

nineties art audiences became

increasingly accustomed to a

plurality of approaches aimed at democratizing, or at least livening up the cold austerity of the institution, the

contemporary photographic practices most often confronted were Plexiglas testaments to objecthood, anxiously

committed to the antiquated genre forms of premodern Beaux-Arts pictorialism framed in monolithic ersatz-

minimalist coffins. The ubiquity of architectural tropes underscored this phenomenon; in a compulsive imaging of

depopulated modernist topographies that offered a reaffirmation of the stark geometries of the white cube for

which they were intended. With increasing regularity, the photographic frame was deployed as a proscenium

arch for heightened artifice, vacant expanses and cinematic fantasy, an anxious distancing from the snapshot's

quotidian depictions, dazzling and dwarfing viewers with its spectacular accretions, as though allaying

photography's historical marginalization, and ideological promiscuity by the force of their imposing grandeur.

Within this milieu, Wolfgang Tillmans's work is something of an anomaly. His photographs appear to renounce

their autonomy from the outset, confronting viewers with images whose edges seem blurry, uncontained, as if

ready to bleed into one another, and offer neither the emotionally charged "mise en scènes" of American street

photography, nor the quality of epic disaffection or serial authority characteristic of the new

topographic/Düsseldorf school. To put it another way, Tillmans's photographs are distinctly non-theatrical

constructions: his formal predilections tending toward pictorial flatness, and a seemingly offhanded compositional

arrangement that sits tenuously within the photograph's flat field. This causes Tillmans's photographs to exude a

sensation of incompleteness, which is often mistaken for the ill considered, or unintentional indeterminacy of the

snapshot. Yet, Tillmans's treatment of the medium varies too widely to fit comfortably within this categorization.

In his exhibitions, the faces of the anonymous butt up against those of the famous, a conflation of private

memory and the public sphere that renders the membrane between these seemingly opposed mnemonic

repositories more porous than our sense of interminable individuality usually allows; lush abstractions hover

along side chance observations of the mundane, a similar negotiation with photographic fortuity having brought

http://www.textezurkunst.de/veranstaltungen/
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both of them into existence. It is fitting that Tillmans's earliest photographs found their home in the pages of

picture magazines, varied in subject matter and genre, they easily adapted to the editorial strictures that had

come to represent the very incompleteness that the neo-pictorialists were hard at work to correct. Tillmans's

editorial experience might also explain the seemingly idiosyncratic form of his installations, which favor densely

clustered thematic groupings in an exhibition logic that is somewhere between the taped up mementos of a

teenager's bedroom, and the salon style configurations of a magazine page bereft of text; perhaps a nod to

photography's most common contexts. This particular reflexivity is called forward in his repeated comparisons

between the relation of forms within the photograph, and the relations of objects within an exhibition, as in

"Silver Installation Detail" from 2005, showing a series of Tillmans's monochromatic works taped onto a wall, that

by analogy, calls attention to the internal logic of the image as a parallel to that of the exhibition.

These signature strengths of Tillmans's practice are perhaps no better expressed than in his first museum survey

in North America, a traveling mid-career retrospective originating at the MCA in Chicago, and currently on view

at the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles (co-organized by Russell Fergusson and Dominic Molon). Although in

this case, both the terms "traveling" and "retrospective" are perhaps misnomers, as only a minority of the work

appeared at both venues in identical form, and no strict chronological or categorical logic is overtly proposed.

Instead, Tillmans employs his signature approach to the gallery, which is something between that of "installation"

and exhibition. Carefully avoiding the isolation of any work, Tillmans proposes each photograph as a momentary

stopping point in a larger movement through the show, situating the viewer in a precarious position between

distraction and contemplation, forcing them to undertake an interpretive selection process similar to what one

would imagine he engaged in while making the images. Tillmans has always used the exhibition context to

interweave old and new work, each iteration of his practice acting as a reshuffling of the familiar and the

unfamiliar, an operation also at work in his treatment of individual images. His recent "Empire (Punk)", is one

such example, in which one of his more iconic early photographs appears as a blown up fax transmission, the

clear-eyed lens description of the original sacrificed to the digital artifacts of the fax machine. These momentary

echoes of previous moments of reception employ individual photographs as component parts of a system that

constantly performs a reexamination and retelling of its own procedures. His constellations of disparate

recollections evoke the hybridized cinematic practices of late twentieth century experimental film. The works of

Hollis Frampton, Morgan Fisher, Chris Marker and Yvonne Rainer each displayed an equally promiscuous notion

of their medium, weaving together found images, quasi-autobiographical narration and abstraction into a

materially based subjectivity that rejected the genre-based purism of their contemporaries, and opted instead for

the subtle negotiation with the medium's specific confines.

It was this reflexive quality that Craig Owens associated with photography's operation "en abyme", specifically

its ability to not only exemplify its own reduplication, but depict it simultaneously. Owens saw this as the void

from which the photograph could not escape, an endlessly reduplicated failure of meaning which left only "an

overwhelming feeling of absence" [1] (#id3) as its foregone conclusion. But Tillmans's repetitions eschew this

seemingly inescapable reiteration of nihilistic failure through a rejection of photographic transparency (as he said

in a recent interview, "the camera always lies about what is in front of it"), and instead emphasizes the epistemic

conditions of display that draw the images together (continuing, "and never lies about what is behind it" [2]
(#id4)). Distanced from totalized spectacle, and pantomimed objectivity, Tillmans performs a recovery of

documentary photography, materialist abstraction and appropriation from their strict delineation by self-anointed

purists. Tillmans appears acutely aware that the taxonomic separation and categorization of subjects is the most

pervasive form of cultural violence enacted on the marginalized, and that furthermore, this is a process within

which photography is uniquely culpable. As the political geography of the United States appears as polarized as

ever, purist regimes of righteous indignation and codified cynicism are all too easy to find, even in the art world,

where the discussion of politics and form, personal autonomy and public consciousness are often treated as

mutually exclusive. Tillmans cheats these dialectics, producing an exhibition that is rigorous without being rigid,

and passionately politicized without being didactic. It is this sensibility that Tillmans perfectly timed exhibition
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draws to the fore, an insight that aesthetic and social divisions are often one and the same.

Wolfgang Tillmans, The Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, May 20 - August 20, 2006; Hammer Museum,

Los Angeles, September 17, 2006 - January 7, 2007; travelling to the Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden,

Washington D.D., February 15 - Mai 13, 2007.

NOTES

[1]
(#id1)

Craig Owens, "Photography "en abyme"", in: Scott Bryson/Barbara Kruger/Lynne Tillman/Jane Weinstock

(eds.), Beyond Recognition: Representation, Power, and Culture, Berkeley 1992, p. 26.

[2]
(#id2)

From an interview between Wolfgang Tillmans and Mark Wigley, at the Hammer Museum, Los Angeles,

September 17th, 2006.
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I am a camera with its shutter open, quite 
passive, recording, not thinking. Recording 
the man shaving at the window opposite 
and the woman in the kimono washing her 
hair. Some day, all this will have to be 

Christopher Isherwood, Goodbye to  
Berlin, 1939

There is absolutely no inevitability as long 
as there is a willingness to contemplate 
what is happening.

Marshall McLuhan, The Medium is the 
Massage: An inventory of effects, 1967

The tall trees before us are dense and 
mysterious. Their foliage hangs majestically, 
in languor, as though sombre and dazed 
by clinging tropical heat, yet somehow 
alert and sinister. But we are faced, in 
fact, across a modest width of lawn, with 
the dark entrance to a temperate northern 
forest. Exuberant shrubberies give a 
garden-like air to the beginnings of this 
seemingly wild space. As the smooth 
trunks of the tallest trees soar straight and 
vertical, the gathering mass of leaves  
and branches creates a dark portal, like the 
entrance to an enchanted path. Higher up, 
patches of light can be glimpsed, glinting 
through the deeper canopy. The scene 
appears quite still. And yet, as you look  
at these trees, you might start to question 
the nature of this apparent stillness. Is the 
atmosphere on this lawn peaceful with 
birdsong and distant cheerful voices? Or is 
it silent, expectant and laden with portent? 
Perhaps it is simply neutral.

This black and white photograph by 
Wolfgang Tillmans (Wald (Reinshagen), 2008) 
enfolds the viewer in such a succession  
of distinct yet overlapping emotional and 
psychological sensations. But throughout 
these responses, the image brings  
one back to its own unique location, its 

and the unwavering tension between its 
pictorial and atmospheric qualities. 

With its visceral sense of place, this photo-
graph transports the viewer to an immediate 
experience of landscape and nature;  

of placid trees, rising from Edenic 

upon the axis of its empathetic capacities. 
For all its apparent serenity and calm, there 
is a semiotic undercurrent running deep 
within the image, as profound as a sub-
sonic pulse: an animating tautness that 

the emotional weighting of the image,  

which we can see and that which we intuit, 
reading, as it were, through the surface  
of the image and beyond its materiality.

A further image by Tillmans of the interior 
of a forest, Wald (Briol I), 2008, depicts the 
play of bright light through the crowded 
trees. Scattering ingots of white brilliance 
create the illusion of a stroboscopic or 
Op-art effect, playing games with the scale 
and perspective of the image, and creating 
a dream-like or submarine other-worldliness 
that makes the viewer think of moonlit wood-

motion and clamour as Wald (Reinshagen) 
seems heavy with stillness and silence.

But photography is in many ways only the 
beginning of Tillmans’ art. Indeed, over 
the last decade, he has made an important 
body of abstract works that are ‘not made 
with camera’ (the artist’s phrase), yet are still 
directly related in process to photography. 
In both a practical and a philosophical 
sense, therefore, Tillmans engages and 
works with the photographic image on 
every conceivable level: as a consumer 
and reader of images, a producer of images, 
an editor of images, as their printer, 
replicator, publisher, arranger, curator, 
installer, and also as their mechanic, 
anatomist, politician, sculptor, technician, 
connoisseur and philosopher-scientist.  
He is thus the creator and director of an 
encyclopaedic lexicon of images, examining 
and exploring every aspect of their form, 
in terms both of medium and object. (Small 

Everywhere, all the time
and at once: the art 
of Wolfgang Tillmans

Michael Bracewell

Wald (Reinshagen), 2008
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(Bronski Beat’s ‘Small Town Boy’, for 
example, no less than Heaven 17’s ‘We 
Don’t Need That Fascist Groove Thang’, 
were founding examples of politicised 
British pop music in the 1980s, proposing 

said to have engaged directly with the 
subcultural zeitgeist. (Marshall McLuhan’s 
phrase from his classic analysis of mass 
media, The Medium is the Massage, ‘When 
information brushes against information’ 
seems an apt description of this 
engagement.) Tillmans’ early use of 
photocopiers, for example, or even of 
faxes, encodes his work with the urban and 
Warholian imprint of mass mediation, 

futurism of the post-punk aesthetic. And 
yet Tillmans is always most concerned 
with the constitution of the image itself, to 
free it from anything but its own form, and 
allow it to declare itself in what might be 
termed a state of ‘not knowingness’. Every 

by Tillmans has at its heart a tension of 
opposites: the precise balance of enigma 
and certainty. As such, Tillmans’ art can 
also be seen to descend from classic 
Romanticism (the simultaneous activation 
of ‘reason’ and ‘the senses’ proposed  
by Friedrich Schiller, for example); this 

and spiritual concerns within his work.
 

graphs by Tillmans relate social narrative 
to still life, nature and landscape photogra-
phy; and yet there is a holistic unity to their 
vision and temper. The common denomin-
ator of this unity appears to be their  
visceral description of emotional and 
psychological texture: they reveal their 

democracy of universal human experience, 
and describe the indifference of nature to 

phical position that transposes to the 

contemporary urban world the Pantheistic 
belief in the higher power of nature, as it 
frames individual and social destiny. 

In Roy, 2009, we see an infant sleeping in 
a carrying chair, secured backwards in the 
front passenger seat of a car to face out 
towards the viewer. In the rear-view mirror, 
we see the upper half of a woman’s face, 

horizontally across her features, so that 

forehead and centrally parted hair give the 
viewer a good indication of her age and 
appearance. Pale but bright sunlight is 
coming into the car, highlighting the collected 
dust and dried raindrops on the windscreen, 
and the dragged arc of smeared water left 
behind by the perishing rubber of the wind-
screen wipers. In the bottom-right 
foreground, the infant’s sleeping face is 
framed by the dark blue-black of his 
woollen pullover and knitted hat. 

In one sense, this picture appears to take 
its place within the historical imagery of 
mother and child. One cannot be sure that 
the woman driving the car is the child’s 

of family. And yet one intuits a relationship 

visible in the rear-view mirror and the 
intensely felt presence of the sleeping baby. 
In its undeniable modernity and sense of 
daily event, the image brings to mind 
Richard Hamilton’s painting Mother and 
Child
dressed in white woollens, attempts 
awkward early steps towards the viewer,  
its hand held by the smiling mother. In this 
image, too, we can only see a fragment  
of the mother’s face, since it is cut across 
by the upper edge of the canvas. Her 

what we see of her jaw and smiling mouth, 
framed by her long brown hair hanging 
loosely to one side as she bends down to 
guide the stumbling child. The light within 

Roy
of pale, bright early spring sunshine, 
suggesting new life. 

wonder a major publication on Tillmans’ 
work is titled Manual, proposing an 
instructional handbook of the mechanics 
of the image). For Tillmans, photography 
has as many sculptural possibilities as it 
has representational, aesthetic or political 
capacities. It is the bearer of information  
as much as of ‘beauty’ (this latter quality 
being a charged and conditional term 
when applied to his work), a form that 
interrogates the viewer, individually and 
sociologically, as much as it is itself an 

The art of Tillmans is multi-allusive, in 
both the extent of his subject matter and 
his treatment of photography as a medium. 
From astronomy to portraiture, to luxuriant 
yet minutely poised studies of light on 
photographic paper, he creates a cosmology 

chemistry of their interrelationship to one 
another. In this, Tillmans locates the visual 
equivalent of Proust’s ‘mot juste’, identifying 
not simply the most eloquent images, in 
terms of colour, composition, mood, texture, 
light and emotional pulse, but those  
that appear to possess their own sentient 
meaning. For Tillmans, one feels, the 
potentiality of the photographic image is 
intimately related, at a profound level of 
empathetic understanding and philosophical 
awareness, to the messy but complicated 
business of being alive. In his art, spirituality 
and semiotics are held in balance, 
revealing moments of quotidian transub-
stantiation in which the subject is suddenly 
seen in a newly coherent and heightened 

 
an image. Collectively, the images made 
by Tillmans seem to comprise a seamless 
keychain code of visual DNA, becoming 

enquiry. Generationally, Tillmans was 
simultaneously informed by traditional  
art education and, perhaps more 
importantly, by the sub-cultural creativity 
and European clubbing scene of the late 
1980s and 1990s. In its turn, this position 
was derived in great part from the 

explosion in the earlier 1980s (and post-
punk years of the late 1970s) of a creativity 
and artistic network that was derived from 
sub-cultural lifestyles as much as from 
arts institutions. Youth sub-cultures 
transform the personal space of 
adolescents and young adults (the 
teenager’s bedroom in the family home, 
for example) into intensely private spaces, 
which are at once shrines to lifestyle 
choice and laboratories of image-making; 
they become both dressing room and 
theatre, their poster- and image-hung walls 
acting like altars dedicated to the icons of 
pop and fashion. (We might think of John 
Ashton’s portrait of the British Pop artist 
Pauline Boty, for example, in which the 
artist poses triumphantly before a bed-sit 
wall collaged with found images.) There is 
an echo of such dedication to images in 
Tillmans’ approach to hanging his 
individual work (with pins, tape  
or clips) and to its overall installation:  
the effect is chapel-like, at once secular 
and sacred in feel, balancing informality 
with reverence or meditational stillness:  
the personal becomes the political; the 
domestic, in its own quiet way, becomes 
touched by the devotional. 
   
Throughout the 1980s, and extending into 
the 1990s, the subcultural worlds of music, 
clubs, fashion, new magazines and pop 
and fashion video provided both a subject 
and a venue for many young artists, writers, 
designers and image-makers. Indeed, in 
London, in the years prior to Young British 
Art, there was a sense for some artists that 
the ‘underground’ network of sub-cultural 
lifestyles, underpinned by pop music, clubs 
and fashion, were of more relevance, 
culturally and creatively, than the activities 
taking place within the institutional world 
of contemporary art. ‘Style culture’ mag-
azines of the 1980s such as i-D (in which 
Tillmans would publish photographs)  
and Blitz and The Face, proposed a culture 
that was at once stylistically exuberant, 
elitist, aggressively trend-conscious yet 

a stance echoed by the development of 
dance music out of post-punk electronica. 
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depicting incoming surf (Wellen Lacanau, 
1998), or three seemingly random, UFO-
like clusters of white dots against a graphite 
black background (Genova, 1998). The 
play of light and dark in photocopied images, 
and the interruption of their image surface 
by ghostly bars, shimmers and mottling  
of shadow, creates the impersonal, mass-
media effect of classic American Pop art 

and yet for Tillmans the medium appears 
once again to hold qualities in tension: 

abstraction, knowing and not knowing. 

A glacier seen from the air, an opened 
window, the shattered hulk of a bright blue 
wooden boat: as subjects of Tillmans’ 
photographs these each explore texture and 
legibility, and the transformation of a tangible 
subject into abstraction. In one sense, such 
works run parallel to Tillmans’ major non-
camera-made and sculptural works. In the 

liberated from ‘meaning’; rather, process 
becomes image, in that the manipulation of 
light and photographic paper (by which the 
abstract works are made) both creates the 
subject of the image and transforms it into 
a sculptural object. 

Tillmans’ Ostgut Freischwimmer, right, 2004 
is a vast, near billboard sized work (231.1! 
607.8 cm) in which particles of blackness 
appear to have been combed into diffusion 
across the horizontal breadth of the image. 
The seeming ‘whiteness’ of the image’s 
background turns out to be as complex and 
subtle as the submarine-like play of diffused 
blackness that it contains. It as though, 
from the top left-hand corner of the image, 
the white of cloud or dense fog has 
become gradually ‘stained’ by the evapor-
ation or dilution of the particles of blackness, 

like a substance in chemical suspension 
that has gradually broken down. Thus the 
viewer might have the experience of being 
‘allowed’ to witness some dramatic ritual 
from micro-biology, chemistry or the natural 
sciences; the image proposes its own  

unnameable narrative, recounting the 
transformation of light from one form  
into another. 

Ostgut Freischwimmer, right is an epic 
example of Tillmans’ enabling process to 
become image; and there is a quality to 

and merger, within the image, of light and 
dark, solid and dissolve, that is utterly 
disconnected to work in any other medium. 

aura, as though it were some kind of sentient 

Berlin.) Another such work, not knowing, 
2009 is as densely vibrant with vivid colour 
as Ostgut Freischwimmer, right appears 
subtly monochrome. One might think of 
the ‘cosmic’ imagery often associated with 
progressive and psychedelic rock music: 
the oil-and-water light projections shown 
during long improvised sets by Soft Machine 
or Pink Floyd, for example. The use  
of colour, form, light and scale is visually 
overwhelming, allowing the image to work 
foremost as a masterclass in spectacle. 

It is as though Tillmans, in his epic explor-

charting the deepest primal recesses of his 
subject. What happens when the image  
is handed over to the effects of pure colour? 
As contemporary readers of the image, 
how might we respond to sheer aesthetic 
spectacle, to which no signage of ‘meaning’ 
is attached? Where might this image stand 
on the registers of taste and kitsch? Or  
do these concerns of cultural status have no 
relevance to such a work? Tillmans answers 
with the discursive void of the work, which 
proposes only its own abstraction, and its 
own vivacious, seemingly weightless 

pitted with black cavities. 

In its study of diffusion, Ostgut 
Freischwimmer, right might be seen as the 
descendant image of Urgency XIV, 2006, 
in which the uniform, somewhat industrial 

Another image by Tillmans, Heptathlon, 
2009, shows a female athlete at a track 
event. Behind her, two other female 
athletes can be seen, unheeding of the 

 
just visible at the left-hand side of  

both tensed and in repose; the half 
clenching of her hands might suggest 
nervousness or impatience, while  
her expression towards the camera is  
at once impassive and slightly confront-
ational. Knowing nothing more about  
the circumstantial context of the image,  
the viewer is nonetheless made fully 
aware of the emotional and physical 
challenges with which an athlete 
is faced. There is a quality of ruthlessness  
in her gaze towards the barely seen 
cameraman’s raised lens: the expression 
of competition. 

Heptathlon
tory colour and complex geometry. The 
picture is divided horizontally, roughly, 
across its centre by the upper rim of the 
trackside advertising. In the upper half, 
beyond the insular world of the track event 

and a suburban-looking rooftop. The lower 
half of the image is dominated by the 
bright orange surface of the track itself, 
and the busy criss-crossing of white 
markings, the bare legs of the athletes, 
speaker cables and numbered cones. In 

begins to collapse and transform into 
abstraction, how that which is naturalistic 
begins to shed its narratives, and how the 

begin to acquire a form and appearance 
that rejects linear meaning. 

This point of transformation within an 
image, when a subject in one state 
dismantles the container or borderline 
of its meanings and enters a new visual 
identity, is vital to Tillmans’ art and  
has become increasingly so. This is 

minute scrutiny of print media, journalism 
and found imagery, for example, in  
his truth study centre
important. To reveal yet preserve the 
‘tipping point’ of an image, at which  

abstract and then sculptural, might be 
seen as a further example of the founding 
system of maintained tensions in his  
work. At this point, where the borders 
between our perceptions of an image 

the photographic image achieves  
a form of closed aesthetic circuitry, in 
which subject and object cease to be 
determining values. Such, perhaps, is the 
artistic journey taken by Tillmans to date. 

We can see the development of this process 

camera-made images, the subjects of which 
are hard to ascertain, but whose colour, 
composition and textural power are richly 
beguiling. In Economy, 2006, CLC1100, 
2007 and glass factory, 2008, for example, 
we see images of industrial and techno-
logical materials and equipment. All three 

yet all examine their subject in a way that 
seems to highlight the visual tactility of  
the image itself: the satisfying, lozenge-like 
oblong of vivid purple glass resting against 
the vertical black bars of its industrial 
holding frame in glass factory; the bite of 
an elastic band into dense, carbon-coloured 
sponge in Economy; or the magnesium-

photocopier in CLC1100. In all of these 
images, representational coherence is 
brought to the edge of collapse, to the point 
at which texture becomes marginally more 
dominant, in our reading of the image, 
than narrative or legibility. 

The progress of Tillmans’ exploration of the 
image (which might be likened to a study  
of sound), from representational camera-
made works to non-camera-made pure 
sculptural abstraction, might also be seen 
to embrace his earliest photocopier works: 
the images from 1987, for example, 
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magnolia of the image’s surface is speckled 
and stained with dissolving and sedimen-

stance that is in fact nothing more (nor less) 
than light itself. In the bottom-right corner 
of the image, a pinkish scarlet hue appears 

scarlet substance were breaking up within 
the processes of dilution. Both works (like 

Silver Installation VI and Silver Installation 
VII, 2009) dismantle the artistic borders 
between different media: they are painterly, 

unfettered image-making that takes its 
place on the far end of a scale of continuum 

In his paper drop and Lighter works, too, 
Tillmans creates a fusion between the coolly 
industrial or mechanistic and a luxuriance 
of form and texture. The Lighter works, 
framed in Perspex boxes, resemble metallic 

have been industrially spray-painted in 
high-gloss colours. Made from photographic 
paper, these works appear to collapse the 
medium of photography itself, while taking 
the form of beguilingly coloured abstract 
sculptures: sky blue, swimming-pool blue, 
a green-to-yellow fade crossed horizontally 
by a blue bar, ripe-corn yellow divided at  
a low angle by black fading to spruce green 
and glinting jet black. There is a coolness 
to these works that brings to mind the US 

Kenneth Noland and Barnett Newman.  
At the same time, the metallic look of their 
dented or folded surfaces distracts the 
painterly references and re-connects the 

industrial strangeness, untethered to the 

Bikers, the Moon, a snowy suburb seen from 
the air, a homeless person, a television in 
a coach, a national border, metal machine 

newspaper articles, advertisements, plastic 
boxes on a window sill, a portrait of William 
of Orange, male necks, exhausted 
party-goers, colours: in Tillmans’ art, image 

once. The metal frame of a seatless and 

tessellating blocks of text and image in 
magazines and newspapers: all are agents 

‘meaning’ might take a malleable and elastic 

understanding.

The Medium is the Massage is subtitled 
an inventory of effects. This would serve 
well to describe Tillmans’ work, since it 
takes the form of a ceaselessly cross-
referencing visual encyclopaedia of the 
image. In his meticulous selection of 
images, his treatment and installation of 
them, Tillmans creates an epic directory 
and handbook of visual effects that is at 
once novelistic, journalistic, ethnographic, 
meditational, political and poetic. 

For McLuhan, writing in 1967: ‘Environments 
are not passive wrappings, but are, rather, 
active processes that are invisible. The 
ground rules, pervasive structure, and overall 
patterns of environments elude easy 
perception. Anti-environments or counter-
situations made by artists provide means of 
direct attention and enable us to see and 
understand more clearly.”1 Tillmans is 
precisely such an artist, born precisely into 
the image-saturated culture that McLuhan 
surveyed. In his art, Tillmans renders visible 

under which an age of accelerated and 
saturation media strives to maintain lucidity. 
At its core, of course, there is a necessary 
fallibility to this endeavour: as W.H. Auden 
once remarked of the attainment of religious 
faith, there is a quality of not knowing that 
underwrites its sincerity. Tillmans is likewise 
aware of the necessity of doubt, and, 
arguably, it is from this sense of doubt that 
his art achieves its monumental humanism. 

1  Marshall McLuhan and Quentin  
 Fiore, The Medium is the Massage:  
 an inventory of effects, Penguin, 
 Harmondsworth, 1967, p.68. 

paper drop fused I, 2006


