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T H O M A S  D E M A N D  

Tunnel
1999, 35-mm film loop, 2 min

/ understand the post as a continuous 
accumulation of images.

THOMAS DEMAND

Tunnel is the first film by Thomas Demand, who is known mainly for his 
large-scale photographs. His works, usually timeless and free of any 
human presence, reveal a world characterized by an enigmatic realism. 
His images are shrouded in mystery, and we immediately grasp that 
they contain much more than we can take in at first glance. < < < 
Demand was born in Munich in 1964. A sculptor by training, he studied 
at the Akademie der bildenden Künste in Munich, the Kunstakademie 
in Düsseldorf and Goldsmiths College in London. He lives and works in 
Berlin. His artistic approach involves carefully reconstructing everything 
he photographs — or, in this case, films. This reconstruction process 
lies at the very core of his work. He is interested in the physical space 
surrounding initially unremarkable, ordinary-looking places, and has 
produced numerous views of architectural elements: Office, Corridor and 
Staircase, in 1995; Garage and Room, in 1996; Balconies, Bathroom 
and Parlor, in 1997; Window and Terrace, in 1998. < < <
Talking about Drafting Room, a 1996 piece. Demand explains: "I started 
out with the vague idea of a place where ideas take shape, a space for 
conceiving, making and developing in which nothing is materially 
produced. I was looking for engineers' offices, workshops.... I found a 
photo of an architect's office, the drawing office where the city of 
Munich was rebuilt after the war." This photo could practically have 
come from the family collection, since the artist's grandfather was an 
architect, and after the Second World War, was in charge of architecture 
for the city of Munich. Each of the images that Demand chooses to 
recreate has its own history. He looks at places where something happened, 
places that stand as silent witnesses to an event. From what he could



see of it in the image, he thus endeavoured to reconstruct Adolf 
Hitler's bunker, Leni RiefenstahTs film archives. Bill Gates's room when 
he was a student at Harvard. Places where someone passed through, 
where some fate was sealed, where a drama was played out, a historical 
event took place. < < <
Demand works from existing photographs, images that he finds among 
his family's things, in history books or the media, or that he comes 
across in news stories. However, he deplores the fact that "people 
always ask me what this is about; they always want the key to the 
image." So now he hesitates to disclose his sources, in order not to limit 
the interpretation of his work. We can always try to find out, but we 
should make no mistake: his work has nothing to do with a "Madame 
Tussaud's-style recreation," as he likes to say, referring to London's 
famous wax museum. When he uses images taken from current events, it 
is definitely not to perpetuate the chain of sensationalism. What really 
interests him, he says, "is the world of the media," which he sees "as a 
vast landscape, a virtual domain.... We are all familiar with these 
images, especially since some of them create contemporary myths, a 
new dramaturgy." He also notes: "My concern is how those images 
make their way to me, how I can literally make use of them ... and how 
they might work in a different framework." < < <
For each scene he decides to recreate. Demand researches the history 
of the image, tries to find out who took the picture and track down the 
original photograph. He disregards the people in the picture, if there 
are any, and, with great concern for perfection, he constructs the 
scene, full scale, in his studio. He literally recreates the subject of his 
photographs, without the nostalgic aura of human presence. "Full scale," 
he observes, "has its own reality, its own gravity and stubbornness. The 
concept of constructing realities in the studio is much stronger than 
faking things for the camera. They are genuine sculptures documented. 
I make decisions about objects first, then photograph them." < < <



For Tunnel, Demand built a 32-metre tunnel in his studio and intro
duced movement for the first time, with a small remote-control 
camera. "I try to do a film only if it will contain something which the 
still image can't. Movement through the object is an obvious one;
I have always also liked the idea that the objects I picture become 
more three-dimensional again once they become actors in a film." 
Movement adds to the fiction and makes us, as spectators, enter 
into a spatial relationship with the place. While the "abstract" sound 
suggests a car driving through a blind tunnel, the dominant black and 
white of the film, with only a slight hint of yellow on the walls, conjures 
up a night-time atmosphere. < < <
In front of one of Demand's works, we might say we are standing in 
front of something that belongs to our collective memory. The artist 
shows us a scene; it is up to us to understand and imagine everything 
that lies hidden within this space. <

LOUISE SIMARD-ISMERT

Thomas Demand's comments are taken from "Vik Muniz & Thomas Demand: A Notion of Space," 
a conversation published in Blind Spot, No. 8,1996; "There is no innocent room," by François Quintin, 
in the catalogue published for the exhibition at the Fondation Cartier pour I'art contemporain, Paris 
(London: Thames & Hudson, 2000), p. 36 ff; and correspondence with the author.

This screening of Tunnel, by Thomas Demand, is organized by the Musée and presented from 
May 10 to June 25 in conjunction with the event Montréal-Munich 2006.

The Musée d 'art contemporain de Montréal is a provincially owned corporation funded by the 
Ministère de la Culture et des Communications du Québec and receives financial support from 
the Department o f Canadian Heritage and the Canada Council for the Arts.

Photo ©Thomas Demand, VG Bild Kunst, Bonn /  SODRAC, Montréal. Courtesy 303 Gallery, New York, and Victoria 
Miro Gallery, London.
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