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arts weekend

“Then no one talked about post-truth,
fake news or whatever,” Tillmans said.
Earlier iterations focused on misinfor-
mation around themes including the
war in Iraq, H.I.V. in Africa and Muslims
in Europe, as well as astronomy, a pas-
sion of Tillmans’s since childhood; with
subsequent showings, the work has
grown and evolved to keep pace with the
times.

“Truth Study Center” was about the
danger of “one institution, or one au-
thority,” claiming a final say on reality,
Tillmans explained. “As much as I be-
lieve in what the James Webb telescope
tells us, and science, and that Earth is
orbiting the sun, this is not a direct
pledge for one single purveyor of truth.”

Scattered on the tables are short texts
Tillmans wrote himself that jolt the
viewer into a sense of historical time.
“Now 1993 is as long ago as the Civil
Rights Act was in 1993,” reads one; an-
other says, “Martin Luther King’s ‘I had
a dream’ speech was 27 years prior to
1990. 27 years past 1990, Donald J.
Trump was sworn in as the President of
the United States.” These make you real-
ize, Tillmans said, that “things go for-
ward, but they also go back.”

Tillmans’s own career has also un-
folded in cycles, with some ebbs and
flows. As a music-obsessed teenager in
Remscheid, a small city in what was
then West Germany, he dreamed of be-
ing a pop star and recorded a few tracks
with a neighbor: Tillmans on vocals, and
his friend on synths and drums. Thirty
years later, he came back to that cas-
sette recording, remastering its three
songs and adding two new tracks, to cre-
ate his first EP, “2016/1986,” which he re-
leased on his own label, Fragile.

He has since released four more EPs
of electronic music, and last year he
brought out his first album, “Moon in
Earthlight,” a 53-minute continuous mix

combining ambient noise recordings,
spoken word, pulsating club tracks and
pure pop moments, like the single “In-
sanely Alive,” which Pet Shop Boys re-
mixed for the song’s 12-inch release. At
MoMA, “Moon in Earthlight” will be
presented as an installation in a spe-
cially designed room, with a comple-
mentary video.

It was during a sabbatical from pho-
tography, in 2014, that he came “to fully
embrace making music again,” Tillmans
said. Even when he hadn’t been making
his own tracks, he D.J.’d occasionally at
clubs in London and Berlin, and music
remained a central concern of his pho-
tography, from the early rave pictures to
his famous portraits of pop stars, includ-
ing Chuck D and Lady Gaga.

In 2015, Tillmans photographed
Frank Ocean in Berlin for the fashion
magazine Fantastic Man; afterward, he
said, the two went out clubbing at

Berghain, a techno club. Later, he said,
Ocean asked to use a section from Till-
mans’s track “Device Control,” a bouncy
but melancholy synth-pop number, as a
short intro for a new album. When
Ocean dropped “Endless” unexpectedly,
in the summer of 2016, Tillmans was sur-
prised to find not just an excerpt at the
start, but the whole track at the album’s
end.

“Somehow, I ended up on the hottest,
most anticipated release of the year,”
Tillmans said. “And then a critic in The
New York Times is writing that it’s the
best track on ‘Endless’? I mean, of
course, this is completely surreal.” He
added that he didn’t consider making
music as “a side gig” — it was an equal
part of his artistic output.

He also sees campaigning as part of
his aesthetic practice, he said, referenc-
ing the German artist Joseph Beuys’s
concept of “social sculpture,” in which
creative political actions reshape soci-
ety. In 2016, Tillmans had been living in

London for 20 years and had taken ad-
vantage of free movement within the
European Union to build an interna-
tional career. In the lead-up to the refer-
endum over whether Britain should
leave the E.U., Tillmans devoted himself
and the resources of his studio to a cam-
paign to keep Britain in. He designed
posters and T-shirts featuring slogans
and longer texts, some of them overlaid
on his photos — “What is lost is lost for-
ever,” read one, over a picture of the sky
— and gave dozens of interviews in
which he made the case to stay.

“Citizen campaigning is nothing I had
planned on at all. This was literally a citi-
zen’s emergency for me,” he said. “I saw
one of the foundations of my life, the E.U.
and cooperation in Europe, under at-
tack.”

When the poll was counted, and 52
percent had voted to leave, Tillmans, a
lifelong Anglophile, was crushed. “Cer-
tain things that you find funny, or cute,
you realize: They’re not so funny,” he
said. “The depth of the exceptionalism
and nationalism is really worrying.” He
took himself off to Fire Island for a few
months.

What Tillmans called “the whole
earthquakes of 2016” had given him a
sense of “the fragility of what is consid-
ered unkaputtbar,” he said, using the
German word for “unbreakable.” “Civil
rights have to be defended, and democ-
racy has to be defended. I was always
aware of that,” he said. “In recent years,
it’s become a superstrong awareness.”

Tillmans has since produced poster
campaigns against the far-right Alter-
native for Germany party, which was
the third most popular party in the coun-
try, according to many polls, in the lead-
up to Germany’s 2017 parliamentary
elections; he has collaborated with the
House of World Cultures, a Berlin arts
center, on a lecture and workshop series
titled “European Culture of Resistance
Against Fascisms.”

Tillmans runs many of these cam-
paigns through Between Bridges, a
foundation he established in 2017 to pro-
mote “humanism, solidarity and the ad-
vancement of democracy.” Between
Bridges started out as an exhibition
space in London, devoted to showing
artists whose work was little known;

Tillmans relocated the project to Berlin
in 2014 and ran it from a city storefront
for five years, closing it down while he
developed an abandoned plot of land
into an ambitious new home for his
many arts and advocacy projects.

The architect for the new property, a
simple but handsome six-story corner
building in the Kreuzberg district, is Till-
mans himself. It features a downstairs
exhibition and event space, studio areas
and archive facilities, plus the artist’s
own home, on the penthouse level, and
eight apartments that Tillmans said he
was in the process of renting. (Refugees
from Ukraine were already living in one
of the apartments, he added.) Viktor
Neumann, a Between Bridges curator,
said upcoming work at the site would in-
clude “exhibitions, conversations, per-
formances, neighborhood events, read-
ing groups, printed matter and more.”

For all the foundation’s grass-roots
activities, Tillmans is also close to insti-
tutional power. He is a member of the

most prestigious artists’ academies in
both countries where he lives — the
Royal Academy of Arts in London, and
the Akademie der Künste in Berlin —
and has been honored with the Cross of
Merit, one of Germany’s highest trib-
utes. Between 2009 and 2014, he sat on
the board of the Tate museum group,
and he is currently the chairman of Lon-
don’s Institute of Contemporary Art.

He sees no disconnect between these
activities and the anarchic spirit of his
work. “Just because I am engaged in the
poetry of looking, and touched by music,
and nightlife, and musicians, and youth
culture, it isn’t a contradiction to be in-
terested” in how things actually func-
tion, he said.

But he will be 54 when his show opens,
and lately he has been thinking, “Maybe
it’s time to take responsibility.” People
are “more and more into politics,” he
said, “but no one is going into politics.”
So would he consider running for office
himself?

At this point in one of several inter-
views for this article, Tillmans spoke
slowly and carefully. “It has crossed my
mind,” he said. “If you are an ardent pro-
ponent of democracy, then you have to
actually consider being a candidate.” He
added that any foray into electoral poli-
tics “would only be in Germany” and
that, although he felt he could “play a
more useful role being independent,”
representative democracy “wouldn’t
work if everyone just said that.”

Tillmans said he had met with law-
makers to discuss running for the Bun-
destag, Germany’s lower house of Par-
liament. “There have been exchanges,”
he said, but declined to say whom he
consulted. There is a definite left-wing
sensibility to Tillmans’s work as both
image maker and activist, with its focus
on equality, community and coopera-
tion; however, he ruled out working with
Die Linke, Germany’s party of the far
left, and added that it can be helpful to
have “just as many ears” with conserva-
tive politicians and voters.

Whatever happened next, he said, he
would be taking his foot off the gas for a
while first. With the completion of his
new building, “and the end of the Africa
tour — which, of course, also like
MoMA, was extended by the pandemic
— I feel like there is a new sabbatical
coming,” Tillmans said. “I like to think in
these seven-year cycles,” he added, and
it had been more than that long since the
last one. It was time to pause and reflect.

At lunchtime on the day of the studio
visit, Tillmans and I took a break and
went downstairs to an Italian restau-
rant. His work space is in an annex of a
modernist building from the early 1930s
with huge rectangular windows. It was
designed by the Bauhaus architect Max
Taut as a cooperative, worker-run de-
partment store, a utopian project that
didn’t last. Once the Nazis took power,
they denounced consumer co-ops as
“Jewish-Marxist” organizations.

“You are interested in the building?
Then I will show you something,” Till-
mans said. He took me into a lobby
where one of the walls was covered by a
huge black-and-white photograph of the
square outside. The building’s gleaming
facade looked so sleek, and it seemed in-
congruous to see people in front wear-
ing the long coats and hats of the 1930s.
Tillmans pointed at some lampposts
whose stacked cone bases looked like
spaceships.

“See how cool Germany was then —
how Europe was?” he said. “That can
also come to an end.”

He’s older,
wiser and
cooler, too
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Above, a detail of
“Truth Study
Center” (2006-22),
which consists of
18 tables covered
with photographs
and ephemera.
Below left, “17
Years’ Supply.”
Bottom, one of the
“Freischwimmer”
series.

“If you are an
ardent
proponent of
democracy,
then you have
to actually
consider being
a candidate.”


