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Fake but Accurate

*

Saskia Asser & Els Barents
An introduction to the work of Edwin Zwakman
With such a versatile body of visual art as
that of Edwin Zwakman, various kinds of work
exist along side each other – his series of
photographs, installation work, light boxes,
maquettes and drawings – but the creative
thought underlying it has become tangibly interwoven with these. Although, in fact, invisible
and thereby apparently unrelated, Zwakman’s
strength of mind is nonetheless present in a
fascinating way. It can be found ‘offstage’ in his
work: in the wings, behind the scenes, in the
surrounding space, basically in everything not
shown but implicitly stated. His associative
and slightly subversive manner of thinking and
acting have only become visible to the public
in the long run. In the meantime, though, the
context and the consistency of his diverse
images and installations must certainly have
divulged their secrets to the close observer.
Hidden in this work is an existential strength
that will not go unnoticed by the keen eye.
Now, only after Zwakman has worked as an
artist for about fifteen years, the two successive and (largely) linked exhibitions in Aachen
and Amsterdam show the distinct signature
that he has developed in the course of time.1
Yet his strategy was initially aimed at neutralizing the role of his authorship. The reticence
with which Edwin Zwakman has rendered his
photographic images – by reducing the use of
color, depth and detail of form to a minimum –
served this purpose. During a period (the 1990s)
when the best photographers saw their control
over a maximum field of vision, which contained
a world of color and detail, being raised to the
highest level of mastership, Zwakman’s work
was far from monumental in appearance.
He seemed to be going his own way and,
instead, seeking a connection with the more
modest expressive means of conceptual art.
Only now, in the broader context of his own
work, does it become evident just how much
that decision to avoid all romantic and glamorous means of expression benefited, in fact,
the activeness and playful nature of his works.
At varying paces Edwin Zwakman has developed a commanding and consistent body of
work marked by a clarity of imagery – despite
the chaotic impression that his way of working
must have made on outsiders due to its tangle
of associative links and levels. He has reconstructed the spatial experience in three-dimen-

sional maquettes; and the different dimensions
of observation – from a helicopter view to the
zooming in on a detail – seem to be interwoven
in a remarkable way. And so it comes as no
surprise that Zwakman uses exhibitions to
resharpen his own focus on work produced
by him and to give shape to a new whole.
His relatively scarce solo exhibitions have
tended to be points of orientation rather than
random indications. At the same time, they
form the basis and point of departure for new
work. To Zwakman, and to others as well, an
exhibition is the perfect stage for allowing
virtual thought and actual sight to intersect.
These have traditionally been the ingredients
for creativity, though other names (e.g. fiction,
illusion, Surrealism) were given to it in the past.
Only technicians refer, with a slight degree of
arrogance, to having created a new virtual
‘world’. In visual art, on the other hand, reality
and virtual reality have existed for quite some
time, fortunately in a much more personal and
creative way than in the artificial contrast between ‘the real thing’ and a game.
Two photographers
Back to photography. In Edwin Zwakman there
are two photographers. One builds ingenious
maquettes in his studio, then illuminates these
meticulously and photographs them with a
technical camera. Often he spends months
working on these maquettes, which he constructs on the basis of his memories and visual
experiences. Usually the memories involve
landscapes, places or spaces, sometimes objects. He always uses impressions taken from
daily life, almost always situated in the
Netherlands. This photographer is the Edwin
Zwakman whom we can meet in person. He is
the artist who travels a great deal, who teaches
and works on projects in but also out of the
studio, at locations where he sometimes makes
ironic comments on social developments. As a
photographer he still works in the traditional,
analogue way, usually with a plate camera on a
tripod and 4 @ 5-inch negatives that he develops in a darkroom and prints in large formats.
The other photographer is a fictitious person
who assumes various roles. Sometimes that
person is a documentary photographer who
sets out with a technical camera. This photo
grapher has concern for the formal aspects of
photography and often opts, on the ground
glass of the camera, for a clear and graphic

division of the composition. He is an architectural photographer who, with a wide-angle lens,
records the white walls, glass ceilings and
glistening parquet floors of empty rooms in
museums (Museum, 1991–1993). And he is
the landscape photographer who, with a
panoramic camera and with a feeling for the
dramatic Dutch skies, sublimates the play of
lines in water, pastures and roads in the Dutch
landscape (View, 1994–1995, 2002). At times
this fictitious photographer is an aerial photo
grapher, perhaps even one working for the famous KLM Aerocarto, which has been documenting the rapidly changing landscape in the
Netherlands from the air since 1921 (Fly-Over
II). Or a traveller who, with a 35-millimeter
camera, photographs the geometric patterns
of the flat polder land surrounding Schiphol
while the airplane circles above in the clouds
until it has permission to land (Fly-Over I).
More frequently, the fictitious photographer in
Edwin Zwakman is the inhabitant of an apartment in a typical postwar suburb, somewhere
in the urbanized western part of the country.
This amateur photographer takes snapshots of
changes in his neighborhood with his pocketsized camera. Through the window, from the
breakfast table, out on the street, from the
balcony, from the car or train, he observes the
urban desire for innovation that should make
these run-down neighborhoods, once a utopia
of light, sky, tranquillity and space, worth living
in again (Suburb, 1996–1997, Suburb II, 1996–
1999, Backyards, 2004). Perhaps they could not
even be called snapshots, since it is merely
through his casual glance that we see the surroundings.
Powers of Perception
Our perceptive powers constitute the material
with which Zwakman works – just as wood,
cardboard, paper, glass, wool, paint, lamps,
photography equipment and films are the material with which he builds, illuminates and
photographs maquettes. The various ways in
which we observe and perceive the world
around us – unconscious and casual, or fully
aware and intently focused – explain the
various photographic positions that he chooses. Zwakman seeks images that reflect how he
has experienced certain places and how that
experience has lodged itself in his memory.
That determines his vantage point, the composition and the atmosphere. After that, with the
image in mind, he carries out the reconstruc-
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Sketch for View Cart, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 2005/2006

tion in the studio. Reducing a three-dimensional experience to a flat surface is more difficult
than it seems. Zwakman’s maquettes are a
fraction of the actual size, but definitely not
exact scale models of architectonic designs.
In order to portray the photographs in the correct perspective, free of distortion and with
the right effect of light, he needs to adjust
and distort the proportions of the maquettes.
The fictitious photographer standing in the
maquette is not working according to scale,
with a miniature camera, but with a full-size
camera! Thus the series Apartment seems to
consist of various photographs that were taken
of one maquette of the same home, but for
each photograph of the series Zwakman actually had to build a completely new maquette.
Zwakman’s artistic approach corresponds more
to that of a painter than to that of a traditional
photographer. On closer consideration, his
photographs appear to be strikingly free of
detail. What cannot be found here is one of the
most distinguishing characteristics of photo
graphy: the capacity to record each detail.
Zwakman finds it sufficient merely to suggest
detail, without undermining the persuasive
power of the image. In doing so, he makes skillful use of the fact that, when looking at something, our brains don’t need detail in order to
recognize and remember objects and situations. There is no room for refined detail in the
memory and the (fleeting) glance. It is therefore
not the photographic detail but his great command of light which makes the photographs so
credible. Edwin Zwakman uses light in order to
create atmosphere and give direction to the
emotional effect of the image. Artificial light in
the studio becomes daylight, twilight, cool
morning light, warm sunlight cast in through
the window, evening light that casts long
shadows, neutral light cast down from above in
a museum space, the diffuse light of an overcast day, or the sharp light that shines through
during a clearing of billowy clouds.
Reality and Illusion
As long as photography has existed, photo
graphers have been trying to expand their technical and artistic potential in order to manipulate reality in staged situations. The idea that
photographs record and document reality is
deeply rooted, and the photographer knows
that the viewer is prepared to go a long way in
‘believing’ the photograph. As far as this is

concerned, Zwakman works within an established tradition. In the past, photographers
mainly used this point of departure in order to
stage a fantasy of their own, or one taken from
books and stories. These tableaux vivants gave
rise to the motion-picture film. Zwakman, however, is among the group of artists who raise
this issue in a more fundamental way. Since
photography’s impact increased explosively at
the end of the twentieth century via the (new)
media, they also comment on the medium itself. They present us with a familiar image
which, on further inspection, proves not to be
what it seems. On the one hand, they wish to
lure us into following them in the illusion.
On the other, they try to make us aware of what
we see, of the way in which we observe and the
way in which images manipulate our thoughts
and emotions.2
Within this group of photographers, the
maquette and model builders have a place of
their own. In their work the concept of a shared
visual experience – the search for a collective
déjà vu – plays an important role. Is it possible
to point to an objective, collective reality, or
does reality exist only in our own perception?
The German artist Thomas Demand looks for
that collective déjà vu in the use of color, his
countryman Oliver Boberg in hyperrealistic
detail and Edwin Zwakman in the vantage point
and in light.3 Demand is the sculptor who reconstructs with paper and cardboard, on a
nearly actual scale, household situations and
objects, as well as photographs of places
charged with meaning. As a pupil of Bernd
Becher in Düsseldorf, he learned to photograph
his ‘sculptures’ as objectively as possible.
As such, objects and places become icons and
show how photographs can uphold the myth
about a particular place. Boberg displays equal
virtuosity, though in a completely different
manner. He is the only one of the three who
aims to create the perfect illusion. Nearly unrecognizable as maquettes, the subjects of his
photographs are desolate spaces and anonymous places that everyone has somehow seen
before. Boberg also reconstructs, with pain
staking accuracy, the deterioration of modern
architecture.
On initial consideration, Edwin Zwakman seems
related to Boberg and Demand in terms of his
realistic rendering of the chosen subject matter. Yet Zwakman takes a subjective approach,

while Boberg and Demand develop their subjects on the basis of an objective concept.
With these two photographers Zwakman shares
a great concern for the way in which utopian
ideas are expressed in architecture. All born
during the sixties, Demand, Boberg and
Zwakman are in fact fascinated by the modernist, functional and anonymous architecture that
took shape during the years of reconstruction.
Zwakman often situates his photographs in the
suburbs of western Holland’s major cities
where, as a means of warding off an acute
housing shortage, apartment buildings were
erected at a rapid pace during the two decades
following World War II. Clear lines and an austere division of the surface, plenty of space and
windows with views of greenery were to make
the inhabitants better citizens for a better
world. The fact that this vision of the future
ultimately failed to promote social cohesion in
the neighborhood is among the themes subtly
raised by Zwakman. Ironically, this reconstruction architecture has gradually been under
going demolition in recent years, while a
modern variant of this, known as the ‘Vinex’
neighborhood, is sprouting elsewhere in the
country.
The Manipulability of the Landscape
With Edwin Zwakman the manipulability of the
photograph has its parallel in the manipulability of the Dutch landscape.4 Unspoiled nature
does not exist in the Netherlands, as the country would otherwise be under water for the
most part. For hundreds of years, the Dutch
have been building polders, dikes and installing
pumping stations, locks, dams and bridges.
Contrary to the situation in painting, the
classical and romantic landscape has never
been a topic in Dutch photography, except
around 1900 when Pictorialism had its brief
heyday. If the landscape had in fact been a
subject, then this was a constructed landscape
with waterworks, railway tracks and harbors,
as photographed majestically by Pieter
Oosterhuis (1816–1885) and J.G. Hameter
(1838–1885); but this was always commissioned by engineers and architects.5 The Dutch
landscape is flat and sometimes severe; its
beauty cannot be found in rippling streams,
groves of trees and magnificent vistas, but in
its very interaction with the sky, the water and
the traces of human presence. Since 1945 the
population has grown explosively, and that has
had far-reaching consequences for the plan-
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ning and infrastructure of the landscape.
Via the roundabout way in which his photographs are produced, Zwakman also comments
on this development. Although his approach
differs, he therefore belongs to the group of
Dutch photographers, such as Hans Aarsman,
Theo Baart, Jannes Linders, Cary Markerink and
Frank van der Salm, who gave new direction to
documentary landscape photography at the
end of the twentieth century – by embracing
rather than excluding the modern additions of
man, such as highways, new neighborhoods,
airports and industrial zones.6
Memories are influenced not only by visual
experiences in daily life, but also by the photographs and images that become lodged in the
subconscious via books and via the media.
In Edwin Zwakman’s fictitious photographer,
we consequently catch glimpses of his Dutch
colleagues. In his architectural photographs,
such as those of the museum, there are echoes
of the clear language of forms found in work by
Hans Spies (1905–1973), Jaap d’Oliveira (1908–
1978) and Jan Versnel (1924–2007). His monumental and atmospheric panoramic photographs (Swimming Pool 1996, Street I 1997,
Pfluggässlein 2002, Later… 2002, Three Things
2006/2007) connect well with the image of the
Dutch cultural landscape portrayed by Cary
Markerink and Theo Baart in their series Wonen
in naoorlogse wijken (Living in postwar neighborhoods) (1985/1986) and Snelweg (Highway)
(1996), as well as with the photographs of
Bart Sorgedrager in his series Villa Vinex
(2000/2001) on the most recently built neighborhoods.7 Also evident in Zwakman’s photographic approach is the choice of subject matter characteristic of the postwar documentary
photographer Aart Klein (1909–2001) and his
way of reducing the Dutch landscape to its
essence. Like Zwakman, Klein often had an
image in mind before he started photographing.
Patiently he would wait for the right moment to
arrive; that was how he ‘commanded’ reality, as
he once put it.
Subversive
By way of his alter egos, Edwin Zwakman likewise commands reality, but these fictitious
photographers do not remain in character.
They introduce subversive elements. The backyards are less manicured than one would expect of a newly built neighborhood. A dis
mantled wardrobe, an unhinged door, roofless

houses, ominously large and pointless-looking
square holes in the ground, and again those
excavators being used for unclear purposes,
constructive or destructive. But the subversive
is evident, above all, in the dimensions of his
printed ‘snapshots’. Leftovers at the breakfast
table, the Ikea closet, the shopping cart appear
larger than life. At times Zwakman’s imagination takes the helm, as in Early Learning Centre
(2007) where the parking garage, built with toy
blocks, causes the viewer to wonder where this
unusual architecture can actually be found.
Els Barents is the director and Saskia Asser
the curator of Huis Marseille Museum for
Photography, Amsterdam.

*) This title refers to the famous
headline from The New York Times
of September 15, 2004: “Memos on
Bush are Fake but Accurate, Typist
Says”. The issue was whether
George Bush Jr. had completed his
service in the National Guard.
Edwin Zwakman has adopted
these words as a motto for his way
of working. The title now being
used for his solo exhibition at
Huis Marseille (March 1 – May 25,
2008) and the accompanying
publication was also used previous
ly for Zwakman’s exhibition at
Galerie Gimpel Fils in London
(February 24 – April 2, 2005).
1 Edwin Zwakman: Iconic Target,
Ludwig Forum für Internationale
Kunst, Aken, November 24,
2007– February 24, 2008,
Edwin Zwakman: Fake but
Accurate, Huis Marseille Museum
for Photography, Amsterdam,
March 1 – May 25, 2008.
2 See: Charlotte Cotton, The
Photograph as Contemporary Art,
London 2004, pp. 191–218.
See also, in relation to Edwin
Zwakman: Arjen Mulder, ‘Dutch
sublimity: Edwin Zwakman’s world’,
in: Marente Bloemheuvel, Jaap
Guldemond (ed.), Post-Nature,
Nine Dutch Artists, Eindhoven/
Rotterdam/Amsterdam 2001,
pp. II–III: Edwin Zwakman is among
the artists who emphatically
involve the viewer in their artistic
vision.
3 Ralf Christofori has carried out an
extensive analysis of this and
other related artists in his book:
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Bild – Modell – Wirklichkeit.
Repräsentationsmodelle in der
zeitgenössischen Fotografie:
Oliver Boberg, James Casebere,
Thomas Demand, David Levinthal,
Lois Renner, Laurie Simmons,
Edwin Zwakman, Heidelberg 2005.
Kate Bush, ‘Under Construction’,
in: Jaap Guldemond (ed.),
Edwin Zwakman: Façades,
Eindhoven (Stedelijk Van
Abbemuseum) 1999, pp. 7–11;
Frits Gierstberg, ‘Edwin Zwakman’,
in: Contemporary, no. 67 (2004),
pp. 106–109.
Frits Gierstberg, Tineke de Ruiter,
‘Metamorfose van een maakbaar
land. De fotografie van het veran
derende landschap in Nederland
vanaf 1860’, in: Dutch Eyes. Nieuwe
Geschiedenis van de fotografie in
Nederland, Zwolle 2007,
pp. 192–244.
Maartje van den Heuvel, Tracy
Metz (ed.), Nature as Artifice.
Nieuw Nederlands Landschap in
fotografie en videokunst (1989-nu),
Rotterdam/Amsterdam (NAI/ALIA)
2008
Theo Baart, Cary Markerink, Wonen
in Naoorlogse wijken, Amsterdam
1986; Theo Baart, Cary Markerink,
Tracy Metz, Snelweg, Amsterdam
1995; Tracy Metz, Irene Cieraad,
Villa Vinex – Bart Sorgedrager
fotografeert Leidsche Rijn,
Amsterdam 2001. All of the series
mentioned have been commissioned by the Rijksmuseum (partly
in collaboration with the news
paper NRC Handelsblad) within the
context of the photography assignment Document Nederland.
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Sketch for Mirror, Mirror, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 2005/2006

Study for Mirror, Mirror, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 2004–2006
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Photographic study for Mirror, Mirror, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 2005/2006
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Set for Mirror, Mirror, Derby Studio 2006/2007

Framing Reality
Marianne Brouwer
“This uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien,
but something which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has become alienated from it only through the process of repression ... The uncanny [is] something which ought
to have remained hidden but has come to light.”
(Sigmund Freud)1.
Edwin Zwakman’s oeuvre encompasses three
main themes: the Dutch Landscape, the
Excavation Site, or Hole in the Ground, and the
UN-works. The Dutch Landscapes are always
large-scale format photographs showing not
only landscapes, but also interiors, breakfast
tables, and backyards, all of which Zwakman
considers to be aspects of the Dutch landscape. The theme of the hole in the ground
appears very early on in photographs of excavation sites lined with steel sheet piling or of
excavators digging the soil. The excavator, in
particular, has well-nigh become an icon in his
works, involving aspects of the destructive and
the primordial. The UN works are always sitespecific interventions, which recently have
acquired partly grim, partly humorous, guerillalike aspects. Together, the works form a veritable tripartite cosmology, consisting of heaven
(the sky above), the underworld (the hole in the
ground) and the mid-ground, represented by
the man-made world of architecture. The sky is
a given part of almost every work, whether as a
tranquil, haunting or ominous phenomenon.
A fourth theme – that of the frame – encompasses the other three. A framing element –
be it frame, drapery or pedestal – is what the
French philosopher Jacques Derrida has
termed a work’s parergon2. Not quite part of the
work (ergon) itself, yet not quite belonging to
the world outside, the parergon exists between
reality and illusion. In Zwakman’s work the
parergon is never an actual frame, but a conceptual framework, that serves not to distinguish illusion from reality, but rather to blur
truth and falsity, reality and fakeness.
Zwakman first started making his ‘Dutch
Landscapes’ around 1993. The photographs
present us with all the famous, classical subjects of Dutch seventeenth-century genre
painting. They show the proud, man-made
landscape with its rivers, polders and canals,
its high skies and monumental clouds, as well
as its architecture, the intimate views of backyards and interiors, the richness of still lifes.
The photos intentionally quote the Dutch clas-

sics: the frontal alignment and evenly dis
tributed, yet all-pervading light of Vermeer’s
View of Delft, for example, or the dramatic light
falling obliquely across the Dutch polders of
Ruysdael’s View of Haarlem. What we see, however, is not the ancient landscape as we know
it, but a modern landscape of glass, steel and
concrete; of highways and industrial zones,
office buildings, social housing blocks. Plastic
furniture sits in cramped backyards; the still
lifes consist of products from the supermarket.
The ‘Dutch Landscapes’ could be seen as prototypes of realistic art, were it not for the fact
that these landscapes do not exist in the real
world, technically speaking, the backyards and
interiors could never have been photographed
from the viewpoint from which Zwakman
presents them.
In Zwakman’s ‘Dutch Landscapes’ everything is
fake. For each photo he constructs what is
comparable to a film set made of models and
props, to be photographed on a table-top or on
the floor. Zwakman almost always makes his
props himself, and always from memory, re
creating a world he knows by heart. The models
are fragile and ingenious structures which he
knocks together in his studio; their sole purpose is to look real in the photograph. The
clouds, trees, and canals have been painted as
a backdrop on sheets of paper. The fact that
Zwakman never copies his models from
existing originals gives the photographs a
schematic, prototypical, almost abstract
quality. Zwakman takes no pictures, has no
documentation or sketches from life. His
sketchbooks show that he builds his images
as autonomous constructs comparable to architectural compositions. In addition, his photos are almost always void of any living thing.
Whenever a figure is included, as, for instance,
in a photo that shows a woman wearing a headscarf and looking up at a modern socialhousing block, it never is the actual subject of
the image. It is always shown as something
‘other’, as part of an estranged landscape.
Most importantly, all Zwakman’s photographs
have been carefully constructed so as to show
no central perspective. As a consequence the
artist’s point of view is absent, leaving the
viewer on his own, having no way of identifying
with the picture, or idealizing its subject.
Zwakman’s most important, early ‘Dutch
Landscape’ is a photograph from 1996 entitled
Fly-over II , which presents a summa, as it were,
of the modern Dutch landscape sublime. This

is a large-scale photograph showing an aerial
view of a gigantic cloverleaf of intersecting
highways, but also nearby canals, polders,
villages and industrial zones. In the distance
you can make out the coastline and the sea.
A cloud trails in the sky like a plume of smoke,
as an intense, white light shines from behind it.
The photograph’s triangular composition, as
well as the image of the cloud, are a direct
reference to Pieter Brueghel’s Tower of Babel,
an allegory of hubris, man’s aim to become
God’s equal, and his subsequent punishment.
Brueghel’s painting is not just the depiction of
the Biblical story, however; it is also an encyclopedia of its time, assembling all species of
animals, vegetation, implements and peoples
then known to man. Fly-over II shows an equally
proud inventory of postwar Dutch man-made
landscape – its canals, rivers, and dikes, its
twentieth century buildings, offices, housing
projects and industrial zones. It charts everything that landscape stands for: land reclaim,
the taming of the sea, modern technology and
architecture. Fly-over II is thus a veritable allegory of modern man’s belief in the superiority
of human reason over nature. But whereas in
Brueghel’s painting the dark and ominous cloud
spells imminent disaster, Fly-over II is tranquil,
showing the world peacefully intact. Only the
transcendental light shining from behind the
clouds tells something different. Its implicit
reference to the Sublime in art points to the
true meaning of the photograph. Here, two
different forces are pitched against each other:
the huge man-made cloverleaf, spanning the
earth with its grip, and the force of Nature itself, hidden yet majestic.
Fly-over II refers to a specific time in Dutch
history known as ‘The Reconstruction’, which
designates the rebuilding of the country after
World War II. The glass-and-steel landscape of
Dutch Reconstruction, and the very utopia it
represents, came to signify the victory of reason over evil, of Enlightenment over barbarism.
But even while the calculability of the world
was postulated anew, the landscapes of reason
became the very image of what they were
meant to exorcise. “The pure immanence of
positivism, its ultimate product is no more than
a so to speak universal taboo. Nothing at all
may remain outside, because the mere idea of
outsideness is the very source of fear [...]
Enlightenment is totalitarian.”3. In Dialectic of
Enlightenment, written during World War II, the
German philosophers Theodor Adorno and
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Max Horkheimer have shown extensively and
convincingly, that barbary is inherent in reason.
Not the Sleep of Reason, but its triumph begets
monsters4.
In Zwakman’s apparently peaceful, yet dehumanized landscapes, the imagery of a proud
belief in technology and the superiority of reason appears again and again as he mixes the
stereotypes of the modern with the stereotypes
of the Golden Age of Dutch painting, presenting
a kind of summary of all that is thought glorious
in the Dutch tradition. Yet there is something
intensely disquieting about the ‘Dutch Landscapes’. For at the same time they portray, in an
almost surreptitious manner, the decay and
loss of utopia, targeting what the architectural
critic Anthony Vidler has called the ‘Modern
Unhomely’5. Without being either gruesome or
grotesque, they leave you with the uncomfortable feeling that something doesn’t quite fit,
isn’t quite right. Zwakman never resorts to
outright images of the haunted house or the
frisson of gothic horror. But the commonplace
icons of ordinary, all-too-familiar modern life
somehow always seem to turn into grim mementos of heroism abandoned and paradise
lost. His most recent body of ‘Dutch Land
scapes’, a series entitled Tales from the Grid
– a pun on Tales from the Crypt – deals with the
seventies, when corporate power started to
replace the power of the state6. In architecture
this shift was translated into the all-encompassing and ever-expanding grid of Brutalism
and New Structuralism. The grid, once the triumphant achievement of modernism, has now
become a cage of reason, a “sign of the contemporary administered world and its repressive desublimation”7. A photo of an empty shopping cart (View Cart, 2006–2007) emblematizes
this disenchantment. The shopping cart, taken
in close-up, fills the entire frame of the picture.
Rendered life-size, it is depicted with the in
timacy of a portrait looking down at us. To enlarge beyond proportion a motif that is banal
to the point of being inane and, moreover, to
inverse perspective (for aren’t we the ones
normally looking down at the shopping cart?)
is an offense to our sense of hierarchy, to the
order of things. It is precisely this sense of
disproportion, of incongruence on the spectator’s part that renders the photograph effective, for it pushes the image of the cart into the
foreground of a consciousness from which it
had been effectively banned. It fills the mind
with the slightly claustrophobic image of its

metal grid, wheels and handlebar, bringing to
life the memory of all the moments spent in
the supermarket, pushing that unwieldy thing
through passages too narrow, among throngs of
other people put through the same ordeal by
the logic of modern capitalist food distribution.
Here, suddenly, is not a shopping cart but the
grid itself, the icon of modernity, turned into a
juggernaut.
Memory and the subconscious respond to the
images that Edwin Zwakman has meticulously
staged for our benefit and enjoyment. And
because each image is a construct, a kind of
summary, an abstract of the original object, it
will allow our memory to read it that way: as
something we have already generalized and
filed away as part of our everyday vocabulary of
images and our repertoire of situations. In other
words, we know it. With the memory of that
image (or rather of how it ought to be) slightly
disrupted and put in an alien situation, our
subconscious suddenly produces a feeling of
unease or anxiety that we normally dismiss,
but which is in fact intimately connected to the
object itself. The photos play on memories of
paintings seen, landscapes known, details
remembered: on stereotypes, the mass-produced and the world of the media. They project
images and experiences that are all part of our
cultural framework, only to dislocate them
slightly, making them incongruous, and producing an awareness of absence or loss. Emblems
of the heroic function as signs of estrangement.
The icons of the Dutch Sublime turn out to be
the clichés of a picture postcard.
The theme of the excavation site or hole in the
ground recurs with regularity in Zwakman’s
works. A hole in the ground is an archetype.
It symbolizes our unconscious, locates our
deepest fears. Since time immemorial, descen
ding into the underground has been
equivalent to venturing into the realm of death,
a symbolic rite of passage leading to inner
transformation. The theme of the hole in the
ground is closely connected to a dream
Zwakman had as a boy: of an abyss he had to
cross on a tree-trunk decorated with strange
symbols, while the silver ribbon of a river glittered far below. Through moments of vertigo
and the fear of falling, he reached the other
side. Only much later did he recognize it as an
initiation dream. Museum, Site (1993), is the
first work in which Zwakman used the hole in
the ground as a metaphor for transformation.

The photograph shows a modern, pristine museum gallery whose floor has been transformed
by an excavator into a site of nearly primordial
devastation. The threateningly raised grab
looks like the jaw of a Tyrannosaurus. An ashen
moon hangs in a purple sky above the museum’s glass roof. The photograph radiates the
fierce determination to attack the museum’s
architectural frame, literally to undermine the
mausoleum of the arts. In Museum, Site the
theme of the frame, embodied by the museum’s
architecture, is at its most explicit. It serves to
destroy the notion of art as both satisfying and
harmless, in order to restore its original power
of destruction, mourning and renewal.
Harbour (1995) is the first photograph to show
the three levels of Zwakman’s cosmology.
It pictures a contemporary industrial landscape
but with the disturbing and sombre look of a
Böcklin painting. It shows the prow of a giant
tanker apparently putting out to sea. There is
scarcely any visible mainland; next to an enormous construction site where an excavator is at
work, we see the illuminated windows of a
glass-and-steel harbour building. The powerful
sky, the empty earth and the turbulent waters
are force fields of an antediluvian order against
which the fragile modernist building, the world
of human endeavor, offers but inadequate protection.
In 2002 Zwakman was invited to make a sitespecific public sculpture for a Dutch hospital.
To enter a hospital inevitably involves facing
questions of illness, death and the expiration
date of one’s own body – the very confrontation
that consumer society cannot accept. Recalling
his dream, Zwakman wanted to give shape to
those feelings of fearful anticipation through
the experience of sudden vertigo and the re
covery of balance. He also envisaged the work
as a sort of archaeological excavation site
which would make the building process visible
and remain as a kind of relic from the period
during which the hospital’s new wing was built.
Lined with steel sheet piling, The Hole starts
outside the building and runs beneath the hospital’s glass façade to the inside. Just above
groundwater level are the hospital’s sewer
system, gas and electricity mains and data
cables. One of the large concrete piles that
support the building stands in the center.
The foundation, cables, and supports are connected so intricately to the building itself that
they look like its entrails, bones and nervous
system laid bare – the building’s ecce homo as

it were. The Hole is covered with thick clear
glass, giving it the appearance of a preserved
archaeological excavation. Standing on the
plate of glass is like hovering, for a brief moment, between heaven and earth, life and
death, while gathering courage to cross the
threshold to the hospital. Finished in 2005,
The Hole is the most complete expression of
Zwakman’s cosmology to date; a cosmology in
search of spaces of fear and rituals of grief and
catharsis that modern society denies us.
The United Nations works have come to hold an
increasing importance in Zwakman’s oeuvre.
They originated from his questioning whether
it was at all possible to intervene with sitespecific public art in a country or an environment with which he was not intimately familiar
since childhood, as he was with the Dutch landscape. The theme of the UN turns out to have
been an almost uncanny invention, allowing
him to address a number of issues at once: the
issue of war – never entirely absent in his work
– and the issue of the staged iconic intervention already present in his photographs.
Zwakman is fascinated by the image of the
UN as a media icon in the spectacle of increasingly worldwide warfare, the white vehicles
appearing in newspapers and on TV with each
UN intervention anywhere in the world. His
UN works mimic the techniques used by the UN
itself and thereby create the illusion of a UN
operation. He uses the UN’s basic imagery, the
white vehicles with the UN logo, letting them
show up not in the Third World, but in the
streets of European cities. This comes as a
shocking reminder of war, suddenly too close
for comfort. First and foremost, however, his
UN works tell a media story unfolding throughout images, whether real or faked. At times – as
in the Austrian city of Graz – he has a real white
excavator drive through the city. For Helsinki,
on the other hand, he created a billboard with
a UN excavator in a snowy landscape that he
photographed from a toy surrounded by white
sugar. In Vilnius, Lithuania, where only ten years
ago Russian tanks had invaded the city, he had
the city buses painted white and emblemed
with the UN logo. Filmed from a helicopter,
the city buses driving their normal routes look
exactly like the familiar TV images of UN vehicles transporting evacuees.
Lately, Zwakman has not limited himself to
mediatized situations, however. Spotting an
excavator standing idle in London’s Regent

Park, he painted it white overnight and applied
the UN logo to it. The next morning police came
to look for the perpetrator. This new turn in his
work started with a proposed work for the city
of Marseille. In 2005 the city invited him to
create a site-specific project for an enormous
construction site (nicknamed ‘The Hole’ by the
population) in the heart of the old city, next to
the old seaport. The city planned to gentrify the
neighbourhood, replacing the dilapidated medieval houses with luxury apartments. The population, mostly Arab workers whose life has been
interwoven with the city and the seaport for
centuries, had to go, though no provisions were
made for its relocation elsewhere. The French
ultra right-wing party, the Front National, in
particular was already talking of “the big purification” of the city. Zwakman proposed that
three gigantic billboards be placed next to the
building site, showing a photomontage of the
future neighbourhood featuring ultramodern
shopping arcades and broad avenues lined with
palm trees. Each billboard, however, was dominated by one of the three most famous landmarks of the Arab world -the Ka’ba of Mecca,
the great mosque of Hassan II in Casablanca,
and the gigantic arch of Saddam Hussein in
Baghdad. Zwakman took the images from the
internet, thus obtaining the most popular views
of the monuments, combined with the slightly
blurred aspect of media-generated images,
and carefully mounted them as future city
views. The project, entitled Monuments
Deplacés du Monde Arabe, was not realized
due to the fear, on the part of the organisers,
that the Front National would use the images
as antipropaganda.
Though not a UN work, the billboard proposal
for the city of Marseille was instrumental for
the next stage in Zwakman’s UN projects, the
introduction of the Iconic Target. ‘Iconic Target’
is the designation, by the Anglo-American
Press, for those monuments or buildings rated
as landmarks of a culture or a nation, and
therefore having an exceptionally high, symbolic status. New York’s Twin Towers were an
Iconic Target, as is the Eiffel Tower, for instance,
or UNESCO’s World Heritage sites. As iconic
images, they are targets for tourist cameras
and travel agencies, but also for terrorists.
By introducing the iconic targets of the Arab
World into his landscape of a future Marseille,
Zwakman addresses not only the feelings of
fear and terror that dominate the West since
9/11, but also the wrong done to the Arab com-

munity of immigrant workers; he basically creates a scenario in which the roles of power have
been reversed. In a similar vein – reversing the
roles of power, that is – Zwakman recently
selected the iconic targets of the German town
of Aachen for his simulated, but increasingly
life-like UN interventions, which have none
theless come to resemble humorous but disquieting guerilla actions, as his UN excavator
moved through town, blocking roads and shopping malls, behaving more and more brazenly
under the guise of its UN emblem.
A carefully framed, fictitious situation which is,
however, convincingly real, is Zwakman’s answer to the overwhelming stream of images
inundating us every day and simulating (as with
the CNN broadcasts of the first Gulf War) a
reality which more often than not, proves to be
a lie. Zwakman, on the contrary, resorts to
tricks and fabricates lies in order to tell un
comfortable truths. Although power and
authority are barely suggested here, and only
subtly represented through their stereotypes,
the effect is all the more powerful. For these
stereotypes are omnipresent and have been
etched deep in our collective memory.
Juxtaposing them with each other in contradictory settings, Zwakman awakens hitherto un
defined, yet somehow familiar anxieties, as
even feelings of deep unease surface, as it
were, from the interstice between one image
and another, as though through cracks opening
up to visions of a veritable abyss.
Marianne Brouwer is an art historian,
curator and art critic.

1 In: Anthony Vidler, The
Architectural Uncanny, Essays in
the Modern Unhomely, The MIT
Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1992,
p. 14.
2 Jacques Derrida, La Vérité en
Peinture, Flammarion, Paris 1978.
3 Max Horkheimer and Theodor
Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment,
New York 1995, p. 16.
4 The Sleep of Reason Produces
Monsters, Goya, Los Caprichos,
plate 43.
5 See footnote no. 1.
6 Tales from the Crypt, legendary
U.S. horror comics from the 1950s.
7 Anthonly Vidler, op. cit. p. 136.
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Set for Three Things, Derby Studio 2006/2007

‘Everybody Happy?’, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 1995 II
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Bear, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 1995 II
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Kolos van Kampen III (The Colossus of Kampen III), 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 1995 II
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Doll at Door, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 1995 II

138

The Art Student, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 1995 II
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‘Between the maquettes’, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 1995 II

Mausoleum, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 1995 II
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Edge, 21 @15 cm, Sketchbook 1995 II
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Site Specific Projects
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The Making
of Iconic Targets
Harald Kunde
Anyone who like Edwin Zwakman has for the
past ten years explored the promises and ambiguities of contemporary media reality appreciates the suggestive force of visual messages
and can repeatedly draw on their rhetoric expression for his own manipulations. Even
though the foundation is supplied by the triedand-tested tension existing between model and
reality, thanks to immense technological advances the amount of simulation, fake and
manipulation has expanded to such an extent
that it is hardly possible to distinguish between
fact and fiction any longer without a precise
knowledge of the iconic representation techniques. As such, the artist always has a vested
interest in the infrastructure of the images,
their impact and target strategies; it is only on
the basis of this self-verifying immanence that
more elaborate social and political linkages can
be explored and ultimately absorbed. This
means that virtually all Edwin Zwakman’s artistic investigations seek to extract socially accepted signs and symbols from their established contexts and transfer their visual impact
onto other intellectual and urban setting.
In doing so he creates scenarios of deceptive
reality, which, in addition to their disconcerting
irritation above all offer new insights into the
omnipresence of media images that have long
since come to envelope the actual events and
ultimately serve to determine global perception. On this “visual front” Edwin Zwakman
considers himself as an “embedded artist”,
who by wrestling for an interpretation of the
respective situation of any kind whatsoever is
simultaneously both initiator and reporter
– and ultimately presents us with the mechanisms of “reality TV”.
In this context, news from hot-spots, military
deployment zones and strategic targets are of
particular interest where they have inherent
potential either as terrorist targets or as tourist
venues. Edwin Zwakman employs this everyday
and ubiquitous store of images, which has considerable manipulative potential, employs it to
create a highly memorable canvas on which his
interventions inspired by a sense for the potential, unfold. By preference he features heavyduty equipment like excavators, caterpillar
vehicles and buses, all of them painted white,
and all bearing the UN logo. Their mere presence at what were previously intact places
suffices to produce the instability associated
with trouble spots, such as were only known

through the media to date. Particularly the
excavator with its symbolism of upheaval,
clearing away of old conditions and the emergence of new circumstances serves Edwin
Zwakman as a recurrently employed projection
figure of his imagination and features both as a
model and computer simulation but also as a
photograph and actual vehicle in his hybrid
imagery. In the early piece Untrue, made in 1997
(and shown in a public space in Helsinki as part
of the (No) Vacancies project), the observer is
already confronted by an enormous billboard
depicting a UN excavator, while the toy-size
model on which it is based shovels its way
through a snowy landscape of sugar. Zwakman
employs this reversal of perspectives, weightings and meanings to articulate the topic of
visual reality and iconic reality, which has run
through his work like a leitmotif since then and
especially in actions in public urban space
where it develops a disconcerting explosive
force.
We can name three further examples of this.
In Vilnius, the capital of the Baltic republic
Lithuania, which only relatively recently gained
independence from the construct known as
the former Soviet Union, Edwin Zwakman
initiated an action in 2004, which uses a simple visual portent to reveal the possibility of
a return to dictatorial conditions. A bus from
a regular service – painted white and, it goes
without saying bearing UN letters, made its
away through the city traffic and produced a
certain unease amongst passengers at this
global signal of a peaceful intervention force.
Has something happened? Are injured persons
being taken to safety? However, the manner
in which Edwin Zwakman captures its moves
using a helicopter camera, demonstrates that
his prime concern was not to create uncertainty
but rather to address the media rituals of reporting and the prefabricated images this triggers in the observer’s mind as a result. It is this
constantly present layer of images perpetuated
by constant consumption, prefigured and retrievable in various degrees of the catastrophic
that Edwin Zwakman repeatedly examines and
employs; without this medial iconic crust his
work would be superfluous. In actual fact, it
sees itself as a critical act of consciousness
and at times it reveals unexpected insights
into non-verbal mentalities, whose articulation otherwise tends to be hidden beneath
a veneer of politically correct speech.

This particular aspect is clearly evident in the
project Monuments déplacés du Monde Arabe,
which Edwin Zwakman realized in connection with a competition for the urban renewal
of central districts in 2005 in Marseille. These
sprawling quarters brimming with nooks and
crannies and largely populated by North African
migrants, were to make way for a spacious,
traffic-oriented urban planning scheme, which
regarded the destruction of the migrants’
housing as inevitable. Edwin Zwakman’s work
responded to this by inverting the usurpatory
perspective, as it were: enormous mosques,
Kaaba models, not to mention the (downloaded) monument of the sword-brandishing
fists of Bagdad were superimposed over the
wastelands and suddenly seemed like the
incarnation of the smoldering topos of the
Islamic threat. In a situation characterized by
a complex conflict of interests he used the
power of (simulated) visual realities to demonstrate the extent of what was considered
possible and in doing so uncovered a menacing
mixture of exclusion, hysteria and separation,
which ultimately led to the swift removal of
his works from public sight. Finally, we should
mention the project UNASKED, which Edwin
Zwakman realized rather abruptly in 2007 in
London’s Regent Park. In a night-time action
that was by no means legal he painted over
an abandoned construction vehicle in telltale
white and gave it the customary UN letters.
The next morning brought him the desired
photographs of nonplused laborers and baffled passers-by, not to mention the images of
advancing police officers, who mindful of the
proximity of the American Embassy suspected
politically explosive motives behind the act and
as such unintentionally reinforced in exemplary
manner the subversive principle of seizing
reality using strong visual symbols. The fact
that Edwin Zwakman made a point of using
water-soluble paint for the action and even
left behind a bottle of thinner throws a somewhat different light on this apparent destruction of property and above all demonstrates
how lightheartedly and at times ironically he
handles the transformations of unobserved
banality into a level charged with meaning.
For the exhibition in the Ludwig Forum for
International Art in Aachen 2007-8, Edwin
Zwakman has collected all aspects of his existing work in a project-related series of photographs, DVD-documentations, foil prints and
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computer simulations. And above all he again
developed a project for the public space with
the general title Iconic Target – and for the first
time it was possible to realize a project using a
real 18-ton excavator. First let me mention that
as early as 2000 the artist had his first contact
with the town of Aachen, when as part of the
group exhibition Modell-Modell (Model-Model),
which was a cooperation between the Neuer
Aachener Kunstverein and the RheinischWestfälische Technische Hochschule, he
unfurled a huge banner across the facade of
the Kármán auditorium, and even then though
admittedly only on the simulated model level
addressed the tension between the excavator
with its implication of upheaval and an architectural hotchpotch of Kaufhof and cathedral.
As such, it was only logical to take up these
familiar polarities and venture into the heterogeneous bustle of the city with its historical
monuments but also its present-day junctions,
UNASKED II, Regent Park, London

arteries, wasteland and squares, and to do so
with the aforementioned primitive vehicle in
white, and seemingly the property of the United
Nations. The action itself took place on just one
day and united in an amazingly fast journey
nine striking venues that are in themselves
iconic: the Ludwig Forum, Europaplatz, the
Alte Kurhaus, the Elisenbrunnen, Theaterplatz,
Bahnhofsvorplatz, Münsterplatz, Katschhof
and the Markt. Not surprisingly the peaceful urbanity seemed automatically to become
a stage for the moving visual symbol, whose
emergence evoked a strong feeling of inexplicability and the sense of being on another planet.
However, amazingly a great many people simply
acknowledged the existence of this fata morgana without batting an eyelid and often were
only alerted to the actual event by the accompanying team of cameramen and journalists. At
any rate, for Edwin Zwakman this represented
the ultimate strategy for distorting reality with

symbols and subsequently smuggling the resulting image back into the medial cycle: every
location offered a highly individual atmosphere
for image production and each lent the iconic
actor, the shovel-wielding monster a disturbing presence. The resulting images – in the
minds of the actors, in the photo series, in
the 15-minute film, in the press reports but
also in the postcard edition that would inspire
any city promotion campaign – evoke and
preserve a reality, which actually took place
for a short time and yet appears highly artificial in what it captures. It is the same reality,
which for many centuries has cultivated ever
new “iconic targets”, before the emergence of
the media revolution, after which the sights
were trained squarely on reality itself.
Harald Kunde is the Director of the Ludwig
Forum für Internationale Kunst, Aachen

2001–2005

The Hole
Permanent installation for the Tjongerschans
Hospital in Heerenveen, Friesland, The Netherlands.
Realized with the support of SKOR (Foundation Art
and Public Space) Amsterdam and De Jong/
Gortemaker/Algra Architects Gouda.

The Hole is a remnant of the building’s construction
phase, conserved as a contemporary archeological
site. The walkover glass further reveals parts of the
foundation and vital functions of the hospital such
as water-, gas-, sewer pipes, electricity-, data-,
telephone cables.
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Inside The Hole, 2005

The Hole, 4 @7 @4,5 m, Steel, glass and concrete,
Tjongerschans Hospital, Heerenveen
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1999

Specific Site
In 1999, the building site of the Luzerner
Ausstellungsraum, in the city center of Luzern
in Switzerland, was turned into a fictitious
UN operation.
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1997

UNTRUE
(No)Vacancies, 1997, public space project, organized
by the Myyrmäki Art Center, Helsinki, Finland.
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Free postcard showing the set for UNTRUE,
15 @21 cm

UNTRUE, billboard, 460 @1000 cm, public space in
Vantaa, Helsinki, Finland
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2004

UNVIL
Figments of Our Information
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Olandu biuras - Contemporary Art Projects from
The Netherlands, Episode 6 of ‘Who if not we…?’,
CAC Contemporary Art Centre, Vilnius, Lithuania
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For this project a trolley bus and a normal bus
were painted in United Nation colors, complete with
UN logo. During three months, these buses drove
their usual routes in Vilnius, Lithuania. The buses

were being filmed from taxis and from a helicopter.
This footage was presented at the exhibition Olandu
Biuras in the Contemporary Art Centre in Vilnius.

UNVIL Figments of Our Information, 2004, Vilnius, Lithuania.
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2005

Monuments
déplacés du Monde
Arabe
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Monuments déplacés du Monde Arabe
A photo-essay by Edwin Zwakman
Series of 7 images commissioned by
Euroméditerannée and FNAC, Marseilles, consisting
of 4 light boxes (each 40 @55 cm) and 3 billboards
(each 170 @250 cm).
Euroméditerranée is a large-scale gentrification
project in Marseille that will redefine the harbors
and old centre of Marseilles. 90% of this area is
inhabited by immigrants from the Maghreb. It is a
neighborhood which is very lively and at the time in
serious decline. But these inhabitants are forced to
make space for a more up-market public, while no
provisions are being made to integrate them.
Edwin Zwakman’s contribution to the photo project
(commissioned by the property developer
Euroméditerranée and the FNAC) addresses this
blind spot through mild agitprop. He made nearly
2000 photographs of the development sites, scale
models and publicity material. Zwakman focussed
on three Euroméditerranée locations: the elevated
highway leading into the area, Place Marceau in the
centre of the neighborhood and Port Joliette at the
other end near the sea. On each photograph he
inserted an image of an iconic Arab monument which
he found on the internet. Matching only color and
perspective, but leaving the low-resolution of the
web-image visible.
This series finds a parallel in Zwakman’s series of
fictional UN-operations, in which he commented on
the difficulty to mediate in alien environments. Being
an outsider from multicultural Holland, where
mutual ignorance constitutes tolerance, Zwakman
felt ill-equipped to relate to France’s long history of
social unrest.
While the works were on their way to the Fonds
Communal de la Ville de Marseille (municipal
collections Marseilles), the November 2005 violence
flared up throughout France. But not in Marseille,
where the immigrants live not in the suburbs but in
the city center. It is as yet uncertain whether the
project will be shown in the foreseeable future.
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2007

Iconic Target
Iconic Target, 13 ton excavator, white paint,
vinyl lettering, Ludwig Forum für Internationale
Kunst, Aachen, Germany
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Iconic Target, View of the exhibition at the
Ludwig Forum für internationale Kunst, Aachen.
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Training Object, 2007, wood, scaffolding, Ludwig
Forum für internationale Kunst, Aachen (technical
realisation: Wolfgang Meehsen)
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Excavator, 2008, wood, scaffolding, 3 @ 12,5 @ 6,5 m,
Huis Marseille Museum for Photography, Amsterdam
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