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With the exhibition “Ideal Forms and Raw Material”,  
Olaf Holzapfel (born 1967 in Dresden, lives in Berlin) and 
Raul Walch (born 1980 in Frankfurt am Main, lives in 
Berlin) have created a joint presentation on the upper floor 
and in the outdoor space of Villa Merkel. The exhibition 
takes as its starting point the question of how, through 
the observation of nature, spaces of possibility can be con- 
structed, and how architecture, materials and communal 
spaces can be reimagined. Holzapfel and Walch draw on 
real spaces and focus their attention on air, water, plants 
and earth—elements that seem so self-evident that they 
are rarely questioned. The artists explore the slow pro-
cesses of seemingly simple things, their poetry, and their 
transformative power. These elements are fundamental to 
Esslingen as well. The rooms at Villa Merkel are designed 
using wickerwork, clay, denim fabrics and movable  
elements, and are presented as open, adaptable structures. 

Olaf Holzapfel transforms natural materials and fundamen- 
tal space-creating techniques into works of art, thereby 
developing new visual languages with a regional focus. 
He incorporates the physical spaces in which we live and 
act into his works. In this way, they stand in opposition to 
simplistic, globalising trends.

Villa Merkel  
Galerie der Stadt Esslingen
Pulverwiesen 25 
73728 Esslingen am Neckar 
+49 711 3512-2640 
villa-merkel@esslingen.de 
@villamerkel | villa-merkel.de

Tues/Wed/Fri 10:00 am—6:00 pm 
Thu 2:00 —8:00 pm
Sat/Sun  11:00 am—6:00 pm   



This is where the exhibition comes in: it explores the  
extent to which our contemporary view of materials, 
space and the environment is still shaped by the ideas  
of industrial modernism. Holzapfel and Walch draw on 
traditional techniques such as wickerwork, weaving and 
half-timbered construction, and examine, in an asso- 
ciative manner, why these methods of construction have 
endured for centuries. In the mid-19th century, the archi- 
tect and art historian Gottfried Semper analysed textile 
techniques such as weaving and plaiting in his theory of 
style, and recognised in them the creative origins of  
architecture and ornamentation. For Semper, the weaving 
of fibres was an interplay of mental skill, physical labour, 
the possibilities offered by nature, technology and cul-
tural necessity—a way of creating meaning. Holzapfel 
and Walch explore this material, interwoven world from 
which our fundamental ideas emerge. They develop new 
image formats that are less tied to a specific era than to 
the possibilities of our physical space. Material is a vessel 
for memory. It does not simply depict the past, but keeps 
it present through its continued use across different 
times and contexts, allowing it to be questioned anew. 
So it is less about nostalgia than about the question of 
what knowledge about materials, construction and com-
munity is embedded in spaces, and about a vision for  
a different future.

Raul Walch complements these approaches with mobile 
textile installations, banners and participatory works 
that incorporate wind, movement and social processes. 
In an era of deindustrialisation, Holzapfel and Walch  
explore what space remains—and what new space can 
emerge—in the wake of the overwhelming technical 
presence of the modern and postmodern world. For many 
years, both have been exploring the intersections between 
material, form and idea, as well as ecological contexts. 
The alternative culture of the 1960s and 1970s had already 
addressed these questions by creating temporary archi-
tectures, both material and immaterial. Even the architect 
and visionary Richard Buckminster Fuller was aware  
of the Earth’s finite resources in his designs. 

Esslingen’s architectural and craft traditions form an im-
portant focal point of the exhibition. Half-timbered archi- 
tecture and weaving are both based on repetition, struc-
ture and the joining of individual elements. This way of 
thinking in terms of structures and patterns continues to 
shape the town’s architecture and history to this day. 
The industrial landscape of the Neckar Valley, with its 
transport routes, factories and infrastructure, also  
remains a visible trace of modernity. In his book “We Have 
Never Been Modern”, the philosopher Bruno Latour  
described the distinction between nature and society as 
a fundamental principle of modern societies, whilst  
at the same time hybrid entities and interstitial spaces  
are constantly emerging in which the two spheres are 
intertwined.



The art of Raul Walch (born 1980, lives and works in Berlin) 
can take many forms. He works as a performance artist, 
researcher, sculptor and conceptual artist. His art is closely 
linked to the need to shape reality through his practice 
and to intervene in it. He often uses fabric banners that 
capture his technique of ‘roaming’. As semi-ephemeral 
objects, he exposes them to the elements as sails, flags or 
kites. Nature, as a place where society and politics grapple 
with one another and shape reality, is always the starting 
point for his research and critical engagement with the 
present and the future.

Olaf Holzapfel (born 1967 in Dresden) explores fundamental 
questions of abstraction and the observation of nature, 
materials and their construction. In this, he follows in the 
footsteps of Dresden artists such as Hermann Glöckner 
and Karlheinz Adler. For Holzapfel, the concrete and the 
abstract principles of pictorial composition—the grammar 
of images—are not a contradiction, but are interconnected. 
In his installations, sculptures, object-based paintings and 
films, he thus creates transitions, bringing history and 
the present, humanity and nature into dialogue. Holzapfel 
is interested in diverse regional traditions, craftsman-
ship, cultural production and the resulting material, syste- 
matic way of thinking—as well as the breaking down of 
this way of thinking. His sensuous and poetic conceptual 
art, which is usually created in collaboration with others, 
lies somewhere between traditional craft techniques and 
a computer-generated aesthetic age of digital media. 
Holzapfel devotes much of his work to the formal inter-
play between two-dimensional images (the plane) and 
three-dimensional forms (space).



TEXTILE WORKS 
Raul Walch
 
For years, Raul Walch has been creating large-scale installations from recycled 
denim. The material bears the traces of its former use as clothing and, with  
its history as workwear and its widespread use worldwide as a mass-produced 
and disposable product, offers a wide range of thematic points of reference. 
Through intricate patchwork designs, Walch gives everyday fabric a new 
lease of life. He often installs his textile works outdoors and deliberately expo- 
ses them to the elements.

The details of the fabric remnants are fascinating. Whether through the vari-
ous dyeing techniques or remaining details such as beads or glitter, they 
evoke further associations. The material also brings back memories and invites 
us into a wide range of mental landscapes. Consider, for example, the role 
of jeans in popular culture and as a cult object. 

The floor installation made of denim is also particularly striking. Walking on it 
creates an unusual sensation: although we are familiar with textiles, walking 
on fabric initially feels strange. The work draws attention to the floor as a 
designed surface and highlights the textile origins of architecture.  The pio-
neering architect and theorist Gottfried Semper also emphasised, in the 19th 
century, the origins of building in the acts of braiding, weaving and covering.

HAY PICTURES 
Olaf Holzapfel

To create his densely woven hay pictures, Olaf Holzapfel has strings up to 
eight metres long—made from dried blades of grass, wildflowers and herbs— 
twisted using a traditional method passed down orally. Holzapfel also refers 
to these works as ‘light pictures’, as hay and straw symbolise light and the 
sun in many agricultural cultures, such as in the Alpine region or in Japan. 
They are both materials of the landscape and images of the landscape.  
At the same time, however, they do not question nature itself, but rather 
examine the cultural practices surrounding nature and, by extension, our 
conceptions of nature itself. The fibre itself is not flat, but an object—bound 
to the material derived from nature. Its production is a strenuous process 
that demands physical effort, thereby forging a tangible link to the human 
body and taking on a ritualistic quality. The hay pictures open up a narrative 
dimension both through the scent they give off and the memories they  
evoke. The way we associate materials with stories, memories and cultural 
experiences is a key theme for Holzapfel and Walch, and thus forms another 
focus of the exhibition.



WOODEN HALF-TIMBERED 
STRUCTURE 
Olaf Holzapfel

In a room-filling wooden half-timbered structure, typical elements of  
traditional half-timbering techniques are presented within an open frame-
work. The sculpture forms part of a series of spatial constructions by  
Olaf Holzapfel that are neither open nor closed, but rather structures that 
lie somewhere in between. He engages intensively with traditional craft 
techniques and indigenous building materials. Each of his works is created 
through an exploration of regional characteristics and visual languages,  
as well as the artistic dimension of half-timbered construction. Images of 
materials form the basis of every culture. They follow technical processes 
whilst at the same time shaping the character of towns and villages— 
and thus the living environment of many people. The cross-bracing typical 
of the regional half-timbered style, known as the ‘Wilder Mann’ or ‘Schwä- 
bischer Mann’, is also incorporated.

In doing so, they refer to Olaf Holzapfel’s long-standing exploration of 
‘spaces of transition’. Tents, simple shelters and even half-timbered structures 
hark back to the origins of structural building as a shelter or enclosure for 
people. Humans are enveloped. Through his work, Olaf Holzapfel emphasises 
the sculptural and artistic dimension of the half-timbered structure and 
transforms the technical construction into sculpture.

STRAW PICTURES 
Olaf Holzapfel
 
Olaf Holzapfel exhibits works from his ‘Straw Pictures’ and ‘Hay Pictures’ 
series. They oscillate between picture and object, between surface and 
space. The artist creates the Straw Pictures in his studio using straws he has 
dyed himself. The length of the straws determines the geometric compo- 
sition within the picture. The structures also draw on Concrete Art and Op Art. 
Furthermore, a link is established between digital and analogue pictorial 
space, as the design sketches are created on a computer. This transfer of 
technology creates synergies between the past and the present. This  
approach also reflects his interest in the exchange of knowledge and craft 
techniques across generations, cultural groups and media. Olaf Holzapfel is 
less concerned, initially, with the symbolism of straw or the design of a 
plain surface; he is far more interested in its practical application and what 
results from it. He consistently explores possible applications and reassesses 
them. In doing so, he creates a material-based framework for decision- 
making which is always at the heart of his artistic practice and which takes 
on a significance of its own.



CLAY WALLS 
Olaf Holzapfel

When Villa Merkel was built, concrete was regarded as a pioneering building 
material. Today, its drawbacks are also being considered, and a return to 
older traditions is under discussion. Clay is one of the oldest building materials 
in the world—and is, at the same time, becoming increasingly important  
in modern, eco-friendly construction. Even in half-timbered houses, clay infill 
or thick interior plaster made from clay was common. This construction 
method was often tailored to individual circumstances and rooted in local 
traditions: the craftsman knew which local soil was suitable, how much 
straw he needed to mix in, and when the right time was for plastering or 
drying.

Olaf Holzapfel focuses on the natural plaster on the exhibition walls of this 
prestigious villa and transforms it. The work Der Raum, den es nicht gegeben 
hat II (The Space That Never Was II) explores a different conception of space 
and time in aesthetic design and examines architectural history and social 
discourse. 

The work creates an aesthetic space that breaks away from short-term notions 
of topicality, whilst remaining contemporary and vibrant. Together with  
the other works, it aims to challenge the linear conception of time in relation 
to architecture and spaces for thought. In Esslingen in particular, it is evi-
dent that spaces can outlive their original function without losing their rele-
vance. Buildings such as the Old Town Hall are still in use and valued today 
because their spatial qualities endure regardless of when they were built. 
This work builds on this concept of a space that transcends time.

MOBILE 
Raul Walch and Olaf Holzapfel

The mobile is a dynamic interplay of fabrics and straw. Raul Walch has  
been working in three-dimensional space and on mobiles for many years.  
In this instance, he combines his own textile work with straw objects by  
Olaf Holzapfel. The mobile is activated by draughts and is constantly changing. 
It is therefore less about a fixed formation or a fixed equilibrium, and more 
about an open state between order and instability. The work is not intended 
to be a self-contained kinetic sculpture, but rather a spatial drawing and  
a fragile system in motion. It creates a link between the floors and, through 
its constant movement, engages with visitors. In the context of the atrium,  
it can also be interpreted as an exploration of the exhibition system. The 
exhibition space is a place of social interaction, but also a constantly evolving 
dialogue between striking historical architecture and contemporary art.



CLOUD IMAGES 
Raul Walch

Cloud observations were collected, photographed and recorded over an 
extended period. The cloud appears as a form without a fixed state, constantly 
changing and yet always recognisable as a figure. Between condensation  
and dissipation, shapes emerge that are reminiscent of landscapes, bodies 
or abstract forms.

The designs were woven on a Jacquard loom in Prato, Italy. The colours  
are created using specially combined yarns, whose different materials and 
shades only come together to form complex images once woven into the 
fabric. As a precursor to modern computers, the loom highlights the historical 
link between weaving and digital technology. The term “cloud” in digital 
technology also refers to the cloud: both appear ephemeral, yet are based 
on material structures and interconnections.

These works are intended as approaches to an ideal form which is never 
definitively attained, but which, in a state of constant change, reveals itself 
anew time and again.

TEXT-BASED WORKS 
Raul Walch
 
These works are created as screen prints by directly exposing transparent 
fabrics and text to light. Movement, texture and materiality are not depicted, 
but are directly inscribed. Delicate textures combine with typographical 
elements, lending the works their distinctive appearance. The phrases— 
from ‘WHAT A WASTE’ to ‘SQUATTING THE RUINS OF FOSSIL UTOPIA’ and 

‘SOMETIMES IT SNOWS IN APRIL’—are deliberately left open-ended and serve 
to spark lines of thought. They combine personal and poetic reflections 
with collective questions about energy, climate and consumption. Like flags 
or protest banners, the works condense content into immediately legible 
symbols. The textile surface appears to be in motion and attracts attention. 
In this way, the works combine material, language and movement to form 
an open system that straddles reflection and political urgency.



VIDEO ROOM 
Raul Walch and Olaf Holzapfel

Olaf Holzapfel’s video Latitude 40° was first shown in 2017 at documenta 14  
as part of the presentation Zaun. It explores the border between Argentina 
and Chile and is, at the same time, a film about landscape, water, clouds 
and the relationship between form and material. At the heart of the work 
lies Holzapfel’s interest in the interplay between nature and culture, people 
and landscape, as well as in border and transitional zones.

The vast landscape of Patagonia unfolds in meditative images. Clouds  
appear as a metaphor for form and formlessness; these images alternate 
with herds of animals, horsemen and hand-built fences. Set against the 
vastness of the landscape and the sky, these fences seem small. As organic 
lines, they provide a sense of orientation for people in nature and stand  
in contrast to political borders, which appear as relative and arbitrary demar- 
cations.

The border between Argentina and Chile follows watercourses and natural 
features. Nature thus plays a mediating role, shaping the form of a country 
and its identity. The landscape images are accompanied by poems by the 
Mapuche poet Elicura Chihuailaf, who regards the landscape as a tangible 
archive and a repository of history and narrative.

The footage in Raul Walch’s film Deep Clouds follows the reflections of clouds 
on a polished slab of volcanic glass. The piece of obsidian feels like a smart-
phone in the hand. We often look down at screens and thus lose touch with 
our surroundings. The dark surface of the stone counteracts this behaviour 
and enables a different way of seeing: it reflects the sky.

Interwoven with the reflections of the clouds are shots of the cotton harvest 
in Greece and images of clouds woven on a Jacquard loom—a precursor to 
the programmable computer. From cloud to cotton, from the atmosphere to 
the fibre, the film connects natural processes with technological systems. 
Fleeting celestial forms are translated into textile structures, whilst at the same 
time evoking the materiality of digital clouds.

The film brings together these meanings of the cloud as both a natural pheno- 
menon and a metaphor.


