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Profile

For the brothers Jan and Tim Edler, one thing is certain: Buildings communicate 
with their surroundings. They prove this by means of totally different pieces of 
work, which they themselves refer to as architecture tuning. And the fact that 
they are in the right with this outlook is proven by several successful projects the 
studio has completed since it designed the media facade on Kunsthaus Graz; ever 
since, the Berlin-based architects have been hired as media designers on building 
projects throughout the world. And each time they get a little closer to their per-
sonal vision of the creation of a special architectural statement.

It all began in Berlin in the 1990s, where, in run-down factories, old apartments, 
and cellars young creative minds created an experimental ground for turning their 
dreams and ideas into reality. Back then, together with other artists and designers, 
the two architecture students Jan and Tim Edler set up the Berlin platform “kunst 
und technik” (art and technology). The range of works spanned proposals for turning 
a side arm of the River Spree into a swimming pool, and multi-media installations, 
to studies of non-verbal communication with the help of digital technology. The 
projects were spiced up with events and exhibitions, which quickly became a point 
of attraction for the Berlin party scene. Following the demolition of the building 
housing their studio overlooking Monbijou Park in the Mitte district of Berlin, in 2000 
the Edler brothers moved into their first laboratory for art, architecture, and techno-
logy, called ‘realities : united’ in the “Ebbinghaus” building on Leipziger Strasse. They 
have since moved offices, though the name has remained the same.

What Jan and Tim Edler are most certainly not lacking are approaches of their own. 
Yet in order to push these through they were for years initially forced to initiate pro-
jects without clients. Even though they had primarily begun with the design of media 
interventions in space, they subsequently made a name for themselves first and 
foremost as façade designers and media artists. not least of all on account of their 
spectacular concept for Kunsthaus Graz, which was completed between 2001 and 



2003. For this they were initially only commissioned with the design of the building’s 
media equipment, but were ultimately able to win over the clients to a daring façade 
design. Beneath the acrylic skin of the “Friendly Alien” designed by Sir Peter Cook and 
Colin Fournier the made 930 fluorescent lamps into a low-res screen, which commu-
nicates with the surroundings by means of roughly structured picture sequences, 
films and text. Here, as in all their work, they were primarily interested in the range of 
opportunities to create a message.

Although even today there is still a lot of convincing work to be done where lots of 
projects are concerned, Jan and Tim Edler are still increasingly successful and very 
happy with their work. In doing so they pursue step by step the development and 
definition of what architects and developers still neglect, which frequently results in 
unattractive results. Jan and Tim Edler are not basically concerned about lighting up 
buildings as modern media experts. Rather, with their projects, which still embrace 
totally different areas of architecture, they attempt to create statements. To this end 
the tools they use are just as much digitally moving as static, old media. So it is a stu-
dio that is designing the future, even though it doesn’t always look like “Bladerunner”.

In 2006 for example realities : united developed the Museum X project in 
Mönchengladbach, which involved classic media only. The aim was, in the year the 
municipal museum was closed for renovation purposes, to erect a symbol in he city 
that would ensure the museum itself would not be forgotten. To this end sections of 
an empty building close to downtown were covered in fabric portraying the muse-
um. On the inside visitors were greeted by a lady in the foyer who was, however, 
not selling tickets for an exhibition, as the entrance area marked the end of the 
installation.

Jan and Tim Edler are currently working on three projects, for which the architects 
responsible hired them as experts for the media design. In the case of two buildings 
in Singapore the client is eager to create a sort of artistic media design on the façade. 
For another project in Cordoba realities : united is far more heavily involve in the 
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design process. Together with Nieto Sobejano Architects in Madrid they are desi-
gning a media façade that has neither structure nor even concentration, playing 
instead with the possibilities visual perception presents.

For our interview we visited realities : united in the trendy new slightly run-down area 
at Schlesisches Tor in the Kreuzberg district of Berlin. This is also a temporary home, 
as in the near future their former office building at 47-49 Falckensteinstrasse, which 
currently houses a club, a few galleries, an architecture studio and various other 
offices, is to be completely renovated and converted into up-market lofts. The office 
is on the top floor and affords the most amazing view of Kreuzberg, across the U1 un-
derground line and down the River Spree as far as the TV tower in the Mitte district. 
In a relaxed working atmosphere in the open-plan office we spoke to Tim Edler about 
the team’s new projects, media facades as a symptom of weak architecture, and the 
desire to create messages by means of architectural interventions.

Office

Office

www.realities-united.de



Interview

(BauNetz): realities:united describes itself as a „studio for art, architecture and 
media“. How do you explain what you actually do to someone who doesn‘t know 
you?

(Tim Edler): One answer would be: We fine-tune architecture. That is because nowa-
days, for example, architecture is moving away from being a static and becoming 
a dynamic medium. Several thousand years of cultural development lie behind us, 
during which we have learned to design statically. And suddenly everything can 
become dynamic. We are convinced that new technology will repeatedly create new 
design opportunities and a new form of aesthetics.

That sounds as if there is a lot of explaining to do?

The projects are frequently already well under way and getting in contact with us 
is linked to the confused expectation that we are going to conjure up something 
special, like magicians. The whole thing is very reminiscent of the early days of the 
Internet boom. And for this reason we place great importance on dialog. What are 
the people‘s real goals and interests, what do they actually want to get across? With 
nearly all our projects we initially ruffled a few feathers as far as the clients were con-
cerned because we didn‘t deliver what is generally associated with the term media 
architecture.

But we are not interested in commercial media facades. What we do is different: It is 
not colorful, it is not high-resolution, it is not rectangular. And of course we have to 
get across why it is actually better like that.
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And how do you do that?

Through dialog. All you have to ask someone who thinks his architecture needs a 
high-end LED screen to be modern is: What about five years down the road, when 
your neighbor‘s fittings are far lighter and more state of the art? It is frequently only 
in a discussion such as this that a thought process kicks in, and the client becomes 
more differentiated in what he actually wants. It actually always works very well.

The subject matter in which we operate is anyway very much interlaced with images 
and expectations. The motivation for the media in architecture is frequently merely 
an image for modernity. But where does this image come from? From films and major 
Asian cities. „This is right out of Bladerunner“ is what people then say. This is some-
thing one has to get to the bottom of.

What prompted you to become established in a field like this?

This might come as a surprise: We are not particularly interested in light and media 
facades. We really don‘t like it if that‘s all we‘re associated with, as we see ourselves as 
being far more broad-based. It was actually by chance that got involved with media 
architecture, and that was in 2001 submitting a proposal to Kunsthaus Graz for the 
facade of fluorescent tubes, the BIX prokect. And the fact that against all laws of pro-
bability the project was then realized. We were extremely na•ve back then, and knew 
very little about it and were shattered to ascertain that there are almost no theoreti-
cal principles for the design of media facades.

What sort of principles?

Well architecture is a very theoretical subject. There are any number of opinions as 
to what architecture should be. For example it has long since moved on from being 
pictorial to abstract. And now the New Media come along and what happens? We 
stick concrete little images on facades. That really is absurd.

The fact that there are so few intelligent solutions is also due to the lack of consen-
sus about what media facades are actually meant to do. Even now we still get asked 
really simple questions. When, for, example, for economic reasons we were forced to 
work with very large pixels, it occurred to us that no one gives any thought to how 
large a pixel should be, and whether an image on architecture should be abstract or 
concrete.

How much influence does media design have on architecture?

At the moment still not that much, as the work processes are thought up one after 
another. This is a core problem architects have. They often think the sequences can 
be though of as a series. They first plan the building and then - and that‘s another 
thing - they get someone on board, for example, to illuminate the building, who 
bathes what already exists in sensible light. As far as we are concerned that is not the 
way to go about things. To date we have worked on only a few projects where media 
design was seen not as the final coating of paint, but as something substantial.

What are you currently working on?

Right now we are working on three architecture projects, all of them media design 
on new buildings; two projects in Singapore in collaboration with WOHA Architects 
there, with whom we are developing the artistic media design of the facade. Jan Edler
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And then the project in Cordoba by the Spanish studio Nieto Sobejano Architects, 
on which we are working very closely with them. Though there was already a draft 
for an abstract media facade in existence we subsequently made improvements and 
alterations to it and, something we always do, infused it with our preferences.

As far as the design in Cordoba is concerned we were able, as an advance on the flu-
orescent tube grid on the BIX media facade on Kunsthaus Graz, to pursue our wish to 
design a media facade that is not a grid and no longer has any even concentration. In 
this way one can work and play with perception. The facade functions in a similar way 
to the retina, where certain areas are very concentrated and information, once it has 
been recognized, can make its way to the periphery, where it is still understood.

In Cordoba the facade in itself reveals a very forceful design. It is effective even 
during the day. Was that your idea?

Fortunately it is possible to avoid this question very elegantly. When we were hired 
for the project the facade was indeed a smooth surface, in which cylindrical holes 
had been cut. And these held the lights. This way the idea could not be realized and 
so we made another proposal. We placed the building‘s inner structure, which consi-
sted of a twisted tessellation pattern, on the facade and made indentations of it.
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Doing something like that is of course a bit tricky, as our projects are always on the 
important facade of a building, on the visible side. And naturally enough you cannot 
just redesign that. Fortunately in this case the Spanish studio Nieto-Sobeja–o and 
ourselves came up with the idea at the same time. As such no one party told the 
other what to do and it was subsequently possible to devise the facade without any 
problems. It was a very fortunate outcome.

How is the facade structured?

It is made of pre-fabricated fiber-reinforced slabs of concrete that have pressed in 
cavities or dishes. These slabs are suspended from scaffolding. There is a series of 
different types, which, by means of a dovetailed configuration can be repeated time 
and again, without giving the impression of there being a repeating pattern. The 
dishes are illuminated from the side. One of the challenges was the evenness of the 
illumination, as the dishes vary in size.

And your projects to come?

One project that is particularly close to our heart and that we think was a great 
success was Museum X in Mšnchengladbach in 2006. The aim behind the project was 
to keep alive in the city part of the museum, which was closed for a year for renova-
tion purposes, such that it wasn‘t forgotten. It involved covering a building with an 
outer surface for th purposes of creating a static image. You can actually talk about 
backdrop architecture here. The project was intended to suggest an entire building 
and had nothing whatever to do with light. Nonetheless it corresponded exactly with 
what we are aiming to do.

In order to get a message across there always has to be a certain element of surprise. 
You have to stand apart, be outstanding. What is paradoxical about it is that at the 
moment everything becomes light, you cannot actually achieve that much more with 
light and need to work with another medium. As such it is very important that we are 
not necessarily seen as light or media designers in the sense of screen media.

With as project like that are there any parallels for example to Cordoba?

These works are of course miles apart. Mšnchengladbach is a project for which we 
ourselves determined precisely the impact and the statement. In Cordoba on the 
other hand what the media is actually saying and just how capable the building is 
of making a statement has still not been defined today: We still do not know exactly, 
who or what is meant to be being expressed there. But precisely that is what makes 
it exciting. We have been pursuing the idea of including artists in the orchestration 
of the building‘s skin since Kunsthaus Graz. Can you help us with your work in the 
process of discovery? How does a building come across when it becomes a medium? 
The „Spots“ installation on Potsdamer Platz in Berlin is one instance of our pursuing 
this approach.

At the moment, however, we have gone off it a bit, because artists are frequently only 
prepared to get involved with the work of others to a limited extent. For this reason, 
with the most recent projects we ourselves have taken over the aspect of contents in 
order to be able to develop our own view of the project from the outset. That is the 
reason for our themes „art, architecture and media“.

And how is the trend going to develop?

Of course we have no answer to that. We are slowly feeling our way forward. BIX 
marked the start of our making the scale and shape of pixels on a facade our theme. 

We simply cannot
continue with this
lethargy, which
says that a media
facade is a large
rectangle and what
then happens, in
term of content,
technology, and 
design doesn‘t
concern me at all,
Panasonic should
say that.
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Then there was the „Spots“ project, which posed the question of whether the pixels in 
a matrix are always the same, or are there differences? Do they not have a life of their 
own and begin creating patterns? Like, for example, in Cordoba, where they dissolve 
the orthogonal system of evenness and size.

For us those are declinations. We always get the feeling we are doing spade work that 
could have been done ages ago. To date it was a case of: A media facade is a large rec-
tangle and what then happens, in terms of content, technology, and design doesn‘t 
concern me at all, Panasonic should say that.“ We cannot continue in this lethargy. We 
say: Let‘s give this a try first, and then that - and do everything quite differently:
And better.

Tim Edler, thank you very much for talking to us.

Interview: May-Britt Frank-Grosse.
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Projects

Espacio de Creación
Artística Contemporánea,
Cordoba, design of a
media facade, 2008/2009

MUSEUM X
installation
Mönchengladbach, 2006

SPOTS
media facade, Potsdamer
Platz, Berlin, 2005



SPOTS
media facade, Potsdamer
Platz, Berlin, 2005

BIX
media facade
Kunsthaus Graz, 2001-2003



ICE-H
Iluma Urban Entertainment
Center, Singapore,
media facade, 2006-2008

A.AMP.
Architectural Advertising
Amplifier, media facade,
Singapore, 2006-2008
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