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In autumn 2017, the Whitechapel Gallery presents the first major London 

retrospective of German artist Thomas Ruff. 

 

Thomas Ruff (b.1958, Zell am Harmersbach, Germany) began his career in the 1970s 

as a student at the renowned art school Staatliche Kunstakademie in Düsseldorf. 

Known for taking a critical, conceptual approach to photography, Ruff explores 

themes as diverse as utopianism, suburbia, advertising culture, pornography and 

surveillance. From the 1970s to today, Ruff has worked in series, with each body of 

work making use of different image-making technologies. 

 

The exhibition titled Thomas Ruff is curated by Whitechapel Gallery Director  

Iwona Blazwick. It is the artist’s first major London retrospective, and includes a 

number of his most recent works. Organised thematically, it begins with Ruff’s 

exploration of questions of scale, the cosmic and the everyday. On show in the ground 

floor gallery is L’Empereur (1982), a sequence of eight images which depict the artist 

in a range of exaggerated slumped poses with two chairs and a yellow floor lamp. 

Made while the artist was in Paris, Ruff turns the camera on himself and acts as a 

prop in a narrative still life. Porträts (Portraits) (1986–91; 1998–), Ruff’s series of 

passport-style portraits reproduced on a huge scale, reveal every surface detail of 

their subjects. These are displayed alongside Sterne (Stars) (1989–92), photographs 

taken by a high-performance telescope at the European Southern Observatory and 

two additional series Maschinen (Machines) (2003–) and m.a.r.s. (2010–). 

 

The display continues with one of the artist’s earliest series Interieurs (Interiors) 

(1979–83), which documents rooms inside the houses of his friends and 

acquaintances in Düsseldorf. The interiors are shot in a detached way, revealing 

human traces but with the occupants themselves absent. Alongside these are large-

scale works from his 2004 jpeg series of pixelated images depicting nature and 

disaster. In Gallery 9 Nächte (Nights) (1992–96) photographs are presented alongside 

andere Porträts (Other Portraits) (1994–95), which examine both the technology and 

imagery of surveillance and policing. 

 

Gallery 8 includes Häuser (Houses) (1987–91), studies of ordinary suburban buildings, 

devoid of human presence and shot in the style of architectural photography. 

Alongside these are two series deriving from the types of imagery that might be at 

home in the suburban bedroom. The nudes (1999–) are blurred images of internet 

pornography, while the Substrate (Substrates) (2001–) are vividly colourful works 

deriving from Japanese manga and anime, which have been adapted using computer 

software. These go on show alongside two recent series Fotogramme (Photograms) 

(2012–) and Negative (Negatives) (2014). 

 



 

The exhibition closes on a moment of resonance with contemporary political debates – 

two series which question the documentary value of press photography. The 

Zeitungsphotos (Newspaper Photographs), conceived in the early 1990s, reproduce 

photographs which the artist cut out of German newspapers and weekly magazines. 

Without captions or headlines, they allude to urgent events which, divorced from their 

original context, take on opaque meanings. Ruff’s recent press++ (2015–) works make 

use of retired archival photographs from several decades of American newspapers. 

Editorial marks, instructions and cropping are reproduced, showing how images from the 

era of the space race or of Hollywood starlets were retouched.  

 

www.whitechapelgallery.org 

 

Notes to Editors 

 

Artist Biography 

Born in 1958 in Zell am Harmersbach, Germany, Thomas Ruff attended the renowned 

Staatliche Kunstakademie in Düsseldorf from 1977 to 1985. Thomas has been the 

subject of numerous solo exhibitions internationally, including recently Object Relations 

at the Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto, a survey at the National Museum of Modern Art, 

Tokyo and 21
st

 Century Museum of Contemporary Art, Kanazawa both also in 2016 and 

Thomas Ruff: Lichten at the Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst (S.M.A.K.) in Ghent in 

2014. Other recent solo exhibitions include those organized by Haus der Kunst, Munich 

(2012); LWL-Landesmuseum für Kunst und Kulturgeschichte, Münster; Centro de Arte 

Contemporáneo de Málaga, Spain (both 2011); Castello di Rivoli, Turin; Museum für Neue 

Kunst, Freiburg, Germany; Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna (all 2009); Műcsarnok Kunsthalle, 

Budapest (2008); Moderna Museet, Stockholm; and Sprengel Museum Hannover, 

Germany (both 2007). Work by the artist is held in museum collections worldwide, 

including the Art Institute of Chicago; Hamburger Bahnhof - Museum für Gegenwart, 

Berlin; The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Moderna Museet, Stockholm; 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; and Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst 

(S.M.A.K.), Ghent. Ruff was recently selected as a finalist for the Prix Pictet photography 

award. He lives and works in Düsseldorf. 

 

Curators 

Exhibition curated by Iwona Blazwick, Director, Whitechapel Gallery with Cameron Foote, 

Assistant Curator, Whitechapel Gallery.

 

Publication 

The exhibition is accompanied by a fully-illustrated publication including essays by David 

Campany, Sarah James and others, alongside a glossary and bibliography.  

 

National Portrait Gallery 

To coincide with the opening of the Thomas Ruff exhibition at Whitechapel Gallery, a 

focussed selection of Ruff’s acclaimed, monumental portraits of the late 1980s will also 

go on display as an intervention at the National Portrait Gallery. Founded in 1856, the aim 

of the National Portrait Gallery, London is ‘to promote through the medium of portraits 

the appreciation and understanding of the men and women who have made and are 

making British history and culture, and ... to promote the appreciation and understanding 

of portraiture in all media’. The Gallery holds the most extensive collection of portraits in 

the world. With over 1000 portraits on display across three floors, from Elizabeth I to 

David Beckham, the Gallery has something for everyone. Artists featured range from 

Holbein to Hockney, and the Collection includes work across all media, from painting and 

sculpture to photography and video. As well as the permanent displays, the Gallery has a 

diverse and ever-changing programme of exhibitions and events that promote an 

understanding and appreciation of portraiture in all forms. www.npg.org.uk  

 

 

 

http://www.whitechapelgallery.org/eduardo-paolozzi
http://www.npg.org.uk/


 

Visitor/Listings Information  

Admission: £14.50/£12.95 (without Gift Aid).  

Opening times: Tuesday – Sunday, 11am – 6pm; Thursdays, 11am – 9pm.   

T + 44 (0) 20 7522 7888, info@whitechapelgallery.org, whitechapelgallery.org 

Address: Whitechapel Gallery, 77 – 82 Whitechapel High Street, London E1 7QX  

Nearest London Underground Station: Aldgate East, Liverpool Street, Tower Gateway 

DLR.  

 

For more information, interviews and images, contact:  

Anna Jones, Senior Media Relations Manager  

T: + 44 (0)20 7522 7871 

E: annajones@whitechapelgallery.org 
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