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David Zwirner is pleased to present an exhibition of work by the German artist Thomas Ruff at the 
gallery’s location in London. expériences lumineuses marks the artist’s first solo show in the city since his 
critically acclaimed presentations at Whitechapel Gallery and the National Portrait Gallery in 2017, and 
the Victoria and Albert Museum in 2018, where he was commissioned to create a series to inaugurate its 
Photography Centre. The exhibition juxtaposes new and recent series, presented on the ground floor, 
with a selection of images surveying Ruff’s career on the first floor, together demonstrating his expansive 
approach to photography. This is the artist’s thirteenth solo presentation with David Zwirner. 
 
Ruff rose to international prominence in the late 1980s as a member of the Düsseldorf School, a group of 
young photographers who had studied under Bernd and Hilla Becher at the renowned Kunstakademie 
Düsseldorf and became known for their experimental approach to the medium and its evolving 
technological capabilities. Working in discrete series, Ruff has since conducted an in-depth examination 
of a variety of photographic genres, including portraiture, the nude, landscape, and architectural 
photography, among others. The artist’s overarching inquiry into the "grammar of photography" 
accounts for not only his heterogeneous subject matter but also the extreme variation of technical means 
used to produce his series, ranging from anachronistic devices to the most advanced computer 
simulators and covering nearly all ground in between. 
 
In London, the ground floor features two recent series – expériences lumineuses (begun 2024), on view 
for the first time in this presentation, and untitled# (begun 2022) – that both represent an expansion of 

 



 

Ruff’s ongoing investigation of photographic abstraction. Instead of using found, computer-generated, 
or digitally rendered images in these bodies of work, Ruff begins by taking the photographs himself in a 
purpose-built studio, returning to a mode of production that defined his early career. As the artist has 
stated, the method used to create a photograph is for him a means to an end: ‘There’s not one way of 
making photographs. There are thousands of possibilities you can choose from….I am just interested in 
the result and if the result is worth discussing.’1 
 
In expériences lumineuses, Ruff approaches the photographic image from a scientific perspective, 
endeavouring to devise a method of picturing pure light. To create these works, Ruff turned to a simple 
physics experiment that helps visualise the electromagnetic spectrum. In his studio, he placed a number 
of glass objects – such as lenses, mirrors, and prisms – on top of a whiteboard and passed through them 
multiple beams of light. After photographing the reflections and refractions that resulted from these 
arrangements, Ruff then digitally inverted the images so that the play of light would appear as 
dynamically intersecting lines or stripes in the composition. Printed on velvety matte surfaces, these 
works on canvas appear almost as painterly abstractions, though they are actually photographs 
documenting scientific phenomena, engaging with the earliest critiques of the medium that decried 
photography as a lesser art form than painting. 
 
Similarly foregrounding abstraction and formal studio experimentation, the untitled# series is inspired by 
Etienne Bertrand Weill’s Metaforms – long exposures recording the movement of mobiles made from 
materials such as glass, wire, and wood that he began making in the late 1950s – and Peter Keetman and 
Heinrich Heidersberger’s rhythmograms from the 1950s and 1960s, complex light patterns that visualise 
time and motion. For untitled#, Ruff photographed a silver coil as it rotated in front of a black 
background, using a long exposure to capture the motion. The artist then digitally edited the images, 
applying a blue halo effect to their edges to mimic the appearance of vintage photography. He 
continued to photograph various wire constructions in his studio in this way, resulting in a body of 
abstract imagery that – as in expériences lumineuses – evokes light itself as its subject matter. As such, 
this series continues his interest in exploring the limits of photographic representation, reinventing in the 
process many of its familiar genres. 
 
The overarching themes of expériences lumineuses and untitled# echo those present in the dedicated 
survey of works from key series chosen by the artist, including Negative (begun 2014), and d.o.pe. 
(begun 2022), that are on view on the first floor of the gallery. The earliest work in the exhibition is a 
never-before-seen print from Ruff’s breakthrough Porträts (Portraits, 1981–1991/1998–2001), a 
throughline to the new series expériences lumineuses, in which the artist manually photographed the 
subject himself. After Porträts, Ruff’s artistic journey continued to examine the past and present of the 
medium. Though the title invokes the history of cameraless photography, Fotogramme (Photograms, 
begun 2012), a series depicting abstract shapes, lines, and spirals in seemingly random formations with 
varying degrees of transparency and illumination, are created entirely in digital darkrooms. As in jpegs 
(begun 2004), the images in Substrat (Substratum, begun 2001) take as their point of departure 
Japanese anime and manga comics that were found online. Spanning forty years, this selection illustrates 
Ruff’s experimental approach to the medium, the breadth of his visual strategies, and his in-depth 
examination of photographic genres through processes both analogue and digital, which produce a 
range of abstract and figurative imagery. 

1 “Thomas Ruff in Conversation with Okwui Enwezor,” in Thomas Ruff: Transforming Photography. Exh. cat. (New 
York: David Zwirner Books, 2019), pp. 41–42. 

 



 

 
Born in Zell am Harmersbach, West Germany, Thomas Ruff (b. 1958) attended the Staatliche 
Kunstakademie in Düsseldorf from 1977 to 1985.  
  
In 2024, Ruff was the subject of the inaugural exhibition at Malkastenforum, the new building of the 
Malkasten artists’ association founded in Düsseldorf in 1848. A solo presentation of the artist’s work was 
on view at K20 – Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf, in 2020–2021. Works from tableaux 
chinois, alongside fifteen other series dating back to 1989, were on view in Thomas Ruff: after.images – 
Works 1989–2020, a major solo exhibition of the artist’s work curated by Martin Germann at the National 
Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts, Taichung, in 2021. In 2022, Thomas Ruff: Méta-photographie was on view 
at the Musée d’art moderne et contemporain de Saint-Étienne Métropole (MAMC+), France. Later in 
2022, a two-person exhibition, Dark Matter, featuring work by Ruff and James Welling was presented at 
Kunsthalle Bielefeld, Germany. 
  
Ruff’s work has been the subject of solo exhibitions at prominent institutions worldwide, including The 
National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo (2016; travelled to 21st Century Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Kanazawa, Japan); Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto (2016); Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst 
(S.M.A.K.), Ghent (2014; travelled to Kunsthalle Düsseldorf); Haus der Kunst, Munich (2012); 
LWL-Landesmuseum für Kunst und Kulturgeschichte, Münster (2011); Centro de Arte Contemporáneo de 
Málaga, Spain (2011); Castello di Rivoli, Turin (2009); Museum für Neue Kunst, Freiburg, Germany (2009); 
Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna (2009); Műcsarnok Kunsthalle, Budapest (2008); Moderna Museet, Stockholm 
(2007); Sprengel Museum Hannover, Germany (2007); Musée d’art moderne et contemporain, Geneva 
(2004); and Museo Tamayo, Mexico City (2002). 
  
In 2001–2002, Thomas Ruff: Photographs 1979 to Present opened at Staatliche Kunsthalle Baden-Baden, 
Germany. This major solo exhibition of the artist’s work travelled through 2004 to the Museet for 
samtidskunst, Oslo; Museum Folkwang, Essen, Germany; Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich; 
Irish Museum of Modern Art, Dublin; Artium Museoa: Museo de Arte Contemporáneo del País Vasco, 
Vitoria Gasteiz, Spain; Museu de Serralves, Porto; Tate Liverpool, England; and Ujazdowski Castle Centre 
for Contemporary Art, Warsaw. 
 
Work by the artist is held in museum collections worldwide, including the Art Institute of Chicago; Dallas 
Museum of Art; Essl Museum, Klosterneuburg, Austria; Nationalgalerie, Berlin; Hirshhorn Museum and 
Sculpture Garden, Washington, DC; K20 – Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Düsseldorf; The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Moderna Museet, Stockholm; National Gallery of Victoria, 
Melbourne; National Museum of Photography, Copenhagen; Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New 
York; and Stedelijk Museum voor Actuele Kunst (S.M.A.K.), Ghent. Ruff lives and works in Düsseldorf. 
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