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Abstract

This study presents a psychoanalytic reading of the “Andere” portrait series by German photographer Thomas
Ruff, a prominent figure of the Diisseldorf School of Photography, utilizing the theoretical framework of the
French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan. Conducted with an applied objective, the research focuses on the concepts
of the Imaginary, Symbolic, and Real orders, the mirror stage, lack, the gaze, the subconscious, the Big Other
(I'Autre), and gender ambiguity. The central problem of this research is to investigate how Lacan’s fundamental
concepts influenced by thinkers like Ferdinand de Saussure, G.W.F. Hegel, and Sigmund Freud are visually man-
ifested and structuralized within the pictorial logic of Ruff’s composite portraits. Historically, portraiture has
functioned as a medium for representing a stable, coherent, and identifiable human subject. However, Ruft’s
“Andere” series, created using a Minolta montage unit (originally employed by the German federal police in the
1970s for criminal identification), reconstructs and destabilizes this photographic authority. By merging two
distinct faces into a single composite representation, Ruff produces synthetic entities that exist solely in the pho-
tographic realm. Through this artistic intervention, the stable boundaries of subjective identity are dissolved.
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1. Research Review

Scholarly discourse on Thomas Ruff’s photogra-
phy has predominantly focused on his use of
“deadpan” aesthetics and state-sanctioned tech-
nologies, as seen in the works of Tamer El-Sheikh
(2015) and Shidoosh Salimi (2015). While these
studies examine Ruff’s repurposing of utilitari-
an imagery into artistic inquiry, psychoanalytic
readings remain scarce. In Persian scholarship,
although the Lacanian gaze has been explored
in advertising (Niloufar & Mahmoudi-Bakh-
tiari, 2021) and the works of photographers
like Sandy Skoglund (Shakeri, 2022) or contem-
porary Iranian artists (Kashefi Naeini, 2022), a
dedicated Lacanian analysis of Ruff’s “Andere”
series is missing. This research bridges that crit-
ical gap by offering the first systematic psycho-
analytic study of these composite portraits.

2. Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research de-
sign, utilizing a descriptive-analytical case study
method. The data collection relies on library
research, visual archives, and academic data-
bases to analyze selected artworks from Thom-
as Ruff’s “Andere” (1994-1995) series. The
methodology is grounded in qualitative image
analysis, mapping specific visual variables (fa-
cial asymmetry, stereoscopic doubling, gender
neutrality, and gaze direction) onto Lacanian
psychoanalytic concepts (the mirror stage, the
split subject, the gaze as an object, and the Big
Other). The analysis is structured progressively:
first, it establishes the theoretical groundwork
by outlining the formation of the Lacanian sub-
ject through the Imaginary, Symbolic, and Real
registers, alongside relevant Freudian premises
regarding the drive and the castration complex.
Second, the visual structure of Ruff’s portraits is
analyzed. These images are analyzed at both for-
mal (composition, lighting, symmetry, line, and
contrast) and semantic levels. The methodology
focuses on decoding the interface between the
spectator’s perception and the visual grid of the
composite portrait, analyzing how the gaze op-
erates not as an act of viewing, but as an unset-
tling object (objet petit a) that looks back at the
spectator.

3. Result

The analysis yields several critical findings re-
garding the visual and psychoanalytic structure
of the ‘Andere’ series. First, the study reveals that
Ruff’s appropriation of the Minolta montage

unit simulates the repressive operations of the
Big Other. By stripping the portraits of subjective
markers such as distinct emotional expressions,
gestures, and contextual backgrounds the sub-
jects are reduced to objectified, classified codes.
Second, the composite faces visually represent
the Lacanian ‘split subject’ Instead of confirming
the illusion of a unified ego typical of the mir-
ror stage, the structural misalignment of the two
merged faces induces a sense of fragmentation.
Third, the persistent duplication and slight mis-
alignment of facial contours (creating a stereo-
scopic, double-vision effect) trigger the psycho-
logical mechanism of the ‘uncanny’. The viewer
is unable to settle on a single focal point, forc-
ing the eye into an infinite loop of adjustment.
This repetition of visual anomalies functions
as a structural analog to the Lacanian drive,
circling around the traumatic gap of the Real.
Fourth, the blurring of gender binaries (mixing
male and female facial features) destabilizes the
Symbolic order’s categorization of sexuation.
By creating an androgyne ‘Other’ that oscillates
between masculine and feminine signifiers, the
portraits demonstrate that gender is a masquer-
ade rather than an anatomical essence. Fifth, the
gaze in these portraits does not belong to a sta-
ble, look-directing subject. When the spectator
looks at the composite face, they are caught in a
reciprocal gaze where the boundaries of who is
looking and who is being looked at collapse. The
gaze functions as the objet petit a, exposing the
spectator’s own lack and subverting the illusion
of visual master.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, Thomas Ruff’s “Andere” series
serves as a profound visual battlefield between
the Imaginary and the Symbolic orders. The re-
search demonstrates that these portraits do not
merely depict human faces; rather, they expose
the split, alienated nature of the contemporary
subject within the grid of technological rep-
resentation. By transforming identification pho-
tos which are tools of state surveillance and clas-
sification—into site-specific artistic composites,
Ruff mounts a visual resistance against the cate-
gorizing impulse of the Symbolic order. The re-
curring doubling and hybridity in the portraits
show that the subject is never a self-contained,
harmonious whole, but is always haunted by a
radical alterity. The “Other” is not external, but
lies at the very core of the subject’s subcon-
scious. Through the lens of Lacan’s gaze theory,
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the neutral, emotionless stare of the composite
figures acts as a trap for the eye, reversing the
power dynamic between the viewer and the im-
age. The spectator is drawn into a space of rad-
ical uncertainty, where the face in front of them
refuses to stabilize into a recognizable identi-
ty. Ultimately, the “Andere” series exposes the
limitations of the photographic medium itself,
showing that it can only capture the superficial
surface of the Real while the true essence of the
subject remains elusive, split, and forever medi-
ated by the language of the Big Other.
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