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“[Kenneth] Josephson’s humor is very serious. 

The seriousness of humor is one of the things his 

pictures are about. The viewer’s first response 

is invariably a smile – one which broadens as 

the experience develops.  Pleasure is the initial 

experience… Pleasure is the means by which 

[he] captures our attention and holds it while the 

picture’s seriousness drops into our consciousness.  

Then he tells us that the world is probably not 

what we think it is.”

Carl Chiarenza

“Eye and Mind: the Seriousness of Wit”

The Photographs of Kenneth Josephson

wit + whimsy  

Wisconsin (1964)
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K
enneth Josephson’s photography is a product of modernist trends 
– the ‘decisive moment’ of Henri Cartier-Bresson, the formal 
abstractions of Harry Callahan, and László Moholy-Nagy’s 
experimental approach. He combined these strands, and standing 
upon the framework of Conceptual art, created a body of work 

that took photography as his subject. Josephson often used humor as a means 
by which to engage the viewer in questions about his or her expectations 
about a photograph and how s/he interprets its meaning. 

Josephson grew up in Detroit, and was first introduced to photography 
through a friend’s home darkroom. He was fascinated with the sight of pictures 
appearing on the paper immersed in developer, and soon managed to buy 
a Crown Graphic camera and equip his basement with a darkroom in which 
to produce his own work. After graduating high school, he landed a job at 
General Motors as a photography assistant, but soon left the city to pursue 
an associate’s degree at Rochester Institute of Technology. There, he received 
a thorough grounding on the chemical, optical and technical aspects of 
photography. After a stint in the Army, creating prints of aerial reconnaissance 
images in a makeshift darkroom in the back of a military truck, Josephson 
returned to RIT to pursue a BFA. The program had an increased emphasis on 
photography as an artistic practice through the additions of the photographer 
Minor White and Beaumont Newhall, director of the George Eastman House, 
to the faculty. White taught the students a Zen-tinged variation of Ansel Adams’ 
Zone System. Josephson recalls that he “learned to hate the [Zone System] 
intensely,” but took away from the class the lesson that “paper has a scale and 
that you have to make the negative conform to the paper.” This is something 
that has remained with Josephson throughout his career, in his precisely 
shaded and scaled prints.1 Newhall was curating exhibitions on historical 
and contemporary photographers at the George Eastman House, and thus 

Josephson and his classmates were exposed not only to photography’s history, 
but its contemporaneous moment. This solid foundation in the trajectory of the 
medium provided fodder for many of his later works. 

Josephson then pursued graduate studies at the Institute of Design in Chicago, 
which was founded by Moholy-Nagy, which allowed graduates to incorporate 
the experimental, objective nature of the Bauhaus methodology with the 
subjective, expressive approach of faculty such as Harry Callahan and Aaron 
Siskind. Students and faculty alike were interested in the investigation of not only 
photography, but the visual experience writ-large.

After graduation, Josephson landed a position teaching photography at  
the Art Institute of Chicago, and he began working in the manner of informal 
series – preoccupations or reconsiderations on a theme – a working method that 
would be a hallmark of much of his mature oeuvre. Talking about these series, 
Josephson notes: 

On one level the image is a cinematic conceit…forming a narrative 
that recapitulates the photographer’s approach and the position 
of the camera, as well as a simultaneous, overlapping sequence 
of time and space. It is also a meditation on variations in texture 
and perspective as the view changes…the image can be read as 
a violation of the autonomy of the single image, a special kind of 
multiple image that is less a graphic tour de force than a commentary 
on the contingency of vision itself.2

Many of Josephson’s works can either be considered a discovery or an 
alteration of a scene. Often, these two trends channeled themselves into a series of 
ideas that he nurtured over several decades: found marks or evidences of events; 
images within images; archeology and the history of photography. His discoveries, 
such as Wisconsin (1964) or Wisconsin (1980), often happened while Josephson 

was travelling, away from the props he could use in his Chicago studio. Their 
seeming-simplicity provides examples of his astuteness of the visual incongruities in 
everyday life. More often than not, however, Josephson intervened in the spaces 
in front of his camera lens. Works such as LA or Forest Lawn Cemetery, force us to 
reconsider the photograph as teller of truth, whether we should believe what we 
see. As the art critic Andy Grundberg notes:

[T]hey constitute a catalogue of the assumptions built into any 
encounter between the human eye and a lens-based image. 
Perspective, the tradition of picture-making, evidence gathering, 
documentation, interpretation, aesthetics – these aspects of how 
photographs are understood and used are brought into relief by 
Josephson’s witty and intelligent commentaries.3

These series, however, are not tightly-constrained within an arc of exploration 
and resolution. Instead they are fluid; multiple relationships can be seen across 
series and across decades. They defy linear narrative or concrete development 
of an idea. Photography is particularly well-suited to this conceptual practice 
of interrogation, as the camera allows for the amplification of an idea through 
multiple perspectives and an accumulation of images. 

Josephson’s photographs of the 1960s and 1970s were at the crux of this 
emphasis on experimentation with photography, history and truth. His more works 
from the 1980s to the present still engage in these questions, albeit in a more 
subtle manner, capturing the same questions but pursing them through fresh and 
novel avenues. Experimenting within these questions, Josephson is ever-searching 
for his next subject.  

—Claire Kovacs
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