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Interpretive Labels 

 

INTRO PANEL 

Kenneth Josephson’s black and white photographs often layer pictures within pictures. Other times, he 
creates visual puns that utilize whimsical pictorial devices to capture the attention of the viewer. The dry 
wit of the neutral titles themselves add to the droll conceit. These devices function as facilitators, 
propelling the viewer from a chuckle to ponder larger questions. Built upon a framework of Conceptual 
art, Josephson’s photographs challenge conceptions of truth and meaning in photography. His 
photographs task the viewer to look beyond the surface and expectations of the photographs, drawing 
them in first with humor, but quickly transitioning that humor to the larger questions of what one 
expects from a photograph and how one interprets its meaning.  

Josephson’s experiences working as a photographer’s assistant at General Motors and his time spent 
developing aerial reconnaissance photographs in the Army provided him with a sense of the 
simultaneous nature of photography: its ability to create documentary specificity and its inherent 
multiplicity set the foundations from which he would create work over the next decades.  

Josephson often works in what can be considered multiple series – returning to the same aesthetic and 
intellectual framework over months, years, or decades. The photographs, when considered together, 
become meditations on conceptions of vision, illusion and perspective.  

Josephson earned his BFA from Rochester Institute of Technology, studying under Minor White, and his 
MS from the Institute of Design, part of the Illinois Institute of Technology, Chicago, finding mentors in 
Harry Callahan and Aaron Siskind. After graduating, he was hired onto the Faculty at the Art Institute of 
Chicago. He has received fellowships from the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation and the 
National Endowment for the Arts. His works in this exhibition provide a retrospective look at some of 
the thematic engagements that have occupied by Josephson thus far in his career.  

 

 

LABELS 

Bread Book (1973) 

Reflecting on the series, Josephson noted that it now may be “more interesting to think about than to 
look at.” This work, however, exemplifies some of the conceptual frameworks within which Josephson 
operates. On its surface, the book is simply a series of photographs of bread, taken in the studio on a 
black background. However, when the photographs are viewed as a bound book, they theoretically 
reassemble themselves into the whole loaf. When the pages are opened, they seem to wait for 
someone to make a sandwich with them. This seemingly-humorous enterprise quickly scaffolds into 
intellectual considerations of photographic adjacency, continuity and compression. Each photograph 
stands on its own as an almost-mundane record of the slice of bread. When brought together, the 
viewer begins to consider variations in structure in ways that would be impossible in standalone 



photographs. Such experiments in photography-as-concept resonate with contemporaneous Conceptual 
works such as Ed Ruscha’s series Nine Swimming Pools and a Broken Glass (1968) or Twentysix Gasoline 
Stations (1963).  

 

19. Acropolis, (History of Photography Series), 1972  

This work, part of Josephson’s commentary on the history of photography, makes allusions to depictions 
of the Grand Tour, albeit in a very twentieth-century iteration. Three sailors take in the sights of the 
Acropolis, while a local photographer’s camera is on standby, ready to incorporate the sailors into a 
tourist vista for others’ consumption. Josephson’s conceptual interrogations of the history of 
photography find good company in other works of the period including Hollis Frampton and Marion 
Faller’s Vegetable Locomotion (1975), based on Eadweard Muybridge’s late nineteenth-century studies 
of movement, and John Baldessari’s Strobe Series: Futurist: Dog on Leash (for Balla) (1975), which finds 
genesis in Giacomo Balla’s Futurist composition, Dynamism of a Dog on a Leash (1912).  

 

4. Chicago, 1962 

In his early photographic still lives, Josephson created totemic compositions from seemingly-
insubstantial objects, such as these paper bags that he brought home from the grocery store. Using 
studio lighting to create a striking tonal range, these works can be seen as studies in pure form or as 
commentary on the abilities of photography to translate conceptions of two- and three-dimensional 
space. Here, paper objects are transformed into a flat image on paper, but their shape and tonal range 
conveys a sense of monumental three-dimensionality. 

 

32. Chicago, 1988 

Like Chicago, 1962, seen elsewhere in the gallery, Josephson returns to the seemingly inconsequential 
paper object, here a hardcover book. He transforms it in his studio to an aesthetically engaging 
consideration of form and tonal value. In spite of the decades between the works, both photographs 
convey the same spry sense of humor and inventiveness, coherently organized across this series.  

 

7. Matthew, 1963 

Celebrating the birth of his son, Josephson took this photograph and used it, inscribed with the words 
‘Season’s Greetings,’ as the family’s Christmas card that year. One such print landed on the desk of the 
newly-installed Director of Photography at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City, John 
Szarkowski. Appreciative of the snapshot-style of aesthetics, he decided to make it part of the museum’s 
collections and part of his 1964 exhibition, The Photographer’s Eye.  

 

11. Matthew, 1965 



This work, also titled Season’s Greetings, 1965 – playing off the conception of Matthew, 1963, seen 
elsewhere in the gallery – takes up the subject of performance between the sitter and photographer, 
father and son. Here, Matthew’s index finger of his left hand is poised to click an imaginary shutter 
button, mimicking his father’s act of taking a photograph. Instead of a seeming-mirror image, the 
Polaroid held-upside down by Matthew provides a framework of a narrative and inserts the conceit of 
time into the photograph. 

 

15. Wyoming, 1971 

Works from Josephson’s Archeological Series often included a meter stick, folding rule or contour gage, 
held by Josephson himself to disrupt a sense of scale for the viewer. These alterations in size force a 
reconsideration of the conception of ‘seeing is believing,’ calling into question expectations about 
perspective and the documentary nature of photography.  

 

40. Mulhouse, France, 2004 

Josephson’s conversations with photography’s history continued into works created in his lifetime. This 
work resonates with Robert Smithson’s ‘mirror displacements,’ which were investigations into 
photography’s relationship with time. Smithson and Josephson arranged mirrors in an ordinary 
landscape, bringing the sky down to earth. After picture was taken, both packed up mirrors and left the 
landscape as they found it. The brief insertion of mirrors only exists in the photographic record. 

 

42. Chicago, 2012 

In this work, Josephson returns to ideas that fascinated him as a young photographer, a fresh graduate 
of the Institute of Design and newly-installed faculty member at the Art Institute of Chicago. These first 
photographs, influenced by Harry Callahan, were taken on the streets in the Loop, taking advantage of 
the ‘little dramas’ of the street and capturing the high-contrast light and shadows produced by the L-
train lines.  

 

10. Chicago, 1965 

By inserting himself directly into the composition, Josephson engaged in a commentary on the lens as 
the ‘eye’ of the viewer. The photograph is a reminder of the fallacy of the idea of truth in photography. 
Works such as this also resonate with Josephson’s contemporaries who also sought to engage with 
conceptions of the viewer and the social landscape, such as Lee Friedlander’s utilization of fragmented 
shadows and reflections.  

 

1. Illinois, 1958 



In his wanderings away from his studio, Josephson was often the heir to Henri Cartier-Bresson’s 
conceptions of the ‘decisive moment’ of the photograph. Happening upon a scene and photographing it 
at the precise moment for aesthetic parallels, such as the birds taking flight in this composition, the 
silhouette of their movements resonating with the shapes of the broken panes of the window below.  


