
PHOTOGRAPHY 
CONCEPTUAL & POST 

MODERNISM



Photography after the 1950’s

■ The emergence of a commercial market for artistic photography since 
the mid-1970s has meant that manipulative concepts in creative 
photography have attracted many more practitioners than at any 
previous time. 

■ Photographers began to reevaluate their assumptions regarding the 
distinctions between pure and documentary photography and to 
consider new ways of expressing their own feelings and private 
dreamworlds as well as public realities. 



Photography after the 1950’s

■ Reflecting the experimentalist attitudes within contemporary art photographers have 
invented images by 

■ Directing the action of the subject before the lens
■ Manipulating photographic processes
■ Mixing graphic and photographic procedures, or by bypassing the camera 

entirely.
■ Using sequences
■ Combining text

■ as a way of communicating subjective experience or commenting on cultural 
attitudes.



Duane Michals, Chance Meeting, 1969



Duane Michals, Things 
are Queer, 1973



Duane Michals, 
Bogeyman, 1973



CARRIE MAE WEEMS. 
Jim, If You Choose to 
Accept, the Mission Is 
to Land on Tour Own 
Two Feet, 1987.



Carrie Mae Weems, 
White Patty You Don't 
Shine, 1987-88, 
Gelatin silver print, 20 
x 24 inches



Conceptual Photography

■ Conceptualizing the Photograph
– Using the medium to make statements about itself rather than 

about the subject in front of the lens.

■ “The photograph, some seem to be saying, is whatever the light 
reveals, the lens embraces, and the chemical substances make 
visible. It has little to do with ultimate truths; change the position of 
the camera, and another angle—just as truthful—will reveal itself. ” 

– taken from History of Art-History of Photography



Kenneth Josephson, Drottningholm, Sweden, 1967



Photography after the 1980’s

■ Working in large scale has attracted straight photographers as well as those 
involved with manipulation or directorial strategies. 

■ Commenting on the supposed reality in which the camera captures. Investigating 
the relation of photograph to reality.

■ In the 1980s, the approach to art-making known as postmodernism evolved from 
the Conceptual art of the previous decade. In photography, this development 
represented, in part, an effort to counter the transformation of the photograph from 
document into aesthetic commodity.



Post Modern Photography

■ Postmodernists claimed that camera images of real life could not claim uniqueness, 
in that (unlike one-of-a-kind handmade images) they appropriate—that is, replicate—
something that already exists.

■ Individuals taking this approach devised a number of different ways to express ironic 
attitudes toward cultural stereotypes in general and toward the particular claims of 
the photograph as a highly valued aesthetic object.

– Some re-photographed well know photographic images
– Some mimicked film stills and high gloss advertisements



Sherrie Levine, After Walker Evans, 1981

Richard Prince, Untitled (Cowboy), 1989 



Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Still, 1978

Laurie Simmons, Woman, purple dress, kitchen
1976



POSTMODERN & 
CONCEPTUAL



Barbara Kasten
■ Barbara Kasten is an American artist. 

■ Kasten trained as a painter and 
textile artist at the University of 
Arizona and the California College of 
Arts & Crafts.

■ Seen as a contemporary abstract 
photographer she was influenced by 
the Bauhaus movement, Many Ray 
and László Moholy-Nagy.



Construct XV, 1982, Polaroid, 8x10 in

Construct VI-B, 1981, Polaroid, 8x10 in

https://art21.org/watch/art-in-the-twenty-first-century/s8/barbara-kasten-in-chicago-segment/



Barbara Kasten’s position so exceptionally 
relevant – her abstract pictures are based on the 
real construction of expansive installations in front 
of the camera. Thus, in the early 1970s, she 
already crossed genre-specific borders between 
sculpture, painting and installation, something 
which strongly connects her work with the 
approach of a younger generation of artists.



Construct XI-A, 1981, Polaroid, 8x10in Construct I-D, 1979, Polaroid, 8x10 in



SCENE XI, 2012, Archival Pigment Print, 
53.75 x 43.75 inches

SCENE IX, 2012, Archival Pigment Print, 
53.75 x 43.75 inches



Studio Construct 8, 2007, Archival 
pigment print, 53.75x43.75in



Studio Construct 17, 2007, 
Archival pigment print, 
53.75x43.75in

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DDr6lSYIyVo



Wolfgang Tillman
■ A German fine art photographer

■ He has a large and diverse body of 
photographic works influenced by 
Andy Warhol, Gerhard Richter and 
Robert Rauschenberg. 

■ His photography is distinguished by 
observation of his surroundings and 
an ongoing investigation of the 
photographic medium’s foundations.

■ Tillman exhibited his first abstract 
images in 1998.

■ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z
YFWVilJqic



©Wolfgang Tillmans, I don’t want to get over you, 2000©Wolfgang Tillmans, It’s only love give it away, 2005







Uta Barth
■ German contemporary photographer 

living and working in California.

■ Her work examines photographic and 
visual perception—how the human 
eye sees differently from the camera 
lens and how the incidental and 
atmospheric can become subject 
matter in and of themselves. That is 
to say, she is perhaps less interested 
in where the camera is pointing than 
the act of looking through the lens in 
the first place.

■ https://www.macfound.org/fellows/8
59/



Uta Barth

Field #19 
1996 

Color photograph on panel, Edition of 8 
23 x 28 3/4 inches

Uta Barth

Field #24 
1998 

Acrylic lacquer on canvas, Edition of 3 
90 x 132 inches



Uta Barth

Field #8 
1995 

Color photograph on panel, Edition of 8 
22 x 28 3/4 inches

Uta Barth

Ground #78 
1997 
Chromogenic print on panel 
41 x 39 inches



Uta Barth

Untitled (98.1) 
1998 

Diptych, Framed color photographs, Edition of 5 
Each 41 x 51 1/2 inches



Uta Barth
Color photographs
Untitled (98.5), 1998
Tanya Bonakdar Gallery



Uta Barth

Framed color photographs, Triptych 
Untitled (nw 7) from 'nowhere near', 1999
Tanya Bonakdar Gallery



Uta Barth

Mounted archival pigment photographs (5 panels)
white blind (bright red) , 2002
Tanya Bonakdar Gallery



Non-Objective
Experimental
Conceptual

ABSTRACT 
PHOTOGRAPHY



Abstract Photography

■ Wikipedia defines abstract photography as…
– depicting a visual image that does not have an immediate association with the 

object world and that has been created through the use of photographic 
equipment, processes or materials.

■ Do you have another definition of what abstract photography means to you?



ABSTRACTION BY 
MOVEMENT



Slow shutter speeds on moving subjects





William Wadam



MOTION Harry Callahan



House by the Sea
Andrew Gray
Untitled

Andrew Gray

Movement of the camera combined with slow shutter speeds



Andrew Gray

Silver & Glass I Bamburgh Lupins II



MOTION Otto Steinart



Stephanie Jung

Blossom 01 Blossom 05





Stephanie Jung

Citylife II



Stephanie Jung

Skyscraper Skyscraper 2



Tokihiro Sato



To set up your camera for abstract 
blurs:
■ Set the camera to manual or shutter priority, which ever you are most comfortable with using.
■ Set your ISO as low as possible.
■ Set shutter speed between 1/4 and 1/20, depending on what your subject is and how close 

you are to it. Far-off objects may require a slower shutter speed than closer ones to get the 
blurred effect.

■ Adjust your aperture to get a good exposure as you would normally do for any image.
■ Look for lower light conditions such as early morning or late evening which will allow for slower 

shutter speeds without the need of using a very small aperture. It may become necessary to 
use a Neutral Density filter if your scene is too bright.

■ Set your Focus. It is important to focus your camera on the subject even though your resulting 
image will not appear to be in focus. Press your shutter release half way down to focus on your 
main subject (back button focus can be a useful tool here).

■ Now with your subject still in focus, move your camera to follow the lines of your subject, 
depressing the shutter as you pass by your main subject, it is important to follow through after 
the shutter is closed. This will keep all your color tones consistent all the way through your 
exposure. Experiment with the speed of your camera movement to find the best result.





Equivalent Exposure Chart





NEXT WEEK



Continue making photographs exploring 
your own definitions of abstraction 
■ Begin to define your own definition of abstract photography.  Try and define process 

rather than just the end result.

■ Continue to shoot and explore concepts we have address in class to create new 
abstract photos. 

– One Object, Elimination, Movement

■ Week 3 we will address color and focusing on finding an influence to emulate




