
Conceptual photography is a type of photography 
that illustrates an idea. The term derives 
from Conceptual Art a movement of the late 1960s.   
The 'concept' is both preconceived and, if successful, 
understandable in the completed image. It is most often 
seen in advertising and illustration where the picture 
may reiterate a headline or catchphrase that accompa-
nies it. Photographic advertising and illustration com-
monly derive from stock photography, which is often 
produced in response to current trends in image usage 
as determined by the research of picture agencies 
like Getty Images or Corbis. These photographs are 
therefore produced to visualize a predetermined con-
cept. The advent of picture editing software like Adobe 
Photoshop has allowed the greater manipulation of im-
ages to seamlessly combine elements that previously it 
would only have been possible to combine in graphic 

illustration.  

Conceptual art of the late 1960s and early 1970s often involved photog-
raphy to document performances, ephemeral sculpture or actions. The 
artists did not describe themselves as photographers, for example Edw ard 
Ruscha said "Photography's just a playground for me. I'm not a photogra-

pher at all."   

Since the 1970s artists using photography like Cindy Sherman and latter-
ly Thomas Ruff and Thomas Demand have been described as conceptual. 
Their work does not generally resemble the lo-f i aesthetic of 1960s con-
ceptual art.  Techniques include,  documenting performance (Sherman), 
typological or serial imagery (Ruff) or the restaging of events (Demand).  
The term has been used in a negative sense to distinguish contemporary 

art photography from documentary photography or Photojournalism.   

CONCEPTUAL PHOTOGRAPHY 

EXERCISE—Conceptulism 

Think of an adage or a common say-

ing.  For instance “a stitch in time”.  

Perhaps a proverb.  “Too many 

cooks”  How would you display that 

thought visually?  Discard ideas that 

are too hard to do.  Think in terms of 

what is possible.  Take it l i terally, 

think laterally, sometimes change 

the wording slightly.  You might want 
to use props or actors, Now ta ke the 

photograph. Try and strip the image 

back to the bare essentials.  Just the 

message.  No clutter.  


