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T here are few contemporary 
American photographers 
as prolific in the genre of 

self-portraiture as Russell Joslin. 
His haunting, honest self-portraits 
effectively balance artistry and  
self-confession, thus creating a  
sense of intimacy for the viewer 
with his inner hopes, dreams and 
fears while being part of his veiled, 
cinematic otherworld.

Currently residing in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, Joslin’s interest in 
taking pictures began in high school 
when he took a black & white 
photography class. ‘I was interested 
in photography, but it didn’t really 
take hold until I came to the 
realisation that photography was a 
language, a means in which I could 
convey ideas in a variety of ways and 

Exploring the self
When Russell Joslin took his first self-portrait he 
little realised what a journey of discovery he was 
about to embark on. Susan Burnstine reports

levels.’ During college, Joslin had 
aspirations of becoming a writer, 
and thus it became his principal 
form of creative expression at that 
time. But as he began to understand 
photography as a visual language, 
he became ‘obsessed’ and realised 
it could achieve a similar end to 
what he communicated in writing. 
‘I loved that photography was less 

specific, and often times more open, 
to interpretation than my writing 
was, but that I was saying many of the 
same things.’

Joslin took his first self-portrait 
in a convex mirror during college. 
But when he began his first body of 
personal work several years later, 
he decided to shoot self-portraits 
for practical reasons. He recalls, 
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‘I wanted to create personally 
meaningful photographs. I could do 
that with models, and did, but I was 
always available to shoot when the 
conditions were right, knew what I 
wanted, and would do anything  
I asked of myself. This wasn’t always 
true with my models.’

Joslin is a surrealist at heart 
and photographers such as Paul 
Nougé, Arthur Tress and Francesca 
Woodman inspired him early 
on. Additionally, L’Amour Fou: 
Photography and Surrealism was 
a pivotal book to Joslin, ‘I must have 
checked it out of the library a dozen 
times (until I finally just bought it).’

Joslin’s personal process of 
shooting a self-portrait has 
changed some over the years. In the 
beginning, it was primarily about 
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the location that suits the idea.’ 
Recently, Joslin has been planning 
his photographs more than in the 
past. ‘I trust my intuition when 
I photograph, but I’ve wanted to 
challenge myself in my work, and by 
altering my approach, it shifts the 
way I work.’ Ultimately, he confesses, 
his images rarely turn out precisely 
as he envisioned.

In some of his photographs, 
Joslin sees himself as playing a 
character, while in others they are 
very much about him personally, 
and sometimes, he admits, an image 
‘just happens’. He continues, ‘An 
image like Empty for example – I 
set out to make a photograph that 
was a nod to Ingmar Bergman’s 
Winter Light, and it ended up 
becoming a personal statement 
about the nature of my upbringing. 
It means something personal to me, 
but people have interpreted that 
photograph in all sorts of ways. I 
like that, when it all intersects – the 
personal, the influence, the ideas and 
reasons for making an image, the 
interpretation of others. Though I’m 
communicating personal ideas or 
asking questions with my work, I like 
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‘exploring, finding places, and then 
creating an image at/in the place.’ 
There are several locations he 
frequently returns to photograph, 

‘And,’ he adds, ‘when I know a place, 
I’m more likely to bring specific 
ideas when I go there. Or I may 
have an idea, and then need to find 

leaving room for the viewer to draw 
their own interpretation.’

Joslin spent nearly a decade 
shooting with a 35mm camera and 
‘grew to love the immediacy and the 
rectangular format of 35mm’, but he 
wanted to work with a larger negative 
so he now shoots with a Mamiya 645 
as it was the closest medium format 
camera that allowed him to work in a 
similar manner.

In addition to being an 
accomplished photographer, Joslin is 
also the longest acting editor of  
Shots Magazine (US).
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