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Northbrook artist a true Renaissance woman

Kathleen Morgan

Northbrook

Exploring the work of Northbrook artist Judith Joseph is an adventure across time and cultures.

“There is a place in contemporary painting for anything that makes a mark,” says Judith. “Some artists use mud, others spray paint, light, blood, tattoos or whatever.”

While she is equally at home painting in watercolor, oil, or acrylic, Judith has earned recognition for her unique modern use of egg tempera, a painting medium that dates back to the Renaissance. 

Medieval monks used egg tempera for their illuminated manuscripts. Most of the painters of the Italian Renaissance used egg tempera; for example, Giotto and Botticelli. 

Some, but not many, modern artists have used egg tempera. Andrew Wyeth’s 1948 painting, Christina’s World, was painted in egg tempera.  Thomas Hart Benton also favored the medium.

“Egg tempera is an exceptionally brilliant medium that uses egg yolk to bind ground pigment producing vivid, jewel-like colors and crisp delicate details,” says Judith. “I first became interested in egg tempera as a medium for my Ketubah paintings.” 

A Ketubah is a traditional Jewish marriage contract dating back 2000 years detailing the couple’s marital responsibilities to each other. It is one of the first legal contracts giving financial and legal rights to women. The Ketubah is usually rendered in an artistic way as a keepsake document for the bride and groom.

“Using egg tempera on the paper support for the Ketubah allows me to achieve intense color and luminous glazes. It also lends itself to fine detail. I love the medium so much that over the years it has transformed my whole style of painting. While some other contemporary artists use egg tempera, as far as I know I am the only artist using egg tempera to create Ketubot,” says Judith.

In addition to the Jewish marriage contracts, Judith has used egg tempera to create a series of contemporary style paintings in the medieval genre known as books of the hours. These were Christian seasonal and liturgical texts, akin to illuminated manuscripts, done in the form of prayer books or calendars commissioned by wealthy patrons to be used in their personal devotions before the advent of the printing press. The twelve paintings comprising Judith’s Book of The Hours series is part of the collection of the Chicago Public Library.  The entire series can be viewed at her website judithjosephstudio.com/paintinggallery html.

In her Book of The Hours as well as in her Ketubot, Judith uses both ancient and modern archetypal symbolism. She meets with the engaged couple who are commissioning a Ketubah months before their wedding date to determine what their individual passions, histories and interests are so that she can incorporate references to them into a highly personalized Ketubah.  As she describes it, “For example, I created a ketubah with a visual motif of a fiddlehead fern to symbolize the interests of a couple celebrating their fiftieth anniversary.  The spiral of the unfurling fern morphs into images of a film reel, an ocean wave, the scroll at the top of a viola and cello, the concentric arcs of a menorah, representing Judaism.”

For the past four years, Judith has been teaching a course in egg tempera, Renaissance Painting Techniques, at the Chicago Botanic Garden in Glencoe. “Some of my students are interested in the feel for art history they get from learning egg tempera; others are curious about what is for them a new painting medium. They love learning how to make their own paint and learning about the optics and physics of paint. This helps them to appreciate and control painting effects in any medium they use,” says Judith.

Judith also teaches a class in Watercolor offered at the Northbrook Leisure Center through the North Shore Art League, and a multi-media painting class called “Artists’ Painting Community” at The Art Center in Highland Park. The Artists’ Painting Community will be exhibiting at Starbucks, Renaissance Place, in Highland Park, from Jan. 8 to Feb. 9.
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