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Why artists that use cameras might want to avoid using the term ‘documentary’  
 
 
The term ‘documentary’ can become used in the context of art for reasons 
that might not be immediately apparent, and operate in ways that are specific 
to the concerns of art as a particular field. If art and artists function, to some 
extent, in relation to other artworks and artists, then when documentary 
forms are adopted there can also be a kind of appropriation occurring. More 
specifically, documentary, as a term and as a form, might also be deployed 
for the impact that its putative externality and objectivity may have on art’s 
already established internal conditions.  
 
Before photography, art began from raw materials; pigment, wood, stone, 
blank surfaces – and fabricated images and figures from almost nothing. Its 
power was, and sometimes still is, more incantational than representational, 
and its referents occurred subsequent to its processes of material 
composition and image formation. Documentary, by contrast, seems to have 
begun the other way around; with a witnessing of an already constituted 
world and an attempt to uphold an idea of reality through the turbulence that 
representation and mediatisation introduces. In this sense, a distinction 
between art and documentary could be proposed through a difference in 
emphasis, with art having a tendency to occupy itself a little more with the 
processes of image formation, and documentary with representational 
content viewed from a distance.  
 
However, when cameras started to be used a making and a viewing of 
images began to happen at the same time. When composing while looking at 
a monitor or through a lens, things are still undecided. We experiment with 
our approach, and improvise in relation to what is occurring: moving, 
refocusing, and attending, not just to the seen, but to the seeing. Sometimes, 
this activity of seeing and the improvisations that play into the constitution of 
an image can begin to take precedence, and the givens of the seen, along 
with their possibilities for meaning and content, pass into the background. In 
these situations, we are not purely producing an image of something, but 
involved in a dynamic correspondence between ourselves, our thinking and 
sensing, and what is before us. As boundaries become less distinct and 
elements more immediately reciprocal, the activity of recording with a 
camera no longer establishes separation and distance, but instead, becomes 
a way of closing down distance and becoming more closely involved.  
 
This involvement with image formation may begin from the processes of 
making, but can go on to produce a subsequent ‘sense’ of involvement in a 
viewer, with the conditions of viewing also becoming potentially more 
reciprocal, less distanced and less passive. Art has established a history and 



a habit of questioning the already given, and looking towards its 
construction, or, to paraphrase Deleuze, ‘the means by which the given is 
given’. This means that art can exact a space where it might not only disrupt 
assumptions of representation and meaning, but where it also might assert 
an examination of the more fundamental ground from which meaning and 
representation arise. This pre-occupation with formative processes could be 
termed as ‘the aesthetic’, although in an expandedly ontological sense and 
not just as a concern with formal qualities.  
 
Adopting the term ‘documentary’ can be to strategically reject art’s aesthetic 
inwardness and reflexivity, and open out towards a wider world of more 
identifiable mutual concerns. An artwork can gain political valence in this 
way, anchored by a ‘realist’ belief in a world beyond the viewer and the 
artwork, and in the transparency of its representational images. Resisting the 
term ‘documentary’ in art, however, can be to resist this reflex belief in 
representational transparency and recognisable meaning. Instead, we might 
privilege the potential for a more dynamic correspondence with prevailing 
conditions, and, because of this, participate more directly in the ongoing 
creation of our shared realities.  
 


