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INTRODUCTION

Documentation as Art Practice in the 1960s

Christian Berger and Jessica Santone

This issue addresses the practice of documentation in the art of the 1960s. Documentation is
here understood as both the creation of documents and the techniques of their management,
such as collection, archiving, arrangement, contextualization, or manipulation. The texts
included here attend to the political, material, intermedial, and affective dimensions of
documentation through close studies of specific artists and bodies of work. The authors
consider a range of practices in experimental photography, conceptualism, and performance
art, by artists situated in different local or transnational contexts—mostly Europe, North
America, and East Asia. At stake are why and how the processes of making or organizing
documents newly constituted an artistic practice in its own right during the 1960s. Building
on established research on twentieth-century documentary strategies and key 1960s
documents, as well as recent scholarship in media studies and performance studies, the
issue fosters a richer understanding of the personal, political, and social uses of
documentation in the period.

Keywords: Documentation; Archiving; 1960s; Conceptualism; Performance Art; Fluxus;
Photography

In the past 20 years, there has been a surge of interest in documenting, documentation,
and archiving as art practices. Art historians like Hal Foster initially diagnosed “an ar-
chival impulse” in millennial art, symptomatic of a postmodernism that had run its
course, in the relational, referential paradigm of the artist-as-curator and the collection
as object.1 Likewise, documentation has become an essential corollary to ephemeral or
performance practices that have grown steadily in importance—and institutional rec-
ognition—since the mid-twentieth century.2 Artists’ uses of documenting not only
reflect technological changes that have made high-quality recording more readily avail-
able, but also signal the importance of testimony and witnessing at an ever-expanding
number of sites of political tension.3 Within our period of environmental, political, and
technological crises, art historian T.J. Demos sums up the power of these changes when
he argues that artists have “reinvent[ed] the conditions of moving images in the doc-
umentary art of photography, film, and video, that is, images that are globally circulat-
ing and politically affective.”4

Against this backdrop of our present context, we look back in this special issue to
documentation as artistic practice in the 1960s. By “documentation” we mean both the
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material processes of creating documents and the complex work of assembling sets of
documents, organizing systems of materials, or drawing connections between them. In
our view, this era was pivotal to the changing epistemologies of the document and of
documentation. In the context of these broader changes, artists addressed the problem
of mediation in their work from new angles. The 1960s laid important groundwork for
more contemporary strategies of documentation in terms of both theory and practice.
As the beginning of the information age, this period ushered in new media and new
attitudes about mediation, data, and knowledge. It was also a moment of significant
political change, when in multiple situations globally individual and collective identities
came directly into conflict with oppressive state apparatuses. New global communica-
tions technologies seemed to hold potential to help in these situations, to network
shared experiences of encounter with state power across greater distances. In this
context, many artists made work that engaged with the mundane everyday, with the
embodied experience of the spectator, or with the politically charged critique of insti-
tutions and their discourses; documentation was a core strategy to these ends. The
question of whether the document mediated access to the work of art or was, in
some regard, the work itself would become during the 1960s increasingly fraught
among artists working in conceptual or performative dimensions. As artists generated
more material production around the idea or event seemingly at the core of their
project—process frequently supplanting finished product—it became less and less
clear where and when the artwork stopped and documentation of art began. In the
meantime, modernist problems of the aesthetics, veracity, and politics of documenta-
tion continued to affect artists who explored new forms of mechanical and electronic
reproduction.

At various moments in the twentieth century, the document held particular rele-
vance in art discourse.5 Whether considered in theoretical terms, as in German critic
Walter Benjamin’s (1892–1940) “Thirteen Theses Against Snobs” (1928), or in terms
of practice, as in Georges Bataille’s (1897–1962) French Surrealist art magazine Docu-
ments (1929–30), the document was frequently summoned in “resistance to the aes-
thetic point of view,” the result of which was nonetheless an expansion of the
boundaries of art making.6 In the Soviet Union, as art historian Benjamin Buchloh
has argued, the formalism of faktura was supplanted by a turn to the factographic pho-
tograph, which supposedly “render[ed] aspects of reality visible without interference or
mediation.”7 In the United States, a “documentary style” emerged in the work of pho-
tographer Walter Evans, who proposed that one could adopt the look and format of the
document for aesthetic purposes—even while a majority of the work produced in this
style in the 1930s was tied to the social welfare politics of the state.8

While the document purportedly offered a directness of experience, documenta-
tion, by contrast, was about mediated understanding.9 Modernist bureaucratic ma-
chines of the early twentieth century churned out an abundance of paper, magnetic,
and filmic records, creating in turn a demand for new strategies of collecting and ar-
chival storage. Documentation science (after 1968, called “information science” in
Europe and North America) brought order to social history and the administration
of everyday life. Documents and archives had the potential to make life function
more smoothly; both were repositories of modern truths, consulted for improving
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our understanding of criminal forensics, qualitative and quantitative studies of popu-
lations, public health, and collective or personal psychologies.

Given the power of these bureaucratic tools and the political regimes that wielded
them, it is unsurprising that artists in the 1960s used strategies of documentation in
ways that persistently challenged “the nineteenth century’s confidence in the registra-
tion of time” (Sven Spieker), drawing new kinds of connections between media or re-
introducing subjective dimensions to information.10 After World War II, modernist
aesthetic values were rapidly being reshaped alongside a revolution in recording and
communications technologies. In this context, American critic Harold Rosenberg
(1906–78) offered an important counterpoint to the prevailing ideology of autonomous
art when he proposed that “new American painting” (Abstract Expressionism) regis-
tered the traces of an artist’s activities or labors rather than a planned composition.11

Around the same time, the writings of French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty
(1908–61) influenced artists who were increasingly concerned with embodied percep-
tion over formal dimensions of an image.12 In opposition to the forced “objectivity” of
totalitarian and Cold War discourse (and mass media that bolstered both state power
and formalist aesthetics), a concern for the contingent and the subjective motivated
artists to explore more direct acts of expression—now through the same highly
coded media forms as the mass media. As they engaged in documentation of everyday
lived experiences in the 1960s, artists used various kinds of recording media to leave
open the meaning for their audiences, encouraging more active participation in the
process. As the perpetual crises of the Cold War wore on into the late 1950s and
early 1960s, the use of documents to hold or enforce power deepened, as did the cri-
tique of their effects. Documents were increasingly understood as subject to revision
and change. As Martha Barratt describes in her essay in this issue, documentation
could be used and reused “to enable resistance to historicization,” a particularly em-
powering effect when the subject documented was the self.13

The 1960s were thus a transitional period that moved away to some extent from the
accumulation of seemingly “transparent” documents to the use of documentation as a
“literal”means of communicating diverse lived realities, often in service of exposing the
personal or subjective. A range of recording formats and production techniques newly
available to consumers also made it possible for young artists to challenge the presumed
neutrality of these forms and their function as straightforward records. With these
tools, documentation could be a creative practice, allowing artists to reshape, multiple,
or develop new works—rejecting, in the process, the stability of recorded information.
Canadian media theorist Marshall McLuhan’s (1911–80) technologically determinist
view of media resonated strongly, especially with North American artists and their
publics, helping to establish documentation as an important dimension of media
ecology.14

The allegedly neutral, “transparent” dimension of documentation was still valued
in its capacity to transmit ephemeral, site-specific, or process-based art practices, like
those that art critic Lucy Lippard (b. 1937) characterized in the 1960s as “dematerial-
ized.”15 Documentation was an important concern for conceptual artists, but its role
and status were ambiguous. In some cases, documentation was seen as secondary to
the piece and could, according to artists Lawrence Weiner (b. 1942) and Robert
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Barry (b. 1936), “be distracting” or “ge[t] in the way of the art.”16 In other instances it
formed an essential component of the piece, so that the distinction between documen-
tation and the work itself was difficult to draw.17 While the medium of such documen-
tation was often photography, among its privileged sites of appearance was the printed
page of an artist’s book or exhibition catalog. With documentation, artists had the po-
tential to record, elaborate, or even generate works or ideas, but the portability and
cheapness of its materials helped artists communicate those ideas to larger international
audiences and expressed a political desire for the “de-commodification of art.”18

Likewise for the emerging set of practices called new music, happenings, actions,
and events, documentation was important to the transmission of details about a live
performance. Beginning in the late 1950s, happenings and Fluxus-related events
used live bodies, audience participation, vaudevillian theatrics, or public disruptions
as art. This way of working explicitly upended systems of value in the visual arts and
frequently resonated as well with the politics of countercultural protest and participa-
tion. Many artists working in performance initially limited the influence of mediation
through documents, sometimes even restricting the use of recording technologies. But
the potential for documentation to somehow re-stage site-specific or performative
works for other audiences was compelling.19 Moreover, written or photographic doc-
umentation granted access to the witness or audience perspective.20 Documentation
came to be understood as a key component of the work in numerous instances, some-
thing that the artists increasingly incorporated directly into performances, for example
when Vito Acconci (b. 1940) turned his camera on the audience in Twelve Pictures
(1969).21 By many artists and critics, documentation was perceived during the 1960s
as failing—lacking the capacity to reproduce the live event—even when it was instru-
mental to the performance’s unfolding.22

Although the study of certain documents and documentary strategies of the 1960s
is by now well established,23 a more thoroughgoing account is needed of why and how
artists in this period engaged in the work of documentation. What is at stake in this
special issue is a richer understanding of the specific materials of documentation and
the personal or social uses of documentation in the period (as opposed to the ways
that documentation is used now to access the past). While the authors here do of
course provide close analyses of specific documents, our present study focuses rather
on how documents were produced, consumed, or otherwise used. Moreover, we are
concerned with the way that artists in the 1960s made activities that were once periph-
eral, like arranging a set of texts, central to their practices.

The essays that follow address strategies of documentation in experimental pho-
tography, conceptualist practices, and performance art (areas which frequently inter-
sected in artists’ experimentation). While these case studies are limited in their
geographical scope to the United States, Western Europe, and Japan, their examples re-
peatedly suggest that documentation was produced and circulated in ways that looked
outwardly. Berger’s article describes this effect in terms of American conceptual artist
Douglas Huebler’s (1924–97) introduction of “worldly matters,”24 while Samantha
Ismail-Epps’s contribution looks at how British and American conceptualists used doc-
umentation “to extend the reach of their ideas”25 and Santone’s essay discusses how
documentation sustained social bonds amongst Fluxus artists. Moreover, each of
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these studies contributes to a broader narrative of documentation used strategically to
critique the institutional power of media, or, as Gyewon Kim writes in her text on Jap-
anese avant-garde photography, to “disrupt the highly encoded media spectacles dis-
tributed by mass communication.”26 The extent to which documentation is a social
practice and the degree to which it has the potential to subvert or reorder power—
whether that power is expressed through aesthetics, urban space, institutional access,
bureaucratic control, or the force of history—are key concerns for the articles in this
special issue.

In the first of these articles, “Douglas Huebler and the Photographic Document,”
Christian Berger tackles the function of document and documentation in Douglas
Huebler’s art of the late 1960s. By analyzing Huebler’s practice through the lens of doc-
umentation, Berger shows how conceptual artists resisted the aestheticization of pho-
tography through scrutiny of its materiality as document. He highlights how Huebler’s
work in particular made use of a phenomenological approach to making and organiz-
ing photographs that subordinated visual effects even as it depended on established
photographic techniques.

Gyewon Kim’s text, “Paper, Photographic Document, and the Reflection on the
Urban Landscape in 1960s Japan,” also looks at the materiality of documentation, in
the work of the Japanese avant-garde photography group Provoke. In her analysis,
the mediation and remediation of paper offered the Provoke artists the means to desta-
bilize contemporary media discourse and to redefine the experience of the city as
weightless and changeable. By using paper as a metaphor for the city in their land-
scapes, Kim argues, Provoke critiqued the state imposition of homogenous urban plan-
ning and design.

Samantha Ismail-Epps likewise explores the specific qualities and function of paper
as medium of documentation in “Artists’ Pages: A Site for the Repetition and Extension
of Conceptual Art.” Here, she argues that the reproduction of documents as “pages” in
exhibition catalogs facilitated greater access for the audience to the information artists
presented—whether obscure in its referents or absorbing in its details, the document as
page encouraged active participation. Through close readings of selected pages, Ismail-
Epps points to the intimacy of the encounter created between artist and audience by
this documentation format.

In her essay, “Documentation as Group Activity: Performing the Fluxus Network,”
Jessica Santone is concerned as well with the social relations inherent in documenta-
tion. She argues that the production and distribution of documentation within
Fluxus was a way not only to reach outside audiences, but also of maintaining and es-
tablishing relations within the loose and dispersed international group of artists. Fur-
thermore, as her analysis of projects by Japanese artist Yoko Ono (b. 1933) and the
radical art collective Hi Red Center (founded 1963 in Tokyo) demonstrates, documen-
tation could serve the formation of a group identity, as well as provide a means of ar-
ticulating a politics of identity and difference in relation to the body, race, and gender.

Likewise, in “Autobiography, Time, and Documentation in the Performances and
Auto-Archives of Carolee Schneemann,” Martha Barratt addresses the politics of doc-
umentation. Her paper considers self-documentation and auto-archiving in the work
of American artist Carolee Schneemann (b. 1939), with particular attention to the
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ways that Schneemann reconfigured documentation of both personal and professional
life, creating complex temporalities for her audiences and producing palimpsests of
ephemera that would confound the function of documents as evidence. In this way,
Barratt argues, the artist performs a feminist critique of archiving and insists on the cre-
ative use of documentation for constructing identity.

Documentation was, by the end of the 1960s, increasingly about facilitating com-
munication or producing something new, destabilized by now through so many artists’
interventions to subvert or further activate factographic records. As media historian
Lisa Gitelman demonstrates in Paper Knowledge, acts of documenting, documents
themselves, and uses of documents were occasionally confused or conflated in this
period: “to Xerox” was to affirm the item copied as a document, to electronically
read that document in the process, and to produce a copy (document) for personal
use.27 Document leaks and manipulations of recording devices constituted major inter-
national events in the 1970s (for instance, in the explosiveness of the Pentagon Papers
and the Watergate Scandal in the United States). Documentation as art practice deep-
ened and grew more complicated in the 1970s and after; it served as key support for
institutional critique and site specific art while being ever more burdened by the
false transparency of documents.28 Meanwhile, emerging post-structuralist theory,
such as Michel Foucault’s (1926–84) Archaeology of Knowledge, had begun to shift un-
derstanding of the place of history in the construction of knowledge so that it would be
the thick, fragmented quality of the monument rather than the false transparency of the
document that would be most revealing in the postmodern era.29

The close examination of documentation as art practice in our special issue pro-
vides what we hope is a coherent approach to the study of diverse forms of 1960s
art. The essays here, moreover, give evidence of the complexity and power of documen-
tation in the 1960s that would continue to shape the work of contemporary artists later
in the twentieth century and in our present time. Our special issue thus closes with two
reviews of recent texts that demonstrate the continued relevance of these concerns. Erin
Silver discusses The Shape of Evidence: Contemporary Art and the Document (2014) and
author Sophie Berrebi’s analysis of the actual or supposed evidentiary status of the
document in recent art practices. And Jelena Stojkovic ́ reviews the edited volume Doc-
umentary Across Disciplines (2016), which positions “the documentary” as strategy
rather than genre, and explores how it is now deployed widely across film and other
media.

Finally, in theNotes from the Field section, Melissa Gill addresses the importance of
artist archives for scholarship devoted to conceptualist, performance, and installation
art—including the presence of archival documents in recent exhibitions. She discusses
the complexity of authorship and the materiality of these archives from the point of
view of the Getty Research Institute in Los Angeles, an institution devoted to collecting
and making available contemporary artist archives.

Taken together, the essays in this issue allow an exemplary look at the importance
of documentation, as both form and activity, in art practices of the 1960s. By consid-
ering the materialities and political motivations of such practices, these texts demon-
strate the desire for artists to take ownership of new modes of reproduction and
dissemination and assert the fraught relationship between art and document in this
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period. Documentation was a meaningful way for artists of the 1960s to question tra-
ditional notions of the work of art and established uses of media such as photography,
text, or drawing. It was precisely this subversion of the evidentiary status of media that
allowed for new forms of practice and fostered critical potential, effects which remain
consequential in the use of documentation as art practice today.
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