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Groundwerk 1.2

Documenting Artw
ork

I have been documenting artwork & 
exhibition installations for a wide range 
of artists and institutions in London 
since 2008. 
 
Having good quality, consistent 
documentation of your artwork is 
important in order to communicate how 
the work looks either in isolation or in 
context when not possible to view it in 
person. 

You might have existing images of 
works and installations from previous 
exhibitions taken by professional 
photographers. However you will also 
be working on new projects that you 
want to include in funding proposals or 
submissions that you need to document 
yourself in your studio without the same 
kind of equipment or conditions. 
 
This guide aims to explain the 
fundamental things you can do that will 
enable you to get consistent results.

Groundwerk
Documenting Artwork

Tim Bowditch

Consistency is key. Regardless 
of what equipment you use to capture 
your artwork, it is important that you 
present everything as consistently 
as possible. If you can only use your 
camera phone in your studio with 
fluorescent strip lighting, that is fine. 
Control what aspects you can (time of 
day you shoot or covering the window 
if possible) and photograph in the 
same way each time.
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    Equipment

Essential
Camera
Whatever you have at your disposal. 
Ideally it would have a full manual 
mode to give you the most control. If 
you will be using the camera on your 
phone I will try to advise on how best 
to set everything else up correctly at 
the end of this guide.

Tripod
The shutter speed will likely be 
quite slow so a tripod is essential in 
maintaining the camera is still. It will 
also help give consistency if you are 
photographing multiple works one 
after the other and makes it easier 
to get the subject straight within the 
frame.

Lens 
I prefer a wide to mid zoom which 
covers most situations and provides 
flexibility. 

Additional
Cable release / self timer
Allows you to trigger the shutter 
without touching the camera reducing 
camera shake on longer exposures. If 
your camera has a self timer function 
you can set this to 10 seconds, this will 
give the camera 10 seconds to settle  

 
between pressing the shutter button & 
the shutter opening.

Controllable lighting
The benefit of continuous lighting 
is that you can see where the light 
is falling and get a large depth of 
field by using a long exposure. 
Ideally this would be two flash heads 
or continuous lighting that gives 
you control over density, direction 
and temperature. Two flash heads 
at 400w+ each would be ideal. 
Speedlights will work but won’t 
produce enough power to get a large 
depth of field. If you are not ready to 
invest in a pair of lights you could try 
and bounce two lamps from the home. 
Try to make sure these have the same 
power and colour bulbs.

Large piece of black fabric
This can be placed behind the 
camera to reduce/eliminate any 
reflections from glazed works when 
photographing head on.

Polarising filter
This can be used to reduce reflections 
when the camera is positioned at a 
45 degree angle to a reflective/glazed 
work. Check the diameter indicator on  

Recommended standard setup
Mode
• Set the camera to manual for full control.

ISO
• ISO is ‘film speed’ or how sensitive your digital sensor is to light.
The lower the ISO the cleaner the image in terms of noise/artifacts (grain in film 
terms).
• The lower the ISO the less sensitive the sensor is to light and therefore more light is 
required via the lens or shutter to expose the image correctly.
• You will be using a tripod so you can keep the ISO as low as possible and let the 
required amount of light in via a longer shutter speed.
• I would recommend ISO 100 for most situations as this will give you a clean image.

Aperture & depth of field
The size of the aperture controls the depth of focus within the image.
We are generally looking to get as much in focus as possible when providing an 
objective document of an artwork.

Camera Setup

 
your lens to get the right size threaded filter.

Grey card / colour chart
I use a grey card for both exposure and colour control. You can pick up a grey card 
quite cheaply. You can set exposure off it in camera or if using flash then photograph 
it in front of the work and use it to set exposure and colour when editing.
Down the line you could invest in a color checker. The included software allows you 
to create calibration profiles for your camera and lighting setup to achieve accurate 
colour under the given lighting conditions.

https://www.wexphotovideo.com/colour-confidence-total-balance-collapsible-af-grey-card-1531568/ 
https://xritephoto.com/colorchecker-classic
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The higher the f-stop/aperture number the smaller the aperture, the more depth of 
field/focus.
I usually find f11 is the best starting point. It allows a large depth of field but also 
doesn’t reduce the amount of light travelling as much as say an f22 would.

Shutter speed
With the ISO and Aperture locked in the only variable for controlling the amount of 
light now is the shutter speed.
The combination of aperture f11 and low ISO (100) let less light in so a longer 
exposure is required.

Shutter release
• You can pick up a cheap third party shutter release cable for your camera on eBay.
• To avoid vibrations/movement at longer shutter speeds use either a wired or wireless 
remote release to trigger the shutter without touching the camera.
• You could use a 2 or 10 second timer as alternative if your camera has this function. 
• A 10 second timer would allow the camera to settle between the button being 
pressed and the shutter opening.

Mirror lockup
• Check your camera manual/menu to see if you have a mirror lock up option. 
• DSLR cameras use a mirror system to present the image from the lens to the 
eyepiece. Before the shutter is released the mirror needs to come up, the shutter 
then opens, closes and then the mirror comes back down.
• This process, when using longer exposures, can lead to vibrations and shake on the 
image.
• Lock the mirror up before opening the shutter to reduce vibrations. This allows you 
to click the shutter button once to lock the mirror up, let the camera settle for a 
second and then press the shutter button again to take the picture. The shutter will 
then shut and the mirror comes back down.

RAW
• RAW gives greatest flexibility when processing your files.
• Shoot a neutral JPEG if you haven’t got RAW processing software.

Variables
Perspective & levelling
Set tripod to correct height and angle the camera so horizontals and verticals are 
level. Use in camera leveling readout if your camera has it or buy a cheap hotshoe 
bubble/spirit level like this. 
I prefer to get this right in camera, or as close as possible and then tweak in post if 
necessary. 

Focal length
This depends on the situation. For an installation shot you are likely to be at a wider 
focal length (somewhere around 24-35mm). For artwork documentation it is 
important that you are not too close to the subject or too wide with the focal length, 
as you do not want to distort the work. I’d recommend a standard focal length of 
50mm or longer to avoid distortion.

Focus
Manual focus using live view to zoom in to check is the most accurate method. 
If you are shooting an installation shot in a large space - put focus on a point in the 
middle of the room depth wise to ensure focus throughout the image.

Exposure
If I am using ambient or continuous lighting I would hold up a grey card in the scene, 
filling the frame and adjust the shutter speed until the in built meter reads in the 
centre or 0.
If I am using flash I would take a flash reading for the settings required and place in a 
grey card. In post I would then take a reading of the 18% neutral grey and adjust until 
the RGB values read 50% (see fig 1)
If you are not using a grey card you will have to judge this by eye. Ensure the display 
brightness is manually set. You can then balance everything in post production. 
You can also use the in camera light meter and read the histogram, but bear in mind 
you will likely need to overexpose by 1 or 2 stops as the camera will be reading for the 
white wall spaces and the histogram will be reading much more to the right.

https://www.wexphotovideo.com/interfit-2-way-bubble-level-1522742
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Lighting  

Highlight warning
Enable this function if you have it. The highlight warning will blink black if any 
highlight information is being lost.

White balance
• Auto White Balance - AWB will change wherever you point it and be affected by 
dominant colours in the frame so it is best to avoid. 
• If you don’t have a grey card then choose one of the preset white balance settings 
that fits your lighting conditions best. 
• If none of the presets are working for you then manually set the Kelvin (color 
temperature) as required. 
• As with setting exposure I would set the white balance by shooting a grey card 
under the lighting conditions and setting the camera white balance to this image.  
• If I am using flash I would put a grey card next to the artwork for one picture and 
then use this in post production to accurately set white balance. (see fig 1)

Fig  1Fig  1

Lighting is a key 
part of artwork documentation. 
Whether it be shooting an installation 
or directly copying a work, the 
main considerations are control & 
consistency. 

Installation documentation
Mixed lighting is hard to work with so 
try and minimize the different sources.
Daylight changes and makes 
consistency tricky over a set of 
images taken over a 1-2 hour period. 
Try to shoot under the same lighting 
conditions where possible and balance 
out levels in post production to 
achieve a uniform level of lighting. 

If the lighting levels vary dramatically 
it might be necessary to shoot 
different exposure plates to work with 
in post.
Controlled spaces without windows 
and one type of lighting source are 

 
easier to set exposure and colour for. 
This makes it much easier to get 
consistency as the lighting levels and 
colour don’t change.
I usually leave the gallery lighting on and 
do my best with the mix coming in from 
outside, parking the exposure and colour 
in between the ambient gallery lights and 
incoming daylight (see below). 

If there are windows in the space try to 
pick a time of day when the light won’t 
be directly shining in. Often you cannot 
pick the time of day to shoot so just have 
to control it the best you can, sometimes 
using blinds, often waiting for the sun to 
move behind clouds.
Similarly if you are shooting outside the 
time of day and weather is even more 
important. Check forecasts and work out 
at one time of day the light will likely be 
best to capture your work.

Fig  2Fig  2

Fig  3Fig  3
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I usually work with the ambient 
lighting situation controlling it the best 
I can, but sometimes I do take a flash 
to balance out and fill in some shadow 
areas. Sometimes the lights will need 
to be colour gelled to match to the 
ambient colour temperature of the 
gallery lights.

Artwork documentation
Lights will give you full control and 
consistency. 
Ideally these will be daylight balanced 
flash heads or speedlights. However, 
any controllable source of lighting will 
work as you can set white balance as 
previously discussed. 
My preferred method is to bounce two 
flashes (one either side of the work, 
see above) onto a white ceiling. This 
provides an even wash of light with a 
slight drop shadow underneath the 
work. This shadow can be filled in using 

a piece of white card to bounce light back 
in.
If there is no white ceiling to bounce off 
use 2 lights at 45 degrees to the subject 
with flash umbrellas to diffuse the light or 
bounce it back. (see below)

Reduce any ambient light mixing with 
the additional lights by reducing the 
shutter speed, allowing less ambient light 
in and letting the flash take over. See the 
camera settings in fig 6 on the next page. 
I’m using:  
• 100ISO for a clean image  
• Aperture F11 for focus throughout the 
wall mounted sculpture 
• 50mm focal length to avoid distortion 
• 1/100th of a second to remove any 
ambient light and solely light the work 
with the two bounced flashes. 
If you don’t have lights, position the 
work on a wall that is evenly lit either by 
daylight or the ambient lighting in the 

room. Ideally this would be a north-facing wall that doesn’t get any direct light (see 
image above).  
You could also try to bounce two lamps from home directly onto a white ceiling. Try 
to ensure these are the same power and colour temperature.

Glazed works and reflections
For reflective works where you can 
position yourself at 45 degrees to the 
work use a polarising filter to reduce 
reflections. See the installation images  
on page 11 to see the polarizer in action 
on these glazed framed photographs.
If you need to be straight on to 
the work as is the case with most 
framed/glazed paintings, drawings or 
photographs then you will need to use 
a black sheet behind the camera.

Fig  4Fig  4

Fig  5Fig  5

Fig  6Fig  6

Fig  7Fig  7
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Ideally you would use a backdrop stand 
with a rail to hang the cloth in front of 
the camera then poke the lens through. 
This works well for larger works that 
require a larger area of cloth to block 
reflections. 
If the work is only around A3 size it is 
easy enough to set the camera to self 
timer and then hold a smaller black 
cloth directly behind the camera. 
In trickier situations, where you cannot 
set up the cloth or don’t have anybody 
to hold it with then you might have to 

take multiple photographs of the cloth 
covering different parts of the work 
and then bring these together later in 
Photoshop.
The lights will need to be at 45 degrees 
to the work to not be reflected. 

Fig  9Fig  9

Fig  8Fig  8

Fig  10Fig  10

Fig  11Fig  11 Fig  13Fig  13

Fig  12Fig  12
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The first plate is at 
100ISO and f8 to get a 
crisp clean background 
but at 6 seconds so it is 
impossible to freeze the 
image (see fig 16).

The second plate is at 
1/15th of a second to 
freeze the video. The ISO 
has increased to allow this 
exposure and the room is 
too dark (see fig 17).

The darker image of the 
screen can be dropped 
into the background plate 
in photoshop… (see fig 18)

The final method to try 
if there is a white ceiling: 
bounce flash to fill/lift 
ambient room exposure 
whilst holding the correct 
exposure for the video. 
The shutter is to be set to 
at least 1/25th second to 
freeze the video.

Top down copy work
You will likely have unmounted or 
unframed paintings or drawings that will 
be easier to photograph on the floor 
than on the wall.
You will need a tripod with a centre 
column that can move between 0 and 
180 degrees allowing you to straddle 
the tripod over the work.
Ideally you would light the work with 
two umbrellas at 45 degrees to the 
work. Alternatively pick an area of 
floor that is evenly lit by your ambient 
lighting.
Put a piece of large white card 
under the work to provide a neutral 
background.

Video works on monitors or 
projections
Pause the video if you can (you may 
need to remove the pause symbol 
in photoshop). This then allows you 
to either do one exposure where the 
screen is holding the correct exposure 
and there is enough ambient light in the 
room, or alternatively shoot a couple of 
plates one for the screen and one for 
the room and then comp together in 
post.
(See fig 14) This image reference is 
a good example. I was able to pause 
the projection, and take one exposure 
that fitted the room and screen 
removing the need for any Photoshop 
which would’ve been tricky given the 
reflection on the mirrored floor.  

If you can’t pause the video, take a plate 
for the room, then drop in the stills 
from the video in post which can work, 
but can look a little fake.
As a better alternative to this method, I 
recommend setting your shutter speed 
to at least 1/25th second to freeze 
the video without having to pause it. 
You will likely need to raise the ISO 
and open the aperture up to achieve 
this shutter speed and get the correct 
exposure.

Take a brighter, sharper and cleaner 
base plate for the room at f11, ISO100 
and drop the above mentioned shot. 
(see above). The following three images 
show the different exposures needed 
to composite a screen in when it is not 
possible to pause the projection. 

Fig  14Fig  14

Fig  15Fig  15

Fig  16Fig  16

Fig  17Fig  17

Fig  18Fig  18

Lightboxes and neons
As with some video work, these will likely require a couple of bracketed exposures 
and then to be comped together afterwards. There is a fine balance here to get this 
looking right.
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down and a clip light from the back 
coming in as per the diagram here. 
(see fig 20)
In this situation the subject was close 
enough to the background for the 
key light to spill light evenly onto the 
background too. (see fig 22) 
Ideally the background would be lit 
separately by two lights and then the 
subject by one or two lights as per this 
diagram. This gives more control over 
background and subject. (see fig 21) 
If you haven’t got lights I would 
recommend shooting under ambient 

I find the best way to get a natural 
looking neon work is to expose for the 
light source in the work and then fill/
lift the ambient room exposure with 
some bounced flash if there is a white 
ceiling to bounce off. (see fig 19)

Sculpture
If I am shooting sculpture in the 
gallery setting I would either use the 
ambient strip lighting or bounce flash 
to get an even wash of light over the 
work from above.
When photographing desktop size 
works in the studio I would use a 4ft 
colorama backdrop roll, large soft box 
as a key light from the side pointing 

strip lights and finding an area with the 
most even spread of light. You can use 
a piece of material, paper or card as a 
backdrop to get results similar to the 
reference image.
Alternatively you could try to use a 
household lamp and shine it through 
a piece of cloth/diffusion. You can use 
a white piece of board/card to bounce 
light from the opposite angle. 
If you are using ambient light or a 
home lamp your exposure will be 
fairly long to achieve the 100ISO and 
Aperture f11. 
If your works are small enough you 
could invest in a either a light tent, 
like this, allowing you to shine a lamp 
through the diffused walls and ceiling 
to give you nice even light from any 
angle. Or alternatively a portable LED 
studio box like this.

Details
I would suggest using a minimum 
aperture of f11 for this ideally f18 or 
22 for maximum depth of field/focus 
across the image when using a macro 
lens. (see fig 23)
In order to work at these small 
apertures you will need more light. If 
working with ambient light you should 
again keep the aperture high, ISO low 
and use a long exposure/slow shutter 
speed to get the correct exposure.

If shooting on a phone…
I have never documented work in this 
way, but if you haven’t got a point 

Fig  20Fig  20

Fig  21Fig  21

Fig  22Fig  22

Fig  23Fig  23

Fig  19Fig  19

and shoot, mirrorless or DSLR camera 
available, I would use a phone and invest 
in a clamp that attaches the phone to 
a tripod like this. The tripod will firstly 
allow you to get the interior or work 
straight in the frame. It will also reduce/
eliminate any camera shake. 
You won’t be able to control many 
variables with the phone but they 
generally shoot quite wide-angle and 
with a large depth of field. You should be 
able to slide the exposure to the desired 
level and also pick and lock your focus 
point.
Given you are using the tripod mount, 
you could also take multiple exposure 
plates if needs be, or use the HDR 
function to merge different exposures if 
necessary.

https://www.wexphotovideo.com/calumet-portacube-40-small-1629808/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/One-piece-Adjustable-Brightness-Professional-Photography/dp/B07GFDZR8P
https://www.wexphotovideo.com/manfrotto-universal-smartphone-clamp-1585513/
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All images courtesy of the artist.
Artworks depicted:

Fig 1: Jala Wahid, 2020
Fig 2: Florian Roithmayr: with, and, or, without at Camden Arts Centre, 2016
Fig 3: Shana Moulton at Zabludowicz Collection, 2019
Fig 4 & 5: Tim Bowditch
Fig 6: Jala Wahid, 2020
Fig 7: Tim Bowditch
Fig 8 & 9: Leila Alaoui: Rite of Passage at Somerset House, 2020
Fig 10 & 11: Tim Bowditch
Fig 12: Hannah Hughes, 2020
Fig 13: Tim Bowditch
Fig 14: Zoe Williams: Sunday Fantasy at Mimosa House, 2019
Fig 15: Pierre Huyghe: The House Project (2001) at 24/7 A Wake-UP Call for Our 
Non-Stop World at Somerset, 2019
Fig 16, 17 & 18: Leila Alaoui: Rite of Passage at Somerset House, 2020

This is a resource developed with support from Arts Council England by Tim 
Bowditch as part of the Groundwerk artist development series, 2020.  

Design by B Atherton, layout by Phoebe Russell & facilitated by Holly Graham.

• Colour management.

• Depth of field.

• Using a polarising filter.

• Documenting artwork with your phone.

    Further Reading

Image Credits

Tim Bowditch is a photographer and filmmaker, specialising in artwork and installation 
documentation. He works with project spaces, commercial galleries, public galleries 
and artists alike. With twelve years of experience, he has developed the specific 
technical skills required to accurately and objectively capture artwork, and is acutely 
aware of how important the archive image is to the legacy of an artwork or project. 
Clients include: Arcadia Missa, Copperfield Gallery, Delfina Foundation, Deptford X, 
DRAF, Hayward Gallery, Kingsgate Workshops, Konig London, Kunstraum, LAMB 
Arts, Mimosa House, MOT, Pi Artworks, RCA, Sid Motion, Somerset House, Sophie 
Tappeiner Gallery, SPACE, Space InBetween, Standpoint, TATE, The Mayor Gallery, 
The Photographers Gallery, The Sunday Painter, Turf Projects, Whitechapel Gallery, 
Zabludowicz Collection, and more.
timbowditch.com

Founded in 2013 by Croydon locals, Turf Projects is the first entirely artist-run 
contemporary art space in Croydon, South London. A registered charity (#1160527), 
Turf has supported the work of over 400 artists to date through a programme of free 
public exhibitions, workshops and events.
turf-projects.com // @turfprojects

Fig 19: Paul Schwer: The Shape of Things to Come at Pi Artworks, 2015
Fig 20 & 21: Tim Bowditch
Fig 22: Claire Partington, 2019
Fig 23: Florian Roithmayr: with, and, or, without at Camden Arts Centre, 2016

http://www.xritephoto.com/learning
https://xritephoto.com/learning
http://photographylife.com/what-is-depth-of-field
http://digitalcameraworld.com/uk/tutorials/use-a-polarizing-filter-to-cut-through-reflections
http://willkempartschool.com/how-to-photograph-your-paintings-with-your-iphone/
https://www.timbowditch.com/
http://turf-projects.com/
http://instagram.com/turfprojects

