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Introduction 

The process of documenting as an action is as aspect of conceptual art that needs 

more exploration. Indeed, there have been essays written concerning documentation 

as art practice, one most notably by Christian Berger and Jessica Santone 

containing that exact title which focuses on the importance of the 1960’s in regards 

to the practice of documentation. This by no means entails that this essay will be in 

response or even in relation to their text. Where their text relates to “the creation of 

documents and their management” (Berger & Santone, 2016), this essay will 

concern itself with uncovering specific processes of documenting as an action-based 

practice. For this to occur coherently, firstly the context of ‘conceptualism’ must be 

uncovered in depth along with a basic understanding of the theories surrounding 

post-structuralism. Specific case studies looking at the artwork of Gabriel Orozco, 

Edward Ruscha, Bruce Nauman and Bruce Baillie will then be evaluated in relation 

to the identified aims of Conceptualism and an appropriate literary work of Georges 

Perec. Here we can see that the specific processes to be discussed are: 

photographing and recording – both visually and audibly. With references to external 

interpretations, in essence, there is the aim that this essay will highlight the important 

and fascinating, but underappreciated, process of action-based documentation 

procedures that operate within conceptual art. 

 

 

 

 

 



Hannah Doran   ARDF 600 
S16000068   

4 
 

Chapter One: A literature review 

Identifying the aims within Conceptualism  

Documenting as photographing, as recording, as doing, as not doing, as 

communicating, as collecting, as idea, as writing, as eating, as sleeping, as anything. 

We must open the potential of the word documenting to include its fullest possible 

range of connotations to the point where one may not even associate a given word 

with having even the most tenuous of links to the idea of ‘documenting’ in order to 

appropriately navigate this essay. In this light, it is important to emphasise that 

although the process of documenting can be seen as both a means to an end but 

also an end in itself in the rawest of senses, the focus of this venture will be on the 

latter. That is to say, the focus of the process of documenting, or “idea” is 

“understood both as a preparatory sketch or project for accomplishment of an artistic 

action or work, or as cognitive meaning…instead of its material presentation” (Nae, 

2011). 

Clearly one must first uncover the contextual underpinnings of the conceptual art 

framework that homes the vast array of processes relating to documentation as an 

action, prior to making any assertions related to the field. Exploring the potential 

aims of conceptual art by reviewing and interpreting the literature of Dick Higgins, 

Joseph Kosuth, Anna Dezeuze and Craig Sapper will allow for a greater 

understanding of the peculiar art situation that allowed for the process of 

documenting to be born. 

Dick Higgins, in his Statement on Intermedia (1966), highlights quite appropriately 

the need for “new way[s] of looking at things” due to the “spread of mass literacy, 

television [and] radio” at the time of his writing in the 1960’s. He urged that no longer 
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should there simply be “magnificent” notions of these new ways of looking, but 

abruptly, “we want to see it done”. In support of this Higgins points towards 

“Happenings, event pieces [and] mixed media films” as explicit examples where new 

“means of communications” are revealed.  Herein lies a potential contextual aim that 

emerges from conceptualism; to identify and activate new modes of dialogue in order 

to express critical ideas through the “dialectic between the media”. (Higgins, 1966) 

Going on to explain how the “the traditional forms” of media used by artists have 

“broken down…[to] become merely puristic points of reference”, Higgins’ point of 

view here is helpful as to convey that the specific processes of documenting to be 

explored within this text will be categorised with this idea of fluidity among mediums 

in mind. For example, the artist Bruce Baillie is regarded internationally as an 

experimental film artist, however, within this setting his work will be considered from 

an audio/recording perspective of documenting.      

Equally as assertive, Joseph Kosuth, in his seminal piece Art After Philosophy 

(1969), situates Marcel Duchamp’s first unassisted Ready-made as being the 

moment “art changed its focus from the form of the language to what was being 

said”.  Prior to this Kosuth sighted the “morphology” of art – before Duchamp – as 

the language of art “remain[ing] the same” despite it “saying new things”. When the 

“nature of art” became the priority over the possible aesthetic values, conceptual art 

was born (Kosuth, 1991). In asserting that “artists question the nature of art by 

presenting new propositions as to art’s nature”, Kosuth suggests a further ‘aim’ for 

artists operating within the realm of conceptual art. Along a similar line to Higgins, 

conceptualism aims to stretch and push traditionally non-artistic communications 

within the art frame; to question what can be art. 
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Thus, both Higgins and Kosuth propose the intentions of conceptual art from a 

process point of view in terms of ensuring that the communication of an idea, or 

“concept”, is carried out in a non-morphological way that transcends traditional 

media. Here a common ideology can be identified perhaps due to their close 

proximities to the time when this avant-garde artistic movement came about - “as if 

by spontaneous combustion throughout the entire world” in the 1960’s, as Higgins 

puts it (Higgins, 1966).  

Contrastingly, when considering what the writers Anna Dezeuze and Craig Saper 

judge conceptual art’s aim to be, a clear shift in focus moves from the “concept” aims 

suggested by Higgins and Kosuth towards an emphasis of what becomes of the 

discoveries of these new ways of communicating; how the result is communicated. 

Participatory artworks or Do It Yourself (D.I.Y.) artworks often come into being 

resulting from the documenting process of collecting everyday objects. Dezeuze 

claims emphatically in An introduction to the ‘do-it-yourself artwork’, that a “D.I.Y. 

artwork as a practice exists only through a potential participation” and without 

instructions or a framework, the conceptual artwork result can become “entirely 

arbitrary and truly chaotic” (Dezeuze, 2011). Therefore, a potential aim is identified 

as thus: If a conceptual artwork requires participation then it must have an 

appropriate framework in order for the concept behind the objects to be fully realised; 

communicated properly through activation by an audience. Dezeuze uses George 

Brecht’s 1959 exhibition Toward Events where the audience ended up “stealing and 

breaking” his work as an example where lack of regulations effected greatly the 

communication that came across through the work (Dezeuze, 2011).  

A distinction can be made between Dezeuze’s view to that of Saper’s, which is 

vocalised in his writing Fluxus as a Laboratory. Saper views the outcomes of fluxus 
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artworks within conceptualism as having “no intrinsic value” (Saper, 1998) as he 

identifies the main aim of the conceptual work done by fluxus artists as being to 

“disseminate knowledge” and the ideas they have. Perhaps from this standpoint, the 

lack of instructions does not detract from the potential for interaction and 

communication with the public. Instead, Saper views the “value of the work residing 

in the ideas it implies to the reader, the spectator and to other participants” (Saper, 

1998), and so perhaps the importance of conceptual art lives somewhere between 

the communication of the artwork – residue of idea – and the ideas or opinions 

evoked from the viewer. Of course, an argument could be made for suggesting that 

the importance of all types of art to a certain extent lives between the viewer and the 

piece of work in question. However, if this were the case then the interpretation 

created by the observer of a “complex image” – which includes the majority of 

paintings and drawing as they do not contain text or participatory stimuli – would not 

be “subjective” in nature as is suggested that they are by Cristian Nea. In his essay 

concerning Conceptual Artworks as Performative Interventions, Nea insists that 

there is certain “emotional private space” required for the viewing of art that exists 

within “aesthetic formalism” which is not required for the democratic nature of 

conceptual art (Nea, 2011). And so it can be deduced that the “value of the work” - 

as suggested by Saper – that is reaped from conceptualism is simply not activated to 

its fullest potential by the observer of traditional mediums.   

Here, four distinct aims arise for conceptual art - the context to which the process of 

documenting lies - they are as follows;  

 To identify new ways of communicating which operate outside of the traditional 

mediums 
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 To question the nature of art by stretching and offering new concepts for what 

can be considered art 

 To outline a specific framework for interactions with an audience e.g. rules, 

instructions 

 To disseminate and disperse one’s knowledge as an artist operating in the 

conceptual sphere of art 

By taking the first aim which centres upon the idea of dematerialising the process of 

art making, it could be noted here that an additional aim for conceptualism lies within 

the rejection of the market place that to all art seems inevitably. If the work is 

dematerialised due to the process of documenting being action-based, then surely 

when it comes to conceptual art there is nothing to sell? However, as helpfully 

summarised by Chantal Mouffe, “any form of critique is automatically recuperated 

and neutralized by capitalism” (Mouffe, 2007). An appropriate example of this 

occurring is Duchamp’s 1935-1941 Boite-en-valise work. His attempt at criticising the 

art institute’s obsession with the idea of originality of course became highly 

marketable; epitomising the power of capitalism as it quite easily envelopes new 

modes of communication. Indeed, these physical residues or the documents 

containing the idea as artwork like a book, film, object become commodities that 

penetrate and morph into the seemingly limitless boundaries of the art market. Due 

to this sad inevitability of “recuperation”, this quite consistent aim for conceptualism 

will be disregarded when the evaluation of specific processes of documenting comes 

to the fore.  

This aforementioned “dematerialised” art state that artists find themselves in, as a 

result of the information overload suggested by Higgins, as they strive for new 
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avenues to communicate their ideas through, seems an ideal situation for the 

process of documentation as art practice to come about; and it did.  

Nea theorises, by paraphrasing Lucy Lippard, that despite the fact “conceptual art 

highlights the cognitive dimension of art and its intellectualized reception and 

experience, the thinking process has to be communicated through a sensible 

medium”. However, Nea insists the “idea can be conveyed through multiple or 

virtually any medium” (Nea, 2011). It is this break down of traditional media, also 

mentioned by Higgins, that has allowed a completely new dialogue to be accessed 

as a means of communicating ideas between artists, and with audiences. 

Importantly, the term ‘breakdown’ should be seen as a sort of liberation from the 

constrictive qualities of the historic mediums: painting, drawing and sculpture. This 

attempt by artists at the time to engage “with information” in a new way conveyed a 

“democratic gesture for some conceptual artists” who began to play with “written text, 

indexical and documentary photography and other means of recording information”. 

Here we can see that the process of documentation and the “strong belief in the 

power of language” - however this language manifests – allowed for the greater 

public communications that Higgins so urgently was pushing for. Nea understands 

“conceptual art…as an information-oriented communication structure”, and that 

within such a structure, the process of documenting and capturing the immediacy 

and mundaneness of our surroundings began to allow for “transmission 

of…information between the artist and its public” to take place. Here, the process of 

documenting is quite clearly an avenue that began to be exploited as a way of 

attempting to practice within the aims previously outlined above. Using Christine 

Kozlov’s piece No Theory (1979) to emphasise this change (allowed for by 

documenting), Nea suggests that the “competence required for understanding and 
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responding to text is no match for…an image (painting)” and in doing so “opens up a 

space of collective and intersubjective reception” (Nea, 2011). This perhaps gives 

reason for why the process of documenting as an action became so popular in 

attempting to create new avenues of communicating ideas to the surrounding world. 

In this light, Duchamp’s 1917 Fountain piece can be seen as the original document 

that shifted this highly sought after change in the focus of what art is, in a radical way 

towards the limitless potential for what art can be. 

 

Chapter Two  

Process of Writing with Reference to Post-Structuralism 

The idea of Nea’s “collective and intersubjective” space that is created from new 

modes of communication activated through the raw documentation of what 

surrounds us holds similar ideologies to that suggested through post-structuralism; 

which becomes apparently important to understanding the idea that one can 

document, capture, collect their surroundings through a multiplicity of ways. In 

contrast to the views surrounding structuralism – where a given system, for example 

a written book or piece of artwork, contains a structure that gives or dictates the 

meaning of that given entity to the reader/viewer – post-structuralism acknowledges 

that various responses or interpretations can be evoked from one given system. The 

focus or meaning of a given text/art system is therefore highly individual and must be 

understood as how the work relates to the individual’s sense of self. Emmanual 

Levinas epitomises this idea:  

“Experience, like language, no longer seems to be made of isolated elements lodged 
somehow in a Euclidean space…[words] signify from the “world” and from the position of the 
one who is looking.” (Levinas, 2003) 
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Whilst post-structuralism insists that a literary text does not have a single purpose or 

meaning – as the theory argues each person creates their own – I suggest that a 

written text itself in the form of a book does not need to conform to the standard 

structure of a book: beginning, middle, end.  An author who epitomises liberation 

from the assertions of structuralism and pedagogical structure of writing is the late 

Georges Perec. In fact, Perec “once wrote a novel… without using the letter ‘e’” and 

followed this with a novel where “‘e’ [was] the only vowel” used (Auster, 2003). 

Indeed, Auster goes on to quote the Italian novelist Italo Calvino who regarded Perec 

as “a writer who resembles absolutely no one else”.  

Interestingly, whilst exploring Perec’s non-fictional seemingly post-structuralism work 

compiled and translated by John Sturrock in Species of Spaces and other Pieces, 

one can easily locate specific ‘spaces’ that Perec divulges in the form of chapters; a 

few titled “The Bed”, “The Apartment”, “The Street”. However, despite these loosely 

structured chapters, Perec’s style of documenting his surroundings remains 

extremely impulsive and informal. “Placid small thought no 1” invites the reader to 

consider that cats may be able to “inhabit houses much better than people” and 

another tells us that “We spend more than a third of our lives in a bed”  (Perec, 

2008). Curiously conversational in nature, Perec uses the vehicle of a book, and the 

medium of language to propose interesting facts, offer his opinion, and question the 

reader. Concerning the idea of space; it seems he uses writing as an attempt to 

disseminate his knowledge of life to the observer or reader. He asks us questions:  

 “What does taking possession of a place mean?” 

 “What is a neighbourhood?” 

 “Why?” 
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Directing these muses directly to us not only shortens the distance between the 

writer and that of the reader, but opens up a dialogical space, a new way of 

communication where responses – a conversation – is needed. Perec pushes the 

emphasis onto the observer to notice and explore their own space. Not only in the 

nature of his words does he achieve this, but through his exploration of the traditional 

structure of a book. “I write in the margin”, he says as he writes in the margin. “I start 

a new paragraph”, he writes as he does exactly that (Perec, 2008). Allowing the 

purpose of his diarist notes to remain mysteriously dependant on the reader allows 

us to concur that Perec’s use of language can be appropriately situated within all 

four of conceptualism’s aims. 

Henceforth it would become interesting to explore the other modes of documenting 

as an action – photographing and recording – not only from the aspirational 

viewpoints of the identified aims, but with reference to Perec’s avant-garde use of 

words within the ordinarily and very structured vehicle that is a written book. 

 

Chapter Three 

Process of Photographing 

Jeff Wall in his 1995 essay titled Marks of Indifference investigates how conceptual 

artists “occupied” photography as a means of carrying out “experiments” during the 

1960s and 1970s (Wall, 1995). Wall concedes that “photography cannot find 

alternatives to depiction…it is in the physical nature of the medium to depict things”. 

But what is of concern for us here as we explore the process of documenting through 

photographing, is not a camera’s seemingly only ability to depict, but the raw action 

of capturing something without “any explicit preparatory process of composition”. 
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Gabriel Orozco’s use of the documentation process photography can be seen 

through two distinct perspectives. In one light, Orozco is said to “capture images 

which later are transformed into sculpture, an installation, a photograph or drawing” 

(Bonami, 2014) emphasising that the work is centred upon the multitude of possible 

outcomes that stem from the act of photographing. Conversely, Orozco himself 

stated in an interview that the photographic action is his “way of drawing in reality, 

instead of a sketchbook I capture with my camera” (Orozco, 2008); which 

counteracts the prior assumption of Orozco’s use of photographing to place the 

importance back on the process of documenting as the artwork itself. Exploring two 

differing pieces of Orozco’s use of the documenting process will allow us to examine 

these two contrasting points of view further; as well as in relation to the aims that 

have been identifies concerning conceptualism.  

  

 

 

 

Fig 1. ‘crazy tourist’ 
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Fig 2. La DS 

 

Fig 1 depicts the ‘crazy tourist’ where Orozco spontaneously captured a scene 

where he placed a piece of fruit on all of tables; an example that amplifies the use of 

photographing as an instant documentation process of solidifying an idea. Indeed, 

this document is the work itself and is not developed or “transformed” into anything. 

‘Crazy tourist’, despite being captured in 1991 could be symptomatic of what the Art 

historian Hal Foster diagnosed as “an archival impulse” that has come about that 

reflects on the “technological changes that have made high-quality recording more 

readily available”, which is expanded on in Berger and Santone’s essay (Berger & 

Santone, 2016). In contrast, Fig 2 is a case of documentation photography where 

Orozco has used the process of documenting as photographing as a means of 

providing evidence of an idea rather than being the idea itself. Certainly, the image of 

Orozco’s La DS is impressive, but it does not offer a new way of communicating, 
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question the nature of art or outline an interaction framework. This is not to say that 

the La DS work itself does not break into any of these aspirations, but with the focus 

being on the use of photographing as a documentation action process, the image of 

La DS is simply an actual document of the idea. However, a case could be made for 

fig 1 – the ‘crazy tourist’ – offering up a new way of communicating ideas to the 

viewer. Undeniably, Orozco’s physical use of a camera is not an operation outside of 

a camera’s traditional use of depiction – as stated to us by Wall – but the image that 

is depicted begs the viewer to contemplate the apparent simplicity of the image. 

Sporadic fruit throughout the image grab your attention but do not allude to anything 

more. Orozco disseminates his worldly experiences by subtly asking us to take 

notice of the often overlooked every-day spaces; and he achieves this contemplation 

through using photography as a documentation process. Perec asks of us the same 

thing on Page 50 of his book under “practical exercises”. “Observe the street…force 

yourself to write down what is of no interest, what is most obvious, most common” 

(Perec, 2008). Perec similarly to Orozco wants us to situate ourselves within our 

surroundings and become present in our own busy worlds. 

Orozco’s practice is said to “explore philosophical conundrums through random 

encounters and spatial relations” (White Cube, n.d.) which draws familiarity with how 

Georges Perec explores the spatial relations of the page of a book. As Orozco uses 

the process of photo-documenting as a means of activating the viewer’s attention to 

his personal view on how physical space is used – fig1 – Perec explicitly explores 

language and the spatial potential of a page. On page 9 and 10 of his book, Perec 

offers a new way of using words on a page by exploiting the vertical aspect of the 

page rather than the horizontal. 
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Fig 3. Page 9 of Species 

of Spaces and other 

Pieces. 

 

 

Where perhaps Orozco is subtler through his exploration of space in an interesting 

way, Perec is quite obvious in his intrusion of the traditional use of a page of a book. 

This could be possibly due to the assertions made early by Nea concerning the lack 

of “competence required for understanding and responding to text” (Nae, 2011) 

which allows for Perec to be more obviously rebellious of the ordinarily standard way 

of communicating through the use of language.  

Where Orozco’s use of photographing could be seen as very personal and 

sometimes subtle in his attempt at exploring the world through a lens in an idea-

focused light, Ed Ruscha’s use of photographing remains “graphic” in nature (Pia, 

2009). Despite the connotations of Pop Art being evident, a convincing case can be 

made for Ruscha’s use of the process of photo-documenting simultaneously 

influencing and being an influence of conceptualism. Perhaps his most renowned 

project – our concern here – involving this process is his 1962 piece Twentysix 

Gasoline Stations. Multiple processes immediately come to the fore; the process of 

documenting the petrol stations, the compiling of such documents and then 
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production of a book containing the documented photographs. Ruscha’s systematic 

photographing process is reminiscent of Perec’s use of systematic literary lists within 

his book. Page 23 entails a list of bedrooms that he has slept in, “1. My bedroom, 2. 

Dormitories and barrack-rooms…8. Hotel rooms” and page 35-36 exhibit a 

compilation of verbs ranging from “polishing, making, driving” to “stumbling, 

straddling, mislaying” in an attempt to simultaneously prompt the reader to re-visit 

the places they may have been to in the past but also take notice of the present 

things that we all do but forget about (Perec, 2008).      

 

  

 

 

 

Fig 4. Twentysix 
Gasoline Stations 

 

When speaking about his motivations in a 1972 interview, Ruscha located the 

“wasteland between L.A. and Oklahoma City” as his inspiration for wanting “to bring 

in the news to the city” (Ruscha, 1972) and so used a series of photographs as a 

documenting action to communicate this idea to others. It seems that there was a 

want for the focal point to be on the process of travelling and documenting with no 

real attempt at “aesthetic glorification” due to the photographs being 

“unprofessionally photographed” (Stringfellow, 2013). It seems that there was an aim 

for the process of photographing to result in a democratic piece of work that 
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focussed on the “laying down facts of what is out there” (Ruscha, 1972) in a “suitable 

medium” (Nae, 2011). This process suggests that Ruscha was attempting to use 

photographing in both an “anti-aestheticist and aesthetically significant” (Wall, 1995) 

way as to capture the attention of the viewers or readers by the “deadpan and pretty 

much boring” images in an aesthetically neat and particular way (Stringfellow, 2013). 

Stubbornly, Wall seems to think that Ruscha’s critical use of photography “could not 

be”, due to “it being brought into existence by [the] same critique” (Wall, 1995). Here 

Wall is giving reference to the avant-garde situation that he views brought about 

conceptualistic photography. This is perhaps evidence for why he views Twentysix 

Gasoline Stations as something “an idiot” would do. 

Nevertheless, we can comfortably situate Ruscha’s use of photographing as a 

documentation action within conceptualism’s aims. Where Orozco’s work remains 

quite personal, Ruscha’s photographing holds a nature of subjectivity which allows 

for Twentysix Gasoline Stations to communicate mundane everyday life more 

effectively. The success of this communication is perhaps due to the fact Ruscha’s 

process of photographing went on to become a commodity – a highly marketable 

book – whereas  Orozco’s use of photographing remained a “sketch” (Orozco, 2008). 

However, as Nea argued, a “sensible medium” is necessary for conceptual art and 

so arguably the vehicle of a book – similarly to Perec – allowed Ruscha to stretch 

and offer a new way for the process of photographing as a documentation procedure 

to gain a greater audience. Indeed, as early as 1968 – only 6 years following 

Ruscha’s work – his “visual template for photo-documentation influenced other 

artists such as Bruce Nauman with his reactionary “Milk” piece (Stringfellow, 2013).   
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Chapter four 

Process of Visually and Audibly Recording 

On the matter of visually recording as a documentation process, documentarist Mark 

Cousins paraphrased Albert Maysles’ assertion that the process is not “to direct 

reality…but to let reality direct the documentarist” and by doing this he believed “the 

real world will reward you with revealing incidents” (Cousins, 2006). Bruce Nauman’s 

2001 Mapping the Studio suggests two layers to the process of documenting; firstly, 

visually recording-as-documenting the contents of his studio, and secondly using a 

notebook to document the contents of the videos. Generally, the process of 

documenting is “an essential corollary to ephemeral or performance practices” 

(Berger & Santone, 2016) and indeed Nauman has previously experimented with 

visually documenting himself within the studio. However, Nauman’s use of the 

process here should be emphasised as the work itself, whereas the documentation 

of a performance can be seen as only being done out of “archival” or “evidence” 

intentions (Berger & Santone, 2016).   

Similar to Ruscha’s systematic process, Nauman set about methodically visually 

documenting his studio space from several view points for several hours a night 

before reviewing the footage and noting down appropriate occurrences (Manchester, 

2004, 2005). In this light, Nauman’s use of visually documenting as an art practice 

invites the idea of endurance whilst mundanity seems to be the theme along the 

other artists that have been discussed. The collected recordings are projected in 

larger scale which allows for easier access for an audience without jeopardising the 

idea itself; the visual documentation remains the same despite its increase in scale.  
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Fig 5. Mapping the studio notebook 

 

Maysles’ assertion seems to ring true as “rich and revealing incidents” are suggested 

to us through Nauman’s use of written notes that extend from the visual project. 

Incidences occurred, “Nauman’s prowling cat” and “moths” (Diaart, 2002) are then 

documented on paper in a documentary and fact-taking way; evoking a similar 

feeling to that suggested through Perec’s “Project for a novel” explained on page 40 

of his book. Perec factually lists things contained within “The apartment building” 

such as “5 telephones, 1 upright piano, 10 adult individuals…3 [of which are] asleep” 

(Perec, 2008). Here there is an attempt by both Nauman and Perec to bring an 

importance to what is normally overlooked or insignificant; the art studio at night and 

an apartment building. Nauman’s visual process of documenting his studio at night is 

a new action-based art practice that differs from the normal structure of daytime 

creation; inviting artists to question why they carry out their practice at certain times. 
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The communication of Nauman’s work pushes the ordinary boundaries of holding an 

audience’s attention due to the work going on for over 40 hours. Nauman therefore 

suggests that “trying hard to pay attention is when you miss things, so you have to 

kind of un-focus yourself” (Nauman, 2004). Here Nauman, through his use of visual 

documentation offers a new concept for the observation of artwork, where you can 

“come and go”, suggesting a friendly and democratic aspect to the visual 

documentation procedure.  

In the case of audio or sound art within conceptualism the artist Janet Cardiff can be 

said to identify new ways of communicating through her use of sound and interaction 

with the public; and indeed she is “interested in how audio affects our perception of 

the physical world” (Cardiff, 2013). Through her audio works like her 2004 piece Her 

Long Black Hair and her 2005 Words Drawn in Water piece people are encouraged 

to explore the surrounds that Cardiff has previously explored. However, as we are 

considering the use of recording audio as an action-based procedure, Janet’s work is 

not appropriate as part of her audio work involves the sounds being re-created, 

“manipulated and changed” (Cardiff, 2013) from what she initially hears first hand at 

a given place.  

More fitting, the experimental artist Bruce Baillie’s “poetic and socially engaged” 

(Shotgun Cinema, 2017) 16mm films use raw audio as a documenting process that 

questions the nature of the traditional use of audio in art. Throughout his debut 1961 

film On Sundays, Baillie constantly and often jarringly juxtaposes raw visually 

documented scenes with contrasting audio. A given scene could depict a group of 

men chatting in the street but our ears would be met with the sound of children 

singing, a scene of a woman exploring a house is presented to us but we hear the 
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sound of a dog barking. Baillie offers us two different documentations that merge into 

one conflicting experience 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6. Still shot from On Sundays 

 

It is noted that when speaking on his film-making experience, Baillie explains that 

“even after film school” he was unsure as to “how to put sound on film” (Brakhage, 

2015), which may give crucial reasoning as to the perhaps unintentional use of 

juxtaposed raw audio within his work. On a separate occasion it is said that through 

his use recorded audio Baillie is “figuring out how and what it means to engage fully 

with his surroundings” (Andersch, 2011). The unadulterated natural and mundane 

audio that has been recorded allows the listener to explore the unedited sounds of a 

factual space in time. As previously mentioned, Baillie’s use for these recorded 

audios is to have them juxtaposed with a differing visual stimulus. We can determine 

that in relation to conceptualism’s aims, his use for the audio operates outside of the 

traditional use of a standard video with sound; which allows for the viewer to 

question the reasoning behind this juxtaposition and become more aware of it 

happening. Baillie disperses his recorded audio to the audience in a way that 

heightens the audience’s interest due to its unconventional contrasted use.  
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It is this use of apposition that is reminiscent of Perec’s exploration of “an idealised 

scene” on page 14 where he envisages “cows in the pasture…birds in the trees, 

sailors on the river” (Perec, 2008). As a result of Perec’s disregard for structure and 

constant encouragement to question our surroundings, we are led without prompt to 

re-imagine this “idealised scene” to one that doesn’t conform but acts “as invention” 

which leads to juxtaposing ideas like: 

A Cow in a tree 

Sailors in the pasture 

Birds on the river. 

What Perec offers with words, Baillie’s use of sound offers the idea of an alternative 

world where a group of men sound like children singing and an empty house sounds 

like a dog barking; identifying an interesting and new way of communication within 

conceptualism.        

 

Conclusion 

In closing, the purpose of this adventure into the photographing and recording 

processes of documenting, was not to determine the most successful process for 

documenting the everyday life. If this were the case a far greater undertaking would 

have been done, as many processes suggested to us early on through the 

expansion of the possibility for the word ‘documenting’, have simply not been 

explored; documenting as eating, sleeping, speaking are to name but a few. 

However, if this were the aim for the essay one would take into account our asserted 

aims of conceptualism and probably determine that after Georges Perec, Edward 
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Ruscha’s subjective use of the “deadpan” photographing – Twentysix Gasoline 

Stations – most coherently identifies a new way to communicate ideas in art by 

expanding the focus of an image to include mundane unglorified life; and 

disseminating this idea through the democratic form of a book. However, one would 

acknowledge the small number of artists evaluated within this essay. One must also 

be careful not to assume that all of the processes therefore become perfect 

examples. Perhaps the aspirations of this – now complete – essay can be found 

through the words of Rosalind Krauss and Georges Perec. The ideal of 

conceptualism is not “to sublimate or transform experience, raising it from ordinary to 

extraordinary” (Krauss, 1991) but to shine light on “what is of no interest, what is 

most obvious, most common” (Perec, 2008) in an attempt at uncovering the world 

that is right in front of us.  
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