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Fact sheet: Documenting artworks 

A key skill you need as an emerging visual artist is to take photographs of your artwork. 
An outline of how to use your camera and key considerations in taking photos follows. 

Why document your work? 

It is vitally important that every visual artist documents their work to the highest of 
standards. Whether you plan to send this documentation to galleries, curators, editors, 
funding bodies, magazines, online publications or for personal archives, it must be 
excellent in every facet. 

The visual art world today is an immensely competitive one and as such standards are 
extremely high. 

Whoever the end user of this imagery is, it is most likely that when they view your work in 
your documentation they will have never seen your work before. They will view it for 
maybe as little as 10 seconds. What your work looks like, its visual qualities, must be 
communicated as clearly and cleanly as possible. 

If you follow the steps set out here it will be possible for you to produce digital 
documentation of your artwork to a high standard that will really capture the quality of your 
artwork. 

White balance 

This refers to the colour of the light in which a photograph is taken. All situations, whether 
indoors or outside have a particular colour shade that affects the way the photographs 
turn out – if you take your photos in the wrong light the photos will come out red or green 
or yellow. 

It is of vital importance to understand how white balance affects your camera's sensor and 
how it captures colour. Most high-quality digital cameras have a white balance setting – 
you can set it in your camera’s option settings. If your camera does not it will try to guess 
a balance on its own. 

Daylight is usually the best kind of light to take photographs in. Once you move indoors 
the colour of available light changes. The colour of the light is relative to whatever source 
of light is present, which affects the overall colour of the photos that you are taking. 

A light bulb provides warm (reddish-yellow) light, while fluorescent is yellowish-green. It is 
possible to counteract colour shifts that occur during the day and inside (depending on the 
lighting systems) by adjusting the white balance on your camera. If the white balance 
setting is on ‘auto’ then the camera is attempting to set a lighting balance that does not 
shift way from a “standard” white by guessing where the white is in each shot. While this 
can work to a degree it is better to understand how to manually adjust your camera’s 
white balance. For instance, if you are taking your images in shade the ‘shade’ setting will 
give your colours an extra boost. 

Setting the white balance to ‘tungsten’ when using tungsten lamp interior lights will adjust 
for the reddish tone and shift the lighting as the camera sees it to a more natural colour. 
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If your camera has white-balance controls they will be found in the camera controls menu 
as shown below. 

 

The most common digital SLR camera white-balance settings are: 

• auto 

• natural (daylight) 

• shade 

• overcast (heavy cloud) 

• tungsten 

• fluorescent 

• flash. 

If your camera does not have a white balance setting don’t worry, then it would be best to 
take your pictures outside (see Documenting artwork outside section). 

Choosing the best file format on your camera 

If your camera has the option then shoot the images at the largest size the camera will 
allow, some cameras will have an option to take photos at high, medium or low quality: 
always choose high quality. 

Most basic digital cameras don’t give you the option of how to save the photos you take in 
the camera, they simply make every photo a jpeg file, which is fine, but if your camera 
does have a file format settings control it is best to set your camera to save photo files as 
‘raw’. 

 
Most professional photographers only shoot in ‘raw’ format rather than jpeg. Shooting this 
way gives you the option of making adjustments later. Files, once colour corrected and 
modified, can then be saved as jpegs for distribution. 
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So if you’re using a camera that allows you to take photos saved as ‘raw’ image files, 
don’t do anything to the file, it keeps all the information captured (thereby making a bigger 
file) allowing you the opportunity to work on the file in a detailed way on your computer 
later. 

If your camera doesn’t have these settings it usually means that it is saving the photo as a 
jpeg and this file format compresses the file, allowing you to take more images but in 
compressing it discards a lot of information about colour and detail. 

Once again don’t worry if you don’t have these options it is still possible to take good 
images by being careful about where and how you take your photographs. 

Documenting artwork 

As a visual artist you will be required to often document your work in a variety of places 
and locations. Below are some tips for documenting your work in a variety of situations: 

1. Documenting artwork outside 

 

The easiest way to shoot your artwork is by using daylight (outside). To do this: 

• use a tripod to steady the camera 

• set your white balance (if you have one) appropriately (as above depending on the 
light) i.e. overcast, shade etc. 

• use the shady side of a building on a sunny day in a neutral colour area where there is 
smooth even light and no shadows. If your artwork is two dimensional (say a flat 
painting) then photograph somewhere where there are no shadows, but if you need to 
photograph a sculpture or something that is three dimensional then it is OK to move 
out into sunlight which will give you shadows that will in turn show how the work has 
depth and form 

• keep the work free of distracting backgrounds and fill the frame. 

2. Documenting artwork in a gallery 

If you use the lights in the gallery you will have to balance that light back to daylight. So 
use the existing light in a gallery by the following methods. 

• It may be difficult to tell (as our eyes adjust so well to colour changes) if the space is lit 
with white balanced lights or if other (tungsten or florescent) lights are being used, so 
ask the gallery staff about the colour temperature of their lights and then adjust your 
camera’s white balance appropriately (as above) if you have that option. If your 
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camera does not have that option don’t worry, the colour shouldn’t be a problem – it’s 
simply that the closer you can get the photographs to looking like the original work the 
better it is. 

• Use a tripod to steady the camera. 

• Keep the work free of distracting backgrounds and fill the frame with the artwork. 

3. Documenting artwork in a studio 

 
• When using spotlights on a stand to light a work, place them at a 45-degree angle 

either side of the work so as to eliminate shadows. (You can use a single light source 
if you wish to produce shadows.) 

• Use a tripod to steady the camera. 

• If you use lights you will have to balance that light back to daylight (as above). These 
are usually tungsten but some are balanced to white. 

• Keep the work free of distracting backgrounds and fill the frame with the artwork. 

4. Documenting 3D or sculpture artwork in a studio 

(See ‘studio setup’ diagram above.) 

• When using spotlights to light a work, place them at a 45-degree angle either side of 
the work so as to eliminate shadows if you want a smooth shadowless picture. 

• You could use a single light source if you wish to produce shadows to highlight forms 
or texture. If your work has certain surface qualities the light you use should 
complement this. You may be very aware of what makes your work distinctive but a 
viewer that sees the work for the first time may not notice unless you present the work 
in a light that heightens these qualities. 

• Use a tripod to steady the camera. 

• If you use lights you will have to balance that light back to daylight (as explained 
above). 

• Keep the work free of distracting backgrounds and fill the frame with the artwork. 



Visual Arts Fact Sheet: Documenting artworks 
© Accessible Arts, September 2011 aarts.net.au Page 5 of 6 

Exposure 

The ISO setting is the rating for how the camera reacts to light: 100 ISO needs lots of 
light, 400 ISO needs less) you will probably need 400 ISO inside and 100 ISO outside. 

 

Take your light readings (or just take the photographs) without the light sources visible in 
the frame: in other words if you are using a lamp to light your work make sure you take the 
photographs by framing just your work in the shot and not the lamp. 

 

Use the averaging meter setting on your camera unless there is a specific tonal area in 
the work that needs to be highlighted, in this case some cameras will allow you to set the 
exposure reading to a spot in the centre of the frame. Just be aware of how your camera 
is taking the reading. 

Most basic digital cameras simply take an averaging light reading, which is fine. 

If you have photographed your work outside or anywhere other distracting objects or 
surfaces are visible make sure these are not visible at the edges of the work. The 
photograph should only focus on your artwork and not include any distracting 
elements. 

Saving digital files 

After taking the photographs you will need to download them to your computer. 

It is important to save your files somewhere accessible as an archive; any changes you 
make to the file on screen should then be saved as a jpeg with a new name and not to the 
basic raw or jpeg file. 

This means that you don’t change the original file, just a copy of it, because the files that 
you make to send off somewhere are most often smaller (i.e. lower resolution) than the 
original large files. 
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For email purposes create a file that is low-resolution that can be easily emailed and 
received but not easily reproduced (18 centimetres wide at 72 dpi) 

All files you intend to send out should be saved as jpegs. When you select ‘save as jpeg’ 
you will see a series of two dialog boxes, follow these steps: 

 

• quality = 12 max 

• format option = ‘Baseline Standard’ 

Title the file as follows: your name_ title of work_ year of work, e.g. 
Alex_Painter_AnArwork_2011. 

In most cases do not send high-resolution files to galleries or dealers etc., unless you are 
asked to do so for very specific and well-understood reason. 

If your images are loaded onto a compact disc to be sent out then make sure it includes 
only those files that need to be viewed. 

Generally it is good to have three file sizes of each work in digital format in the archive you 
keep on your computer: 

• one for email purposes that is low-res that can be easily emailed and received but not 
easily reproduced (18cm wide at 72 dpi) 

• one for PowerPoint 18 centimetres wide for landscape format or 18 centimetres high 
for portrait format at 95 dpi (at this resolution the files are larger but work well on 
PowerPoint).  

• a high-res format that is suitable for print reproduction purposes i.e. invitation, 
catalogue, advertisement etc. These files should be saved as ‘tiff’ files. Most requests 
for high-res images are around 300 dpi at around 18 centimetres wide in size. These 
files are often sent out on compact disc but you may have requests for them to be sent 
as attachments. You never send files this size unless you have been specifically 
asked to do so and you know exactly what the end user will do with it. 

It is important to remember that you when send images as attachments to someone for 
the first time to introduce yourself to them, do not send large files. Send only the small file 
size as outlined above so that someone opening the file on their computer can do so 
quickly and easily. It is very off-putting to receive an attachment that is two, three or even 
20 megabytes in size that takes minutes to open and clogs up the receivers email. 


