3.
DOCUMENTATION:

The true use for the imaginative faculty of modern times is to give ultimate
vivification to facts, to science and to common lives.

—Walt Whitman, 1860

Documentary: That’s a sophisticated and misleading wovd. And not really
clear. . . . The term should be documentary style. . . . You see, a
document has use, wheveas art is veally useless.

—Walker Evans, 1971°
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SAN INEXPENSIVE AND REPLICATIBLE MEANS of present-
g (supposedly) truthful verifications of visual fact, cam-
t images were bound to become important adjuncts of
tiecampaigns waged by reformers in industrialized nations
furing the 19th century to improve inequitable social con-
dtions. Nevertheless, while photography’s potential for
Hiis purpose was recognized soon after the medium’s in-
&eption, a characteristic form for social documentation did
fotemerge until the end of the century. Then, shaped by
both the emergence of organized social reform movements
and the invention of an inexpensive means of mechanically
ffproducing the photograph’s halftones, social photogra-
ph began to flower in the aspect that we know today.

A tandem phrase, social documentary, is sometimes
ied to describe works in which social themes and social
i are paramount, because the word documentary could
S to any photograph whose primary purpose is the
nthful depiction of reality. Indeed before 1880, nearly all
iposed and unmanipulated images were considered docu-
mentation; since then, millions of such records of people,
places, and events have been made. The word social also
ts problems when used to describe the intent of a
piotograph  because many camera images have as their
ubject some aspect of social behavior. For instance, com-
meecial cartes (pl. no. 409) snapshots, postcards, artistic and
photojournalistic images often depict social situations; that
Sthey deal with people, their relationships to one another
idthe way they live and work even though the motives of
fiir makers have nothing to do with social commitment
i programs. This said, however, it also must be empha-
sized that one cannot be too categorical about such distinc-
tions, since all photographs defy attempts to define their
Siential nature too narrowly, and in the case of works that
e social change as their prime goal the passage of time
s been especially effectual in altering purpose, meaning,
nd resonance.

- Documentary, as Evans observed, refers also to a par-
Bular style or approach. Although it began to emerge in
thelate 19th century, the documentary mode was not clearly
1§_~' ed as such until the 1930s, when American photogra-
iy historian Beaumont Newhall noted that while the
#¢ial documentary photographer is neither a mere recorder
0r an “artist for arts sake, his reports are often brilliant
Whnically and highly artistic>—that s, documentary

images involve imagination and art in that they imbue fact
with feeling.* With their focus mainly on people and
social conditions, images in the documentary style com-
bine lucid pictorial organization with an often passionate
commitment to humanistic values—to ideals of dignity,
the right to decent conditions of living and work, to
truthfulness. Lewis Hine, one of the carly partisans of
social documentation (see Profile), explained its goals when
he declared that light was required to illuminate the dark

409. CRUCES AND Co. Fruit Vendors, 1870s. Albumen
print. Bancroft Library, University of California,
Berkeley.
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areas of social existence, but where to shine the light and
how to frame the subjcct in the camera are the creative
decisions that have become the measure of the effective-
ness of this style to both inform and move the viewer.?

A crucial aspect of social documentation involves the
context in which the work is seen. Almost from the start,
photographs meant as part of campaigns to improve social
conditions were presented as groups of images rather than
individually. Although they were included at times in dis-
plays at international expositions held in Europe and the
United States in the late-toth and early-2oth centuries,
such works were not ordinarily shown in the salons and
exhibitions devoted either to artistic images or snapshots.
They were not sold individually in the manner of genre,
landscape, and architectural scenes. Instead, socially pur-
posive images reached viewers as lantern slides or as illus-
trations in pamphlets and periodicals, usually accompanied
by explanatory lectures and texts. Indeed, the develop-
ment of social documentary photography is so closely tied
to advances in printing technology and the growth of the
popular press that the flowering of the movement would
be unthinkable without the capability of the halftone pro-
cess printing plate to transmute silver image into inked
print (see A Short Technical History, Part IT) . In this regard,
social documentation has much in common with photo-
reportage or photojournalism, but while this kind of cam-
era documentation often involved social themes, the images
usually were not aimed at social change.

Early Social Documentation

Few images of a socially provocative nature were made
in the period directly following the 1839 announcements of
the twin births of photography. The small size, reflective
surfaces, and uniqueness of the daguerreotype did not suit
it for this role despite attempts by some to document such
events as the workers’ rallics sponsored by the Chartist
Movement in England in 1848 (pl. no. 331). The slow expo-
sure time and broad definition of the calotype also made it
an inefficient tool for social documentation. Of greater
importance, however, is the fact that the need for accurate
visual documentation in support of programs for social
change was a matter of ideology rather than just tech-
nology; it was not until reformers grasped the connections
between poverty, living conditions, and the social behavior
of the work force (and its economic consequences) that the
photograph was called upon to act as a “witness” and sway
public opinion. .

Nevertheless, although social betterment was not ini-
tially involved, images of working people were made soon
after portraiture became possible. Usually commissioned
by the sitters themsclves, some images straddle the line
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between individual portrait and genre scene, as in a dagues
reotype by an unknown American depicting blacksmithsa
work (pl. no. 330). Its particularity of detail—it include
surroundings, tools, work garments, and individual fad
characteristics—coupled with the revelation of a sense@
the upright dignity of the two men pictured, reflects att
tudes toward rural and artisan labor similar to those e
bodied in the work of the American genre painters such
William Sidney Mount.

Calotypists who favored the picturesque genre trads
tion generally regarded working people as types rati
than individuals, and portrayed them in tableauxdike scen
such as one of hunters by the French photographer Lot
Adolphe Humbert de Molard (pl. no. 27). Others fount
more natural poses and more evocative lighting in orderi
place greater emphasis on individual expression and stang
rather than on tools and emblems of a particular occup

410. T. G. DUGDALE. Pit Brow Girl, Shevington, 1867.
Albumen carte-de-visite. A. J. Munby Collection,
Trinity College Library, Cambridge, England.
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411, WiLLIAM CARRICK. Russian Types (Milkgirl), c. 1859.
Albumen carte-de-visite. Collection and © Felicity
Ashbee, London.

tion or station in life. This approach, visible in images of
fam laborers made by William Henry Fox Talbot on his
sstate at Lacock and of fisherfolk in Newhaven by David
Octavius Hill and Robert Adamson, may be seen as indica-
tions of the growing interest among artists and intellectu-
als not only in the theme of work but in working people as
individuals.

A consciously conceived effort involving the depiction
of working people was undertaken in 1845 by Hill and
Adamson. Probably the first photographic project to em-
brace a socially beneficial purpose, it apparently was sug-
gested that calotypes might serve as a means of raising
finds to provide properly decked boats and better fishing
tackle that would improve the safety of the fishermen of
the village of Newhaven, Scotland. Intending to present

412. WiLLIAM CARRICK. Russian Types (Balalaika Player),
C. 1859. Albumen carte-de-visite. Collection and © Felicity
Ashbee, London.

their subject in as favorable light as possible for cosmopoli-
tan viewers, Hill and Adamson made beautifully composed
and lighted calotypes of individuals (pl. no. 51) and groups
that may be seen as especially picturesque forerunners of
the documentary style.

After the invention of the collodion negative, which
made possible the inexpensive Ambrotype, and the still
cheaper and easily replicated albumen print on paper,
working people began to be photographed more frequent-
ly, appearing on cartes-de-visite and other formats. With
the subjects posed in studios in front of plain backdrops,
often with the tools of their trade, these works, meant
either as mementos for the sitter or souvenir images for
travelers, ordinarily pay little attention to actual conditions
of work or to the expressive use of light and form to reveal
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character. The incongruity between studio decor and occu-
pation, for example, is obvious in an 1867 English carte
of a female mine worker (pl. no. 410) who, appropriately
clothed for work in clogs, trousers, and headscarf, stands
squarcly before a classy paneled wall with a studio prop of
a shovel by her side. One exception to the generally undis-
tinguished character of such cartes is the work of Danish
photographer Heinrich Tonnies, who maintained a studio
in the provincial town of Aalborg between 1856 and 1903.°
In common with many such portraitists, Ténnies photo-
graphed all classes of people—carpenters, housemaids,
chimney sweeps, waiters—as well as the town’s more pros-
perous folk, but despite the anomaly of the decorated stu-
dio carpet and occasional painted backdrop, his images
reveal a fecling for character that endows these working-
class sitters with unusual individual presence (pl. no. 69).
Similar images of working people in cultures outside of
western Europe and the United States served mainly as
souvenirs. To cite but two examples, William Carrick, a
Scottish photographer who opened a studio in St. Peters-
burg, Russia, in 1859, and Eugenio Maunoury, a French
national working in Peru at about the same time, cach
produced cartes of peddlers, street traders, and peasants.
The distinctive quality of Carrick’s Russian Types (pl. nos. 411
and 412), a series of over 40 images made in Simbirsk that
fall partway between portraiture and picturesque genre,
probably is owed to the photographer’s expressed sym-
pathy for humble clients to whom he devoted special at-
tention.” Maunoury, said to have been associated with
Nadar’s studio in Paris before appearing in Lima in 1861,
may have been the first to introduce the genre carte to this
part of South America, but his static studio scenes depict
working-class types as glum and inert (pl. no. 413).
Commercial photographers working in the Near and
Far East in the latter part of the 19th century produced
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larger-format views in which working people, social life
native customs, and seemingly exotic dress were featured
Felix Bonfils, whose scenic views of the Near East wet
mentioned carlier, was a prolific producer of such socil
informative views, many of which show the women of ti
Ottoman Empire in characteristic dress and activity b
with uncharacteristic ease of pose and expression (pl. i
414). This naturalness, and the fact that in a number of
instances native women posed without veils, is attributable
to the pictures being taken not by Bonfils himself but b
his wife, Marie Lydie Cabannis Bonfils, who worked i
the family studios in Beirut, Baalbeck, and Jerusalem be
tween 1867 and 1916. In South America, a similar engag

ment with the life of the lower classes can be seen in the
images of field peasants by Argentinian photographt
Benito Panunazi (pl. no. 415).

Unquestionably, the most graceful studio portrayalso
artisans, laborers, and geisha are the large-format albumes
prints turned out in the Japanese commercial establish
ments of Félice Beato, Reteniz von Stillfried, and Kusz
kabe Kimbei. The subtle handling of light and the artfil
arrangements of props and figures create a rare tensiof
between information—what work is done, what garment
are worn—and idealization. Enhanced further at times b§
delicate hand-coloring or by vignetting (pl. no. 333), thes
highly decorative images may be seen as camera equive
lents of the Ukiyo-¢ woodblock prints that also often fea
tured depictions of working people.

Social life and ways of work engrossed amateur as el
as commercial photographers working or traveling in thest
parts of the world. During 1857, compositions by British
amatcur William Johnson appeared each month in the
periodical Indian Amateurs Photographic Album under the
title “Costumes and Characters of Western India” (pl. m:
191). Photographs of lower-caste Hindus taken by British

413. EUGENIO MAUNOURE
Three Portraits, c. 1863.
Albumen cartes-de-visite.
Collection H. L.
Hoffenberg, New York.
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415. BENTTO PANUNZI. Settlers in the
Countryside, c. 1905. Albumen print.
Collection H. L. Hoffenberg,

New York.
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Albumen print. Royal Geographic Society, London.

Army Captain Willoughby Wallace Hooper are further
indications of the growing interest among Westerners in
the social problems of the lower classes around the world
(pl. no. 416). Perhaps the most completely realized result of
a kind of curiosity about the way people live is a four-
volume work entitled I/ustrations of China and Its People,
published by photographer John Thomson in England in
1873/74. With a lively text and 200 photographs taken dur-
ing the photographer’s four-year stay in China, the work
attempted to make an arcane and exotic way of life under-
standable and acceptable to the British public by showing
industrious and well-disposed natives (pl. no. 192) inter-
spersed with unusual architectural and natural monuments
(pl. no. 138). In so doing, Thomson helped create a style
and format for documentation that carried over to projects
concerned with social inequities.

A somewhat different view of the non-Westerner
emerged in the photographs of Native American tribesmen
by cameramen attached to the geographical and geological
surveys of the American West. Early images by the Cana-
dian Humphrey Lloyd Hime, and later works by the
Americans Jack Hillers, William Henry Jackson, and Timo-
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416. WILLOUGHBY WALLACE HOOPER. The Last of the Herd, Madras Famine, 1876-78.

thy O’Sullivan, for example, depict “native races” witha
sober directness unleavened by the least sense of the pic-
turesque. Hillers’s views of the Southern Paiute and Ute
tribes, made on the Powell Expedition of 1872, were espe-
cially influential in establishing a style of ethnic and social
documentation that had as its goal the presentation of
information in a clear fashion without either idcalization’
or undue artistry. This approach was taken over by the
Burcau of American Ethnology after 1879, and it becamea
cornerstone of the social documentary style that began to
emerge in the late 19th century. This style also informed
such sociologically oriented documents as Report on the
Men of Marwar State, mentioned in Chapter 2 (pl. no. 417).

Although the works discussed so far were sometimes
published in books and albums, or were sold commercial-
ly, their impact on Western viewers is difficult to gauge.
On the other hand, there is no question about the impact
of the hundreds of thousands of stereograph views of sim-
ilar social material published by commercial stereograph
firms. From 1860 on, as capitalist nations opened up large
areas of Africa, Asia, and South America for trade, exploita-
tion, and colonization, companics such as Negretti and
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| Unperwoon and UNDERWOOD (Publishers). Wretched
of @ Cuban Peasant Home, Province of Santiago, 1899.
of an albumen stereograph. Keystone-Mast Collection,
ymia Museum of Photography, University of California,

Zambra, the London Stereoscopic Company, and Under-
wood and Underwood sent photographers—some known,
some still anonymous—to record people at work and their
housing, dress, and social customs. These three-dimen-
sional views, accepted by the public as truth that “cannot
deceive or extenuate,”” were in fact taken from the point
of view of the industrialized Westerner; but while the
scenes frequently were chosen to emphasize the cultural
gap between the civilized European or American and the
backward non-white, it is possible that glimpses of social
life, such as two stereographic views of conditions in Cuba
at the turn of the century (pl. nos. 418 and 419), inadver-
tently awakened viewers to inequities in colonized arcas.

Toward the close of the 19th century, interest in social
customs led some photographers to capture on glass plate
and film indigenous peoples and folk customs that were in

417. UNKNOWN PHOTOGRAPHER. 1 of 1565 Aahirs; He Sells
Cow Dung (from Report on the Men of Marwar State [Jodhpur],
ard volume), ¢. 1891. Albumen print. American Institute of
Indian Studies, Chicago.

419. UNDERWOOD and UNDERWOOD (Publishers). The
Courtyard of a Typical Cuban Home, Remedios, 1899. One-half
of an albumen stereograph. Keystone-Mast Collection,
California Museum of Photography, University of California,
Riverside.

THE SOCIAL SCENE



420. CHARLES L’HERMITTE. On the Coast of Plomarch, Donarnenez, 1912. Gelatin silver print. Explorer, Paris.

danger of extinction. In Europe, this role was assumed in
the 1880s by Sir Benjamin Stone, a comfortably situated
English manufacturer who hoped that a “record of
ancient customs, which still linger in remote villages,”
would provide future gencrations with an understanding
of British cultural and social history.® Somewhat later,
José Ortiz Echagiie, a well-to-do Spanish industrialist,
and Charles 1’Hermitte, the son of a renowned French
Salon painter, undertook similar projects, seeking out
customs, costumes, and folkways in provincial byways
that they believed would soon vanish with the spread of
urbanization. Exemplified by L'Hermitte’s photograph
of lace-makers in Brittany made in 1912 (pl. no. 420), such
images tend toward nostalgia in that they romanticize
handwork and folk mannerisms while seldom suggesting
the difficulties and boredom of provincial life.

Similar attempts to use the camera both to arrest time
and to make a comparative statement about past and pre-
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sent can also be seen in the work of several photographes
in the United States who turned their attention to naiie
tribal life just before the turn of the century. In contrast i
the carlier unnuanced records by Hillers and others of
Indian dress and living arrangements, these projecs

undertaken between 1895 and about 1910 by Edw -V
Curtis, Karl E. Moon, Robert and Frances Flaherty, and
Adam Clark Vroman—vere designed to play up the pos
itive aspects of tribal life, in particular the sense of con
munity and the oneness of the individual Nati§
American with nature. This attitude is especially visible il
the 20-volume survey published by Curtis, which owing
its strongly Pictorialist interpretation was discussed i
Chapter 7. The handsome portraits and artfully arrange
group scenes made by Moon in the Southwest, and i
close-ups of cheerful and determined Inuit tribespeopledt
the far north (L. no. 197) photographed by Robert Flahert§
embody a similar desire to make their subjects palatabletl
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white Americans with strong ethnocentric biases. As pio-
neers in documentary film in the United States in the early
19205, the Flahertys became known for their ability to give
dramatic form to mundane events, and among the 1,500 or
s0 still photographs that Robert made of the Inuit are
works that scem arranged and posed to accord with a con-
cept of these subjects as heroic and energetic.

A project of more limited proportions than the one
envisioned by Curtis occupied Adam Clark Vroman, a
successful California book merchant who also saw in pho-
tography a means to emphasize the virtues of American
ribal life. His images, of which Hopi Maiden is an example
(pl. no. 195), were carefully framed to suggest the grace,

421. UNKNOWN
PHOTOGRAPHER. Blind
Russian Beggars, 1870.
Albumen print. Benjamin
Stone Collection,
Birmingham Central
Library, Birmingham,
England.

dignity, and industriousness of the natives of the American
Southwest, but Vroman did not entirely romanticize his
theme or obscure the hardships shaping Indian society in
his time. In true documentary fashion, he used the pho-
tographs in slide lectures and publications in order to
awaken white Americans to the plight of the Native
American.

The interest in making images of a social nature
relates to the collections of photographs of people at
work, at home, and at play that were initiated toward the
end of the century by individuals who believed such
reservoirs of images would facilitate the study of history.
Benjamin Stone, for example, not only photographed vanish-
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422. JAMES JOSEPH FORRESTER.
Peasants of the Alto Douro, 1856.
From The Photagraphic Album, 1855
Albumen print. Gernsheim Collectio
Humanities Research Center,
University of Texas, Austin.

423. GusTAVE COURBET. The
Stonebreakers, 1851—s2. Oil on cany
Destroyed; formerly Staatliche
Kunstsammlung, Dresden, Germi
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ing customs but, an inveterate traveler, he collected camera
images of social experiences around the world, typified by
4 photograph of blind beggars in St. Petersburg by an
unknown photographer (pl. no. 421). He advocated the
sstablishment of photographic surveys to be housed in
ocal museums and libraries throughout Britain, a concept
that actually was realized around the turn of the century
with the establishment by Francis Greenwood Peabody,
professor of social ethics at Harvard University, of a “Social
Museum™ that eventually comprised over 10,000 docu-
ments, including photographs, of social experience around
the world.

It should be emphasized again that it is difficult to
categorize many images that at first glance seem concerned
with social themes such as work and living conditions, in
that the goals of the makers were varied and complex. For
example, should one regard views of workers on Talbot’s
estate at Lacock or of peasants in Portuguesc vineyards
owned by the family of photographer James Joseph
Forrester (pl. #0. 422) as more than a new type of picturesque
genre imagery because they show us tools, dress, and
welationships? Children on a Fish Weir (pl. no. 274) by the
Venetian photographer-publisher Carlo Naya transforms
the reality of working youngsters into an idyllic episode;
should such commercial views be considered social doc-
umentation also? Can one really decide whether Curtis’s
views of tribal life in the United States are authentic doc-
uments or Pictorialist fictions?

Perhaps all of these images, no matter what their pur-
pose, might be seen as aspects of the growing interest in

424. FOrRD MADDOX BROWN.
Work, 1852. Oil on canvas. City
Art Gallery, Manchester,
England.

problems of work and social existence on the part of West-
ern artists and intellectuals. From the 1850s on, alongside
the serious but idealized treatment of the European peas-
antry by Barbizon painters, realistic portrayals of less
bucolic kinds of work associated with advancing industri-
alization had begun to appear in graphic art and literature.
Exemplified by The Stoncbreakers (pl. no. 423) of 1851/52 by
French realist Gustave Courbet and by Work (pl. no. 424),
a grandiose composition begun in 1852 by the English Pre-
Raphaclite Ford Maddox Brown, such themes signaled
the mounting concern among elements of the middle class
for the social and ethical consequences of rampant industri-
alization—a concern that helped prepare for the role of the
documentary photograph in campaigns for social change.
Obviously, the complexity of ideas explored in the
painting Work, which deals with the roles and kinds of
labor necessary to the functioning of industrialized society,
is difficult if not impossible to encompass in photography.
Nevertheless, an effort was made by Oscar Gustav Rej-
lander. His composite picture Tivo Ways of Life (pl. no. 253—
discussed in Chapter 5) can be seen as an attempt to deal
with the moral and ethical implications of labor in a society
in which the working class faces a choice between virtuous
hard work or sinful ease. While Rejlander’s image is
derivative in style and moralistic in concept, other of his
photographs embody less complex social themes and are
more successful. For instance, the anxiety of unemployment
is imaginatively handled in the composite image Hand
Times (pl. no. 266) while portraits of chimney sweeps reveal
an individualized grace that does not depend on social class.

THE SOCIAL SCENE

)
-
-
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Home for Working & Destitute L et

No, 27.—ONCE A LITTLE VAGRANT
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425—26. UNKNOWN PHOTOGRAPHER. Before and After Photographs of a Young Boy, c. 1875.
Albumen prints. Barnardo Photographic Archive, Ilford, England.

The Social Uses of
Photographic Documentation

The concept of using camera documentation to
improve social conditions could not evolve so long as
poverty was regarded as a punishment for sinful behavior.
Nevertheless, even before such Calvinistic attitudes were
replaced by an understanding that improved housing and
working conditions might produce better behavior and a
more efficient labor force, the photograph began to find
a place in campaigns for social betterment. Carte portraits
were turned into a quasi-sociological tool by Dr. Thomas
John Barnardo, a self-appointed evangelical missionary
who opened his first home for destitute boys in London
in 1871 and went on to organize a network of so-called
charitable institutions. To illustrate the effectiveness of his
programs, Barnardo installed a photographic department
to document the “before” and “after” transformations of
street waifs into obedient slaveys (pl. nos. 425 and 426); the
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E. E.J. M.
Home for Working & Destitute Lads
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No. 28.—NOW A LITTLE WORKMAN.
ad as on card No. 27.)

( Zhe same lad as

prints were kept as records and sold to raise funds.

Such works have little value as expression, but the
raised issues that have continued to be perceived as sig
nificant problems in social documentation. Because
transformations seen in the photographs were at best it
more than cosmetic, the result of a wash and a new ward
robe, and at worst entirely fictitious, Barnardo was accusd
of falsifying truth for the camera; he responded that he wa
seeking generic rather than individual truths about povert
This attitude was considered flawed by subsequent soc
documentary photographers, who endeavored to malé
absolutely authentic records while also expressing wha
they saw as the larger truth of a situation. Nevertheles
the “before” and “after” image became a staple of socid
documentation, appearing in American tracts of the 1890
and on the other side of the world in the photograph
made by the firm of Raja Lala Deen Dayal, for the nizan
of Hyderabad to show the efficacy of relief programs fa
the starving (pl. nos. 427 and 428).




ds.

427-28. RAJA LATA DEEN DAYAL.
Before and After (from

Types of Emaciation, Aurangabad),
1899-1900. Gelatin silver prints.
Private collection.

As photographs came to be accepted as evidence in mentioned earlier are a case in point; introduced before a
@mpaigns to improve social conditions, it became appar- British industrial commission as evidence that women were
ent that in themselves images could not necessarily be deprived of their feminine charms because mine work
counted on to convey specific meanings—that how they forced them to wear trousers, the same images suggested
were perceived often depended on the outlook and social to others that hard work induced independence and good
bias of the viewer. The carte images of women mineworkers health in women.® Naturally, not all photographic
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420. HORACE W. N1cHOLLS. Delivering Coal, c. 1916. Gelatin
silver print. Royal Photographic Society, Bath, England.

images can be as broadly construed as these bland cartes
obviously were, but one of the basic tenets of the develop-
ing documentary style was that images should not only
provide visual facts, they should be as unambiguous as
possible in tone. For instance, in an interesting contrast to
the cartes under discussion, an image of a young woman
delivering coal (pl. no. 429), taken some 5o years later by
Horace Nicholls as part of a project to investigate the role
of women doing “men’s work” during World War I, leaves
little question as to the subject’s feelings.

As a social theme, mining became a subject of special
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430. TiMOoTHY O’SULLIVAN. Miner at Work, Comstock Lode,
1867. Albumen print. National Archives, Washington, D&

appeal to artists, writers, and photographers in the late-19t
and carly-20th centuries owing to its difficulties and dif
gers and to the perception of the mineworker as one Wi
mixed individualism and fearlessness. One of the e
American mine images, an 1850 daguerreotype of Califog
nia goldminers (pl. 70. 431), presents this occupation &5
open-air enterprisc that seems not to entail hours of back
breaking “panning.” The first underground mining picurs
were made in England in 1864; some three years late
while on the Clarence King expedition, Timothy O'Sull
van documented silver miners at work in images that sugs
gest the constriction of space and the physical difficulty of
the work (pl. no. 430). In the final several decades of -':*
century, mining companies themselves commissio ed
photographs of their operations and often displayed th
at international expositions. Between 1884 and 1895, George
Bretz, who pionecred subterranean photography with
electric light in the United States, focused almost e
clusively on mining in Pennsylvania hard-coal collieri
Breaker Boys, Eagle Hill Colliery (pl. no. 432) was one of&
number of works acclaimed for unusual subject, technical
expertise, and directness of treatment.”® Not long affes
ward, Gustav Marrissiaux, a Belgian photographer com
missioned by mining interests in Lige, depicted (among



431. UNKNOWN PHOTOGRAPHER.
Goldminers, California, 1850.
Daguerreotype. International Museum of
Photography at George Eastman House,
Rochester, N.Y.

432. GEORGE BRETZ. Breaker Boys, Eagle
Hill Colliery, c. 1884. Gelatin silver print.
Edward L. Bafford Photography
Collection, Albin O. Kuhn Library and
Gallery, University of Maryland,
Baltimore.
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Woodburytype. Museum of Modem
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other operations) young boys similarly occupied in scparat-
g coal from slag (pl. no. 433). Perhaps the most compelling
mages of this subject are thosc taken by Lewis Hine
wound 1910 as part of the campaign against the uncon-
strained usc of children in heavy industry being waged by
the National Child Labor Committee (pl. no. 474).

The dircctness of style associated with social documen-
tation emerged around 1850, the consequence of expanded
amera documentations on paper and glass of historic and
modern structures—buildings, railroads, bridges, and, on
occasion, social facilities (see Chapter 4). Commissioned
mainly by government bodics, railroad lines, and pub-
lishers, the photographers involved with this work demon-
sirated an earnest respect for actuality and an attentive
tegard for the expressive properties of light. While they
did not seek to obscure or mystify their subjects, they
realized that the judicious management of light added an
desthetic dimension to the description of objects and
avents. One such documentation eloquently confirms that
while actuality may be depicted without artifice, it can be
made suggestive; The Linen Room (pl. no. 436) by Charles
Negre avoids the picturesqueness this photographer
brought to his images of street types and draws one into
the scene by an alternating cadence of dark and light notes
that scem to imbue the scenc with a mysterious silence.
The scries of which this is part was commissioned in 1859
by Napoleon III to demonstrate the government’s benevo-
lent concern for industrial workers injured on the job.

Social Photography in Publication

Despite the realization that photographs might be
useful in campaigns for social improvement, it took a while
for the medium of photography and the message of social
ativism to be effectively harnessed together. One early
sociological venture involving camera images was Henry
Mayhew’s pioneering work, London Labour and London
Poor, which first appearcd toward the end of 1850. Combin-
ing illustrations based on daguerreotypes taken under the
supervision of Richard Beard with “unvarnished” language
in the text portions, the author sought to cnliven his
account of lower-class urban life, but in the translation
from camera image to wood engraving the London “poor”
became little more than stiffly positioned genre types (pl.
10.434). Furthermore, with the backgrounds only sketchily
indicated, the figures of street vendors and workers seem
axtracted from their environment, a visual anomaly in view
of Mayhew’s desire to bring the reality of working-class
evistence home to his readers. Curiously, the same lack of
veracity characterizes his later work on English prison con-
ditions even though by this time the engraver had access to
albumen prints from collodion negatives supplied by the

436. CHARLES NEGRE. Vincennes Imperial Asylum: The
Linen Room, 1859. Albumen print. Collection André
Jammes, Paris; Courtesy National Gallery of Canada,
Ottawa.

photographer Herbert Watkins. Even so, the format that
was established—authentic language supposedly from first-
hand interviews and accurate visual illustration from photo-
graphs—became the bedrock of sociological documenta-
tion—one that is still used today.

A later work, Street Life in London, a serial that began
publication in 1877, repeated this scheme, but instcad of
line engravings it was illustrated with Wood burytypes made
from photographs taken expressly for this project by
Thomson, after his return from China. The 36 images that
illustrate written vignettes supplied by author Adolphe
Smith scemed to accord with the canons of the documen-
tary style even though the text was a mixture of sensa-
tionalist reporting and moralistic opinions. The work was
not a condemnation of the class system or of poverty as
such, but an attempt to make the middle class more sympa-
thetic to the plight of the poor and thus more eager to
ameliorate conditions. In keeping with the tone of the
writing, Thomson photographed vendors and other work-
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ing-class Londoners in an agreeable light, on the whole
choosing pleasant-looking individuals and consciously ar-
ranging them in tableauxlike genre scenes. Nevertheless, at
least one image—The Crawlers (pl. no. 43s) —must have left
readers with a disturbing feeling in that it depicts with
considerable force and no self-consciousness an enfeebled
woman seated in a scabrous doorway holding an infant.
While Street Life may seem ambiguous in terms of purpose,
one of its goals that met with eventual success was the
building of an embankment to prevent the Thames River
from periodically flooding the homes of the London poor.

A project that originated in the desire to make a record
of slum buildings slated for demolition in central Glasgow
also helped establish the documentary style even though its
purpose was nostalgic rather than reformist. In 1868 and
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437. THOMAS ANNAN. Close No.
7 High Street from Old Closes and
Streets of Glasgow, 1868. Albumen
print. Edward L. Bafford
Photography Collection, Albin
O. Kuhn Library and Gallery,
University of Maryland,
Baltimore.

again in 1877, during a period of unsettling urban growth.
the Glasgow Improvement Trust commissioned Thomas
Annan, a Scottish photographer of architecture, portraits.
and works of art to “record many old and interesting
landmarks.”™ The results, originally printed in albumen
in 1868, were reissued with later images added as carbon
prints in 1878 and in two editions of gravure prints in 190
with the title Old Closes and Streets of Glaggow. Because
this project was not conceived in a reformist spirit, B0
statistical information about living conditions or comments
by the inhabitants—who appear only incidentally in the
images—were included. Nevertheless, Annan’s images
might be seen as the carliest visual record of what has come
to be called the inner city slum—in this case one that
excelled in “filth . . . drunkenness . . . cvil smell and all that




makes city poverty disgusting.”2 The vantage points
selected by the photographer and the use of light to reveal
the slimy and fetid dampness of the place transform scenes
that might have been merely picturesque into a document
that suggests the reality of life in such an environment (pl.
0. 437).

Whatever the initial purpose of the commission and
despite their equivocal status as social documentation,
many of Annan’s images are surprisingly close in view-
point to those of Jacob Riis, one of the first in America
10 conceive of camera images as an instrument for social
thange. Sensitivity to the manner in which light gives
form and dimension to inert objects also links Annan’s
work with that of the French photographers Charles
Marville and Eugeéne Arger and supplies further evidence
that the documentary style in itself is not specific to
images commissioned for activist programs. This becomes
ten more apparent in the work of the photographer
Waldemar Franz Herman Titzenthaler, one of the first in
his native Germany to understand that the dry plate gave
the urban photographer unprecedented access to the social
sene. Whether documenting urban slums, industrial
enterprises, workers (pl. no. 438), army cadets, or street life,
lizenthaler’s images all display the same careful attention
i pictorial structure and the disposition of light. Indeed,
the stylistic similarities between such images and those
made to realize specific social goals suggests that in addi-
fion to a particular approach on the part of the photogra-
oher, social documentation requires text and context to
make its message understood.

Social Documentation
m the United States

Riis was the link in the United States between older
Victorian concepts and emerging Reform arttitudes toward
ocial problems. His subject was the_tencment world—;
ihere the poverty-stricken half of New York’s population
iwed. In the late 1880s, on the eve of the Reform era, mil-
lions of immigrants from Europe, largely from the eastern
ind southern sections, were induced by the promise of
obs to come to the United States. Needed as cheap labor
or scemingly insatiable industrial appetites, those uproot-
ed workers became the first victims of the economic col-
apse that lasted from 1882 until 1887 (one of the many in
the post-Civil War era). Disgracefully ill-housed in tene-
ments or actually living in the streets of major American
dties, with New York by far the most overcrowded and
liscase-ridden, impoverished immigrants were thought by
most middle-class people to be responsible for their own
javerty. Before 1890, the problems of the urb
iere completely ignored by public officials, while private

s

438. WALDEMAR FRANZ HERMAN TITZENTHALER. Boiler
Maker (Types of German Workers), c. 1900. Gold-toned
printing-out paper. Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts,
Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.

charitable organizations contented themselves with pro-
viding soup kitchens and moral uplift.

As a police reporter for the New York Herald, Riis, who
was thrust squarely into a densely populated and malignant
slum called Mulberry Bend, started to use camera images,
taken by himself or under his supervision, to prove the
truth of his words and to make the relationship between
poverty and social behavior clear to influential people.
The photographs were seen as a way to produce incon-
trovertible evidence of the existence of vagrant children,
squalid housing, and the disgraceful lodgings provided by
the police for the homeless. As lantern slides for Riis’s
popular lectures and as illustrations for articles and books,
these pictures were significant elements of the successful
campaigns to eliminate the most pestilential shanties in
Mulberry Bend and to close down the police lodging
houses. The first and most influential publication by Riis,
How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tengments
of New York, which appeared in book form in 1890, con-
sisted of reportage based on his personal investigation
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439. Jacos A. Rus, Fie
Cents Lodging, Bavard
Street, c. 1889. Gelatn
silver print. Jacob A. Rii
Collection, Museum of
the City of New York,

440. Kenyon Cox.
Lodgers in a Crowded
Bayard Street Tenement,
1890. Wood engraving
from How the Other Half
Lives.




and was illustrated by 40 plates, 17 of which were direct
halftone reproductions of photographs.” Despite the
poor quality of these early halftones, images such as Five
Cents Lodging, Bayard Street (pl. no. 439) clearly are more
persuasive as photographs than as line drawings (pl. no. 440).
Neither their social intent nor the fact that Riis thought
himself an inept photographer, uninterested in the tech-
fiques or aesthetics of printing, should blind onc to the
discernment with which these images were made. Fully
aware of the purpose to be served, the photographer sc-
lected appropriate vantage points and ways to frame the
subject, at times transcending the limitation implied in the
title—that of an outsider looking at slum lifc from across
the deep chasm separating middle- from lower-class life.
While he may not have entered very deeply into the space
occupied by the “other,” his was not a casual view. Com-
pare for example, the Jersey Street sheds (pl. no. 441) in
which the figures are placed in a rigidly circumscribed patch
| ofsunlight, hemmed in by arcas of brick and shadow and so
‘;;:;5'” disposed that the eye must focus on them while also taking
e inthe surrounding details, with a contemporancous image
5y A. Riis byan unknown photographer of a London slum courtyard
um of (pl. mo. 442). This scene, with its random arrangement of
York. figures, may actually scem more authentically real to mod-
em viewers than Riis’s image, but the slice-of-life natural-
ism it represents did not interest social documentarians.
Because social images were meant to persuade, photog-
raphers felt it necessary to communicate a belief that slum
dwellers were capable of human emotions and that they
were being kept from fully realizing their human qualities
by their surroundings. As a result, photographs used in
ampaigns for social reform not only provided truthful
evidence but embodied a commitment to humanistic ideals.
By selecting sympathetic types and contrasting the indi-
vidual’s cxprcssEWﬂ__thzhbﬁnm of the
physical surrolllnﬁtha_&cqucndwvas
able to transform a mundane record of what exists into a
fervent plea for what might be. This idealism became a
basic tenet of the social documentary concept.
Before 1890, tracts on social problems in the United
States had been largely religious in nature, stressing “re-
demption of the erring and sinful.”** Such works usually
were illustrated with engravings that at times acknowl-
edged a photographic source and at others gave the artistic
imagination free reign. After the appearance of How The
Other Half Lives, however, photographic “evidence” be-
ame the rule for publications dealing with social problems
even though the texts might still consider poverty to be the
result of moral inadequacy rather than economic laws. In
one example, Darkness and Daylight, an 1897 compendium
of interviews, scnsationalist reporting, and sermonizing,
readers were assured that all the illustrations were “scenes

presented to the camera’s merciless and unfailing eye,” not-
withstanding the fact that they actually were engraved by
artists using photographs.”

As halftone printing techniques advanced and reformist
ideas took the place of religiously motivated charity, social
photography became the “embodiment of progressive
values,”*® largely through the work of Hine. His career
spanned 40 years, during which he enlarged on Riis’s
objectives and formulated new concepts and techniques.
Involvement in The Pittsburgh Survey, a pioneering study
of working and living conditions in the nation’s foremost
industrial city, aided Hine in developing a forceful and
distinctive personal style, exemplified by the previously
mentioned Breaker Boys (pl. no. 474) . This complex organiza-
tion of informative detail and affecting expression bathed
in somber light creates a miniature netherworld of inter-
sccting triangles, a visual counterpart to Hine’s characteri-
zation of child labor as “deadening in its monotony,
cxhausting physically, irregular,” and of child workers as
“condemned.”"”

The confident atmosphere engendered by the Progres-
sive Era sustained other projects in which camera images
were used to document social conditions, but few photog-
raphers were as committed to lobbying for social change as
Riis and Hine. Many worked for the expanding periodical
press that by 1886 had increased its use of photographs to
the point where Frances Benjamin Johnston could describe
herself as “making a business of phetographic illustration
and the writing of descriptive articles for magazines, illus-
trated weeklies and newspapers™™ (at the time an unusual
career for women). Her early assignments are indicative of
the growing popular interest in work and workers; they
include a story on coal mines, a spread on the employees in
the United States Mint, one on iron workers on the Mesabi
Range and on women in the mills of New England,
besides news stories on the illustrious doings of celebrities.
Her most fully realized commissioned documentation (as
contrasted with her magazine stories) was undertaken in
1899 to publicize the educational program offered by the
Hampton Institute—a school in Virginia that incorporated
the Reform ideal of industrial training in a program de-
signed to eliminate poverty among rural blacks and Indi-
ans. Johnston’s highly styled arrangements, classical poses,
and overall clarity of illumination—seen in Students at
Work on the Stairway (pl. no. 443) and now so unexpected in
documentary images—seem designed to suggest the tem-
perate and disciplined approach that the school empha-
sized. Others who supplied imagery on social themes to
the press were Arthur Hewitt, a member of the Camera
Club of New York whose Pictorialist style colored his pho-
tographs of bridge-builders and longshoremen for Every-
body’s Magazine, and Jesse Tarbox Beals, whose prosaic
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441. Jacos Ruis. Yard, Jersey Strect
Tenement, c. 1888. Gelatin silver print, Jacol
A. Riis Collection, Museum of the City
of New York.

442. UNKNOWN PHOTOGRAPHER. Londn
Slum, c. 1889. Gelatin silver print. BBC
Hulton Picture Library/Bettman Archive.
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Gelatin silver print. Library of Congress, Washingron, D.C.

record shots of tenement life were commissioned by the
charity organizations that eventually merged into the Com-
munity Services Socicty.

- After 1915, Reformist ideals and programs withered as
American energies were redirected to the crisis occasioned
by the first World War. With social issues receding in
importance, there was less demand for photographs that
give dimension to thesc concerns, and at the same time
fresh aesthetic winds, generated by the Armory Show of
1913, quickened interest in the European avant-garde move-
‘ments in the arts. Abstraction, Expressionism, and Dadaism
were some of the new styles and concepts that made Real-
ism and the expression of human emotion and sentiment
i visual art seem old-fashioned and contributed to a brief
eclipse of the social documentary sensibility during the
19208.

443 FRANCES BENJAMIN JOHNSTON. Hampton Institute: Students at Work on the Stairway, 1899-1900.

The Portvait as Social Document

In the United States, these changes were reflected not
only in the direction taken by aesthetic photographers but
in the images appearing in’ the periodical press, which
joined with the new institution of advertising to project an
image of the nation as an energetic titan ruled by rational
industrial forces (see Chapter 10). Few photographers other
than Hine regarded working people as the source of indus-
trial wealth, and even his emphasis shifted from document-
ing “negative” factors such as exploitation and boredom to
portraying the “positive” contributions made by individual
men and women in industry. In his “Work Portraits,” which
appeared sporadically in industrial trade journals during
the 1920s, he attempted to bring out the human component
in industry through facial close-ups and by relating the
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444. EMIL O. HorrE. Flower Seller, 1921. Gelatin silver print.
The E. O. Hoppé Curatorial Assistance Trust, Los Angeles.

forms of worker and machine (pl. no. 446), an endeavor
that culminated in the documentation of the construction
of the Empire State Building in 1930 and 1931.

Owing to the emphasis in Europe on political action
rather than social reform, European photographers dur-
ing the first decades of the 20th century were not given
the opportunity to produce social documentation in the
manner of Riis or Hine. Nevertheless, as individuals, Emil
O. Hoppé, Helmar Lerski, and August Sander (see Profile)
sought to-create, in Sander’s word, an “honest” docu-
ment of an age® through portraits that presumably would
awaken the viewer to the character of different classes and
occupations in society. Of the three, Hoppé, who opened
a studio in London in 1907 after leaving Germany, actual-
ly was a commercial photographer of taste and discern-
ment who undertook to photograph women workers (pl.
no. 444) and became adept at reusing these images in a
variety of contexts in publication and advertising work.
Lerski, born in Strasbourg and trained as an actor, spent
many years in the United States, where he became inter-
ested in photography about 1911, Theatrical lighting
cffects and large-scale facial close-ups that entirely fill the
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picture space (pl. no. 445) characterize his attempt to &8
a sociopsychological portrait of people in a variety of o
pations, which he published in Germany in 1931 as Kojfe#
Alltags (Ordinary Faces).

The towering figure in this kind of documentai
through portraiture is Sander. From 1910 untl he was ¢
sured by the Nazi regime in 1934, he made beautf
lighted and composed images of individuals and gro
from all professions and classes in Germany (pl. 70, 48
The clarity and directness with which he approachd
social portraiture connect his work with both 19th-
tury Realist painting and the New Objectivity
Sachlichkeit) style that emerged in German visual art in i
1920s. Individually and as an aggregate his images
infused with an ironic dimension that suggests i
entrenched role of stratified social hierarchies in
Germany of his time. Sander’s project culminated in 19
in the publication of Antlitz der Zeit (Face of Our Time)
which only a small number of the more than 500 imag
initially envisioned for this work were reproduced. i
book was later banned in part because the images showe
Germans to be greatly more varied in facial characteristi
and temperament than the official mythology decreed.”

445. HELMAR LERSKL. German Metal Worker, 1930.
Gelatin silver print. Gernsheim Collection, Humanities
Research Center, University of Texas, Austin.
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46. LEwis W. HINE. Powerbouse Mechanic, 1925.
Gelatin silver print. Private collection.

No American photographer of the time attempted
such a vast project dealing with portraiture of all sectors
of socicty. Of the few who were attracted to “everyday”
faces, Hine limited himself to portraits of skilled industrial
workers, while Doris Ulmann, a sophisticated New York
portraitist trained at the Clarence White School, sought
to document the rural population of the Southern high-
lands and plains in a style that invokes Pictorialist ideas as
much as social documentation (pl. 7. 393). Inspired by the
revived interest in rural customs and handicraft as a way of
preserving America’s pre-industrial heritage, her portraits,
made in natural light with a large-format view camera and
soft-focus lens, embody the photographer’s conviction
that simplicity and closeness to the soil were of greater
moment than progress.

A similar idea about the independent character of rural
folk can be seen in The Boss (pl. no. 302), an image by
Prentice Hall Polk, photographer for Tuskeegee Institute,
that verges on being an idealized genre type rather than a
document of social reality. Indeed, even commercial por-

trait photographers in the 20th century were sometimes
in a position to provide a sociological document of the
people among whom they lived. One thinks of James Van
Der Zee, whose images of Harlem’s middle- and upper-
class citizens (pl. no. 322) are poignant testimony to their
aspirations. A similar view into the social structure of a
provincial society can be seen in the work of the Peruvian
portraitist Martin Chambi, a pioneer of the photo post-
card in his own country. In the careful attention to details
of dress and ambience, his individual and group portraits
made in a studio in Cuzco or in remote highlands during
the 1930s not only reveal the sitters’ physical features but
also suggest social hierarchies (pl. no. 448).

Social Photography During the Depression

The documentary movement was born afresh in the
United States in the 1930s. As William Stott has pointed
out in his study of the period, the motive force was the
“invisible nature” of the economic and social catastrophe
known as the Great Depression.2° Lasting about ten years,

447. AUGUST SANDER. Pastry Cook, Cologne, 1928. Gelatin
silver print. Sander Gallery, New York; ® Estate of
August Sander.
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from 1931 until American entry into the seccond World War,
the period was characterized by high unemployment, labor
unrest, and agricultural disaster caused by persistent
drought and misuse of the land. Pervasive rural poverty
resulted in waves of internal migrations as families from
the heartland made their way west in search of jobs and
arable land. The upheaval, both urban and rural, moved
the Federal government under President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt’s New Deal to relieve the suffering of “one third
of a nation” by providing resettlement loans to farmers and
work programs for the urban unemployed.

The most completely realized photography project of
the period—one of a number sponsored by government
agencies—was undertaken by the Historic Section of the

Resettlement Administration, later the Farm Security.

Administration or F.S.A. (see Profile) ' The project repre-
sented the New Deal’s understanding that a visual docu-
mentation of conditions of work and life faced by farmers
who suffered the calamities of drought and economic de-
pression, and were in the process of being driven perma-
nently from the land, was required to justify Federal
expenditures for relief projects. Eventually in response to
Congressional displeasure at the depiction of unrelieved
poverty, photogra;mmay more posi-
tive aspects of the nation erience. This project should
be seen in relation to other Federally sponsored cultural
endeavors in that all originated from the practical necessity
of providing jobs and recording the effects of relief and re-
construction programs. Besides the immediate relief they
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448. MARTIN CHAMBI
Festival in Ayaviri, Puno,
1940. Gelatin silver print.
Courtesy Edward Ranney
New Mexico, and the
Martin Chambi Family,
Peru.

offered those on their payroll, they were influential i
directing interest to the American scene and reviving 4
taste for realistic representation in the visual arts; as a result
in the United States the realist style enjoyed a brief period
of coexistence with more formally conceived modes of ex-
pression derived from European modernist movements.
The patronage of the R.A/F.S.A. in particular exerted
a bracing effect on social-documentary style because the
Section Director, Roy E. Stryker, a brilliant if somewhat
narrowly focused propagandist (pl. n0. 449) and the photog-
raphers not only recognized the need for evoking compas-
sion, but possessed a fresh eve and a high regard for their
craft. Another factor in the exceptional caliber of this project,
which produced some 270,000 images, was the variety of
artistic approaches employed by the individual photog:
raphers.** For example, Ben Shahn, who worked with 2
3smm camera, directed Stryker’s attention to the human
element as a source of emotional appeal; Dorothea Lange,
who worked with a Rollei, upheld the need for the photog-
rapher to exercise control over the negatives, whilc Walker
Evans, using an 8 x 10 inch view camera, mnsisted on the
right to realize his own particular concept of documentation.
In common with other governiment agencics that em-
braced photographic projects, the F.S.A. supplicd prints
for reproduction in the daily and periodical press. In that
project photographers were given shooting scripts from
which to work, did not own their negatives,* and had no
control over how the pictures might be cropped, arranged,
and captioned, their position was similar to that of photo-
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449. UNKNOWN PHOTOGRAPHER.
Arthur Rothstein and Roy Stryker,
1941. Gelatin silver print. Formerly
collection Arthur Rothstein,

New York.

450. ARTHUR ROTHSTEIN. Dust
Storm, Cimarron County, 1937.
Gelatin silver print. Library of
Congress, Washington, D.C.
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451. DOROTHEA LANGE. Migrant Mother, Nipomo, California, 1936.
Gelatin silver print. Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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452. MARGARET BOURKE-WHTITE. Tivo Women, Lansdale,
Arkansas, 1936. Gelatin silver print. George Arents
Research Library, Syracuse University, Syracuse, N.Y.

journalists working for the commercial press—a situation
that both Evans and Lange found particularly distasteful.
The images were transformed into photographic works
ofart when they were exhibited under the auspices of the
Museum of Modern Art+ For the first time, pho-
tographs made to document social conditions were
accorded the kind of recognition formerly reserved for
aesthetically conceived camera images.

The F.S.A. images were considered truthful expression
by some and socialistic propaganda by others who mis-
tok the emphasis on social issues for socialism itself, but
Americans were nonetheless affected by them. Further-
more, the impact of the Great Depression on rural com-
munities has been perceived by later generations on the
basis of certain key images. Arthur Rothstein’s Dust Storm,
Cimarron County (pl. no. 4s0) and Lange’s Migrant Mother,
Nipomo, California (pl. no. 4s1) are the most famous icons of
the ime—the latter selected by Stryker as #¢ picture to sym-
bolize the concern of the government for displaced farm-
en—but it is the sum of the images that creates their force s

Few other officially sanctioned projects that dealt with

453. BERENICE ABBOTT. Cedar Street from William Street,
New York, 1939. Gelatin silver print. Private collection.
© Berenice Abbott/Commerce Graphics Limited, Inc.

rural themes used photography as successfully as the ES.A.,
but both this and other New Deal efforts opened opportu-
nities for African-American male photographers. The best
known of this group, Gordon Parks (pl. no. 692), went on to
fame in photojournalism and film; others, among them
Robert McNeill and James Stephen Wright, found niches in
picture agencies. Women, too, were included in the New
Deal projects; besides Lange, Marion Post Wolcott toured
the country for the FS.A., and other agencies employed
Esther Bubley, Marjory Collins, and Martha McMillan
Roberts. An effort by the writer Erskine Caldwell and the
industrial-photographer-turned-photojournalist Margaret
Bourke-White resulted in Yo Have Seen Their Faces, an
influential amalgam of text and image. It contained dra-
matic close-ups of Southern tenant-farm families (pl. 70. 452)
that were offset by a relatively reserved text based on inter-
views and documentation of the conditions of farm tenancy.
This inexpensive paperback revivified the form established
by carlier social-reform tracts and helped prepare
the way for the profusion of post-World War II photo-
graphic books on a wide spectrum of social issues.
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454. BERENICE ABBOTT. New Yorkat
Night, 1933. Gelatin silver print.
Muscum of Modern Art, New York
Stephen R. Currier Memorial Fund:
© Berenice Abbott/Commerce
Graphics Limited, Inc.

455. WALTER BALLHAUSE. Untitled,
1930-33. From the series Kinder in der
Grossstadt (City Children). Gelatin
silver print. Schirmer/Mosel, Munich:
© Rolf Ballhause.




The urban experience during the Depression was
photographed under the banners of the Federal Art Proj-
et and the Works Progress Administration, and by a
group of socially committed photographers who formed
the Film and Photo League, from which the Photo League
[to be discussed shortly) emerged in 1936. The most fully

ized project was a documentatio 4 ity
iitiated by Berenice Abbott. On the basis of her experi-
ences as a photographer in Paris, and inspired by the work
of Arget, she conceived of the city as a theme that might
reflect “life at its greatest intensity.”** In Abbott’s vision,
Changing New York, as the project came to be called, was
meant to evoke “an intuition of past, present and future,”

and to include, besides single images, series of related
pictures supported by texts. With its strong contrast be-
tween the heavy geometrical curves of the buildings and
the narrow shaft of light representing the sky, Cedar Street
from William Street (pl. no. 453), one of a number of views
that suggest something of the stable commercial underpin-
nings of the city, is typical of the resonant clarity of the
photographs she made for the project (see also pl. no. 4s4).

Documentation of the urban scene from the point of
view of the political left became an issue toward the end of
the 1920s when photographers in Europe especially felt
moved to deal with unemployment and the rising strength
of the working class. However, the aims of those involved

456. RoMAN VISHNIAC. Entrance
to the Ghetto, Cracow, 1937.

Gelatin silver print. International
Center of Photography, New York;
Purchase. Courtesy Mara Vishniac
Kohn.
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in what came to be known as the worker-photographer
movement differed significantly from the reformist goals
of social documentarians like Riis and Hine. Instead of
images meant to provide middle-class viewers with evi-
dence of the need to improve conditions, photographs by
participants in the worker-phatographer_organizations-
were intended to make other working people conscious of
th‘?r-@ggm_mdwﬁl—s’m_l%ﬂls European
photographers of the left took their cue from social and
stylistic developments in the Soviet Union (see Chapter 9),
exhibiting camera images in places where working people
congregated and reproducing them in the leftist press. For
example, Der Arbeiter-Fotograf (The Worker-Photographer),
a publication of the German worker-photographer move-
ment, promoted the camera as a %ea@n” ;gnr an ideologi-
cal struggle, claiming that a “proletarian eye was essential
for capruring a world invisible to the more privileged.”*”
hat this outlook did not interfere with the expression of a
poetic vision can be seen in images made by Walter Ball-
hause, a working-class activist who used a Leica camera in
the carly 1930s to portray the unemployed, the elderly, and
the children of the poor in Hannover (pl. no. 4s5). In the
singular gesture of the child, anchored within a symmetri-
cal and barren urbanscape, one senses the pervading uncasi-
ness of the time. With politically oriented photographers
most active in Eastern Europe, the style of leftist imagery
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457. ROMAN VISHNIAC
Granddaughter and
Grandfather, Warsaw, 193
Gelatin silver print.
International Center of
Photography, New York;
International Fund for
Concerned Photography,
Purchase. Courtesy
Mara Vishniac Kohn,

was varied; indeed a Czech publication of 1934—Socialit
fotografie (Social Photography)—specifically discussed thein:
tegration of avant-garde visual ideas and leftist politicl
ideology. Images with strong political content were shown
in two large international exhibitions held in Prague in193
and 1934, in which photographers from Czechoslovakia
Hungary, the Soviet Union, Belgium, Holland, and France
participated.

Motivated less by political ideology than by a sense of
impending catastrophe, Roman Vishniac, living in Berlin
as a refugee from the Soviet Union where he had been
trained in the biological sciences,* produced an extensive
documentation of Eastern European Jews in Poland on the
eve of the Holocaust. Photographed on the streets and
indoors, his subjects gencrally were unaware of being
filmed, a circumstance that lends a vitality to this docu
ment of some 5,000 images, of which Entrance to the
Ghetto, Cracow (pl. no. 456) is onc; they are made especially
poignant by our knowledge today that everything—people,
places, traditions—has vanished (see also pl. no. 457).

The worker-photographer movement had fleeting suc-
cesses in England, where concern for the problems of the
under-class was prompted more by personal sympathy
than by class-conscious considerations. The well-known
English photographer Humphrey Spender, employed asa
photographer for the London Daily Mail, in 1937-38 par-
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458. HUMPHREY SPENDER. Street
Scene in a Milltown, 1937-38. (From
Mass-Observation published as
Worktown People, 1982). Gelatin
silver print. Falling Wall Press,
Bristol, England. ® Humphrey
Spender.

459. BiLL BRANDT. Halifax, 1936.
Gelatin silver print. © Bill Brandt/
Photo Rescarchers.
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ticipated in a project called “Mass-Observation,” which
was designed to be an absolutely “objective documents
tion,” in the manner of an anthropological study, of lifé
in the mill towns of the industrial north (pl. no. 458). Bill
Brandt, initially attracted to Surrealism, returned to b
British homeland in 1931 to depict the divisions betwee
social classes in London as well as working-class life it
mining villages. The long, bleak vista and inhospitable
structures that all but engulf the tiny figures in Halifa®
(pL. no. 459) seem to symbolize the enduring human spi
that is all but crushed by poverty and industrialism.
During this same period, a number of Japanese pho
tographers, with great interest in Western attitudes towand.
art and photography, found in the “new photography®
(to be discussed in Chapter 9) the means for a humane
portrayal of the hitherto despised and unrecorded lower
classes. Horino Masao, a photographer of great versatlity
who also was interested in montage and industrial imagery,
made large close-up portraits of working men, beggn
(pl. no. 460), and street people. Similar subjects and approach
can be seen in vibrant street images by Kuwabara Kine
(pl. no. 461) and in documentations of life in the occupied
territories of Manchuria by several of Japan’s most notable
photographers. By the 1940s, however, photographers
had put their cameras at the service of the government
bureaucracy or they portrayed the pleasures of rural life, &
in the images made by Hamaya Hiroshi between 1940 and
1944 for Snow Country (pl. no. 462). The conflict that had

460. HORINO MASAO. Beggar, 1932. Gelatin silver print.
© 1971 Japan Professional Photographers Society.

461. KuwABARA KINEO.
Scene at a Fair, 1936.
Gelatin silver print.

© 1971 Japan Professional
Phorographers Society.
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expanded from China to a confrontation with the United
States on the Pacific islands effectively ended a brief but
exhilarating period of expressive documentation.

In the United States, the Photo League, formed in the
mid-1930s by a group of politically conscious photogra-
phers, was committed to the tradition of straight picture-
making that its members traced back to Hill and
Adamson, Stieglitz, and Hine. With this concept, the
League eventually encompassed a broad range of styles
and goals, but, as initally conceived by its photographer-
founders Sid Grossman (pl. no. 463) and Sol Libsohn, its

ron umentary <

specific purpose was the
tography through a school ar 5
ture groups”—units organized to depict the less pic-
turesque aspects of urban life, w ey felt were being
ignored—by art photographers and Pictorialists. Projects
included-the Chelsea and Pitt Street documents, with the
most fully realized being the Harlem Document.29 This was
a three-year effort headed by Aaron Siskind and including
Harold Corsini, Morris Engel, and Jack Manning (all later
respected professionals), which produced a searching but
sympathetic look at life in New York’s most significant black
neighborhood. An image of a woman and children (pL #o.
478) by Engel (who became an independent filmmaker)
encapsulates both the claustrophobia and the humanity of
the ghetto, while Siskind’s many imagges of street life in the
same community reveal the way blacks “grasped a patch of
happiness whenever and wherever they could find it.”s©
Responding to the general movement in the arts

ishment of “fea-

462. HAMAYA HIROSHI.
Untitled, from Snow
Country, a Record of Folk
Customs During the Lunar
New Year Celebrations in
Niigata Prefecture, 1940—44-.
Gelatin silver print. @ 1971
Japan Professional
Photographers Society.

463. S1D GROSSMAN.

Coney Island, 1947. Gelatin
silver print. National
Gallery of Canada, Ortawa.
© Miriam Grossman Cohen;
Courtesy Howard Greenberg
Gallery, New York.

toward more personalized modes of expression, League
members adopted the concept of creative photography in
the late 194.0s, but despite this subtle shift away from pure
documentation many former members continued their
commitment to humanist ideals even after the organiza-
tion’s politically inspired demise in 1952.3' Former League
president Walter Rosenblum, for instance, undertook a
series of self-motivated projects to document life in East
Harlem, in Haiti, and in the South Bronx (pl. no. 465); W.
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464. BERNARD COLE. Shoemaker’s Lunch,
Newark, N.J., 1944. Gelatin silver print.
Courtesy Gwen Cole, Shelter Island, N.Y.

465. WALTER ROSENBLUM. Mullaly Park,
Bronx, New York, 1980. Gelatin silver print.
Courtesy and © Walter Rosenblum.
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Eugene Smith (pl. no. 475), also a former president, con-
tinued his commitment to these ideals in Minamata; while
others, among them Bernard Cole (pl. no. 464), Arthur
Leipzig, and Dan Weiner, found a limited opportunity to
treat humanistic themes in the flourishing field of postwar
photojournalism (see Chapter 10).

Before the r93os, Pictorialists and their supporters
subscribed to the idea that art ought not to be utilitarian.
In consequence, they were blind to the fact that genuine
[eeling and innovative vision might imbue camera images
“made for a social purpose with imagination and meaning,.
At the same time, those who used documentary works
frequently disregarded the individual photographer and
reproduced the images without credit and at times with-
gut permission. Often social documentary photographers
‘were unknown unless their work was used in a specific con-
text. The outstanding quality of the work done under the
aegis of the F.S.A. and by Abbott for Changing New York
“were factors that helped transform this situation, demon-
strating to the photographic community and to viewers at
largc that divisions between art and document are difficult
1o maintain when dealing with images of actuality. These
and other works made clear that, no matter what its pur-
pose, any camera image may transcend the mundanencss
“ofits immediate subject and transmute matter into thought
“and feeling—the essential goal of all visual art. Recognizing
that purposeful photographs also may enlarge vision and
“inspire compassion even after the specific problems they
ldressed have disappeared, the generation of photogra-
phers that grew to maturity after the second World War
rejected the compartmentalization of photographic expres-
ssion that had been the legacy of the Pictorialist movement.
Instead they sought to imbue their work, no matter what
s ultimate purpose, with the passion and immediacy found

Profile: Lewis W. Hine

Lewis Hine, whose sociological horizons gave his
images focus and form, was a photographer in touch with
his time. When the twenty-seven-year-old Hine came east
in 1900 from his birthplace in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, to
teach natural sciences, he already had experienced the
exploitation of the workplace that he was to spend a good
part of his life documenting. His first serious photographs
were made in response to a desire on the part of his prin-
cipal at the Ethical Culture School in New York to use the
‘camera as an educational tool. As an arm of the Progressive
Movement, the school sought in photography a means of
counteracting the rampant prejudice among many Ameri-
cans against the newly arrived peoples from eastern and

southern Europe, so, besides recording school activities
and teaching photography, in 1904 Hine began photo-
graphing immigrants entering Ellis Island. Notwithstand-
ing the chaos of the surroundings, his inability to com-
municate verbally, and his cumbersome 5 x 7 inch view
camera and flash powder cquipment, he succeeded in
producing images that invest the individual immigrant
with dignity and humanity in contrast to the more common
distanced view.

In 1907, after convincing a group of social welfare
agencies that photographs would provide incontrovertible
evidence for their reform campaigns, Hine (along with
graphic artist Joseph Stella) was invited to participate in
The Pittsbuigh Survey, a pioneer sociological investigation
of working and living conditions in the nations’s most

No future and low wa

SHALL INDUSTRY BE ALLOWED TO PUT
THIS COST ON SOCIETY ?

466. LEwts HINE. Making Human Junk, c. 1915. Poster.
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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industrialized city; after this experience he left teaching
and set himself up as a professional “social photographer.”
From then until 1917, he was the staff photographer for
the National Child Labor Committee, traveling more
than 50,000 miles from Maine to Texas to photograph
voungsters in mines, mills, cannerics, fields, and working
on the streets, in order to provide “photographic proof™
that “no anonymous or signed denials” could contra-
dict.3> The images were used in pamphlets, magazines,
books, slide lectures, and traveling exhibits (pl. no. 466),
many of which Hine organized and designed.

Toward the end of the first World War, when the wan-
ing interest in social-welfare programs became apparent,
Hine went overseas as a photographer on an American Red
Cross relief mission to France and the Balkans. On his
return, he embarked on a project of “positive documenta-
tion,” hoping to portray the “human side of the system,”
which he felt should be recognized by a society convinced
that machines run themselves. This period started with a
series of individual portraits—“Work Portraits”—which
were critically acclaimed although not greatly successful
financially, and culminated for Hine in his 1930 commis-
sion to photograph the construction of the Empire State
Building. The photographer followed its progress floor by
dizzying floor, clambering over girders and even being
swung out in a cement bucket to take pictures. At the con-
clusion of the project, he organized a number of the
images along with others from the “Work Portrait” series
into Men at Work, a pioneering photographic picture book
that featured good reproduction, full-page bleeds, and
simple modern typography.

The last decade of Hine’s life coincided with the Great
Depression, but while F.S.A. photographers were given
the opportunity to produce a stirring document of social
conditions, the photographic programs of the agencies for
which Hine worked—the Rural Electrification Agency,
the Tennessee Valley Authority, and the Works Progress
Administration—had little creative vision concerning the
use of photographs in this manner. The frustration of
Hine’s last years was offset to a degree by the efforts of
Berenice Abbott, Elizabeth McCausland, and the Photo
League to rescue his work from oblivion with a retrospec-
tive exhibition in New York in 1939.

Profile: August Sander

August Sander’s dream was to create a visual document
of “Man in 20th-Century Germany.” He hoped that
through a series of portraits, sequenced in a “sociological
arc” that began with peasants, ascended through students,
professional artists, and statesmen, and descended through
urban labor to the unemployed, he would make viewers
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aware of the social and cultural dimensions as well as -
stratification of real life. After the publication of only on
volume, which appeared in 1929 as Antlitz der Zeit (Fawg
Our Time), this ambitious project was banned as present
ing a version contrary to official Nazi teachings about cla
and race, and Sander was forced to abandon it.

Born in 1876 in a provincial village near Cologne to3
family deeply rooted in traditional peasant culture, Sande
was introduced fortuitously to photography whil
employed as a worker in the local mines. He soon beg
to make straightforward, unretouched portraits of locl
families; this approach, along with his later apprenticeshi
as a photographer of architectural structures and his train
ing in fine art at the Dresden Academy of Art, helped
establish the hallmarks of his mature vision. Though fora
time the portraits he turned out in a commercial studio e
opened in Linz displayed his mastery of Pictorialist techs
niques, he preferred, as he wrote in a publicity brochure for
another of his studios a few years later, “simple, natural
portraits that show the subject in an environment corre:
sponding to their own individuality.”33 This attitude soon
found its fruition in the grand project that began it
carnest after the end of the first World War.

A thoughtful man, well-read in classical German lier-
ature, Sander drew his ideas from the twin concepts of
physiognomic harmony and truth to nature. The former
(discussed in Chapter 2) held that moral character was
reflected in facial type and expression, a notion that the
photographer enlarged upon by introducing the effecto .':
environment on creating social types as well as typicl
individuals (pl. no. 447). Sander was convinced also that
universal knowledge was to be gained from the carel
probing and truthful representation of every aspect of the
natural world—animals, plants, carth, and the heavens. To'
this rationalist belief he added an ironic view of German
society as a permanent, almost medieval hierarchy of
trades, occupations, and classes.

Sander’s circle of friends in Cologne during the 19208
included intellectuals and artists, many of whom were.
partisans of the New Realism or New Objectivity. While
the work of these artists may have influenced his ideas, it
is at least as possible that the simple frontal poses, firm
outlines, and undramatized illumination visible in paint-
ings by the German artists Otto Dix and Edwin Merz, for
example, owe something to Sander’s portraiture; thatall
shared a belief in the probing nature of visual art to dissect.
truth beneath appearances also is evident.

The suppression of Sander’s work by the Nazis was:
followed by the harassment of his family and the loss of
many of his friends in the arts, who were either in exile or
had been put to death. Sander, forced to turn his camera
lens to landscape and industrial scenes, sought in land-




apes of the farming communities of his native region to
inuate a suggestion of the historical role of the human
ntelligence in shaping the land, while the detailed close-
ips of organic forms may have been meant as symbols of
lis abiding faith in the rational spirit. He survived the
second World War, the deaths of several family members,
and the loss of his negatives in a fire, to find his work
published and himself honored by photographers
oughour the world.

Profile: The Historical
Section Project, F.S.A.

The photographic documentation sponsored by the
US. government under the auspices of the Historical
Section of the Farm Security Administration, known
opularly as the F.S.A. project, is a paradigm of what can
be accomplished when sensitive photographers working
tha stubborn yet visionary director are given opportu-
and financial and psychological support in their
efforts to make visual statements about compelling social
conditions. When Roy E. Stryker, a former teacher in the
Economics Department at Columbia University, was
clled to Washington in 1935 to head the Historical Section
under the direction of the New Deal planner Rexford Guy
Tugwell, he envisaged an effort that would use pho-
tographs to record the activities of the government in

467. BEN SHAHN. County
Fair, Central Ohio, 1938.
Gelatin silver print. Private
collection.

helping destitute farmers. Ultimately, the project demon-
strated that the New Deal recognized the powerful role
that photographs played in creating a visual analogue of
the humanistic social outlook voiced in the novels, dramas,
and folk-music of the period. Now regarded as a “nation-
al treasure,” this documentation was the work of eleven
photographers: Arthur Rothstein, Theo Jung, Ben Shahn,
Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, Carl Mydans, Russell Lee,
Marion Post Wolcott, Jack Delano, John Vachon, and
John Collier (listed in the order in which they were hired).
All of them helped shape the overall result through their
discussions and their images.

Rothstein, a former Columbia University student who
was the first photographer hired, set up the files and dark-
room and recorded the activitics of the section before
being sent to the South and West. While on assignment in
drought-stricken regions in 1936, where he made the
tamous Dust Storm, Cimarron County (pl. no. 450), he also
photographed a bleached steer skull in several positions; it
was an experiment that precipitated a bizarre political con-
troversy about the truthfulness of images made under gov-
ernment sponsorship and raised questions concerning the
legitimacy of social documenration.# In its wake, some
documentary photographers supported the photographer’s
right to find essential rather than literal truths in any sit-
uation, while others, notably Evans, insisted on absolure
veracity, maintaining that for images to be true to both
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470. JACK DELANO. In the Convicr
Camp, Greene County, Georgia, 1941.
Gelatin silver print. Library of
Congress, Washington, D.C.

471. BEN SHAHN. Cotton Pickers,
Pulaski County, Arkansas, 1935. Gelatin
silver print. Fogg Art Museum,
Harvard University, Cambridge,
Massachusetts; gift of Mrs. Bernarda
4 B. Shahn.
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472. WALKER EVANS,
Window Display, Bethlehem,
Pennsylvania, Nov., 193,

medium and event, situations should be found, not re-
enacted.

The painter Shahn, employed by the Special Skills
Department of the Resettlement Administration, may have
been the most persuasive voice in shaping attitudes and
approaches on the project in that he convinced Stryker that
record photographs were not sufficient to dramatize social
issues, that what was needed were moving and vibrant
images that captured the essence of social dislocation.
Briefly instructed by Evans in the use of the Leica, Shahn
had made candid exposures in New York streets for use in
his graphic art. He displayed a vivid understanding of the
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Gelatin silver print.
Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C.

dimensions of documentation; his discussions with Stryker
and the other photographers helped clarify the need for
interesting and compassionate pictures instcad of mere
visual records whether they portrayed inanimatc objects or
people. In themselves, his images reveal a profound socil
awareness and a vivid sense of organization that captures
the scamlessness of actuality (pl. no. 471).

Although quite different, the rigorous aesthetic and
craft standards maintained by Evans, who was employed
by the section for about two years, also broadened Stryker's
understanding of the potential of photography to do more
than record surface appearances. The only photographer
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10 consistently use the 8 x 10 inch view camera (as well as
smaller formats), Evans photographed extensively in the
South, engrossed by its “atmosphere . . . smell and signs.”
His subjects were exceptionally diverse, including por-
mits, interiors, domestic and factory architecture, folk
raft, and popular artifacts (pl. no. 472). Of all the section
photographers, he was least in sympathy with the social
implications of the project and regarded with indifference
Stryker’s call for file photographs and the bureaucratic
fistrictions of the project. Therefore Evans was not unhappy
10 receive a leave in 1936 to work with the writer James
: ’ gec on an article about tenant farmers for Fortune mag-
zine. Following this experience and the resulting publica-
ion, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Evans’s work fre-
quently seems to lack focus and intensity.

The compassionate vision of Lange, “the supreme
fumanist,” also influenced Stryker and the direction taken
by the section, even though they were at odds over the
question of printing, which the photographer preferred to
loherself rather than leave to the darkroom technicians at
e ES.A. A former portraitist trained in the Pictorialist
wsthetic, Lange was employed first on a California rural
tlief project, where her innate capacity to penetrate
bencath appearances was recognized. Concentrating on
gesture and expression, and possessing the patience to
wait for the telling moment (Pl no. 4s51), she seemed able
0 distill the meaning of the crisis to the individuals
Wolved in terms that the nation ar large could under-
tand. On occasion, her pictures actually impelled author-
&5 to take immediate steps to relieve suffering among
t farm families. After leaving the project in 1940,
continued to work on her own in the same tradi-
jon, producing a memorable series of photographs of
ipancse-Americans who had been unjustly interned by
fcdcral government during the hysteria that accompa-
ed the opening of hostilities between Japan and the
nited States.

Of the other photographers, both Mydans and Jung
urked on the project for relatively short times. Lee, called
the great cataloguer” by Lange, took over Mydans’s place
hien the latter was asked to join the staff of the newly
ublished Life, and he remained with the section the
ngest. Though Lee was most committed to amassing as

complete a visual record as possible, his images celebrate
individuality and spunk and display a wry humor (pl. no.
468). Post Wolcott, one of the relatively few female profes-
sional newspaper photographers of the time, was hired in
1938, when the direction of the project was being shifted
toward a more positive view of the activities of the F.S.A.
(pl. no. 469). Delano, whose W.P.A. photographs of a boot-
leg mining operation in Pennsylvania came to the atten-
tion of Stryker when he was looking for a replacement for
Rothstein in 1940, was also cxpected to make positive
images, but a long stay in Greene County, Georgia, where
he was among the first to photograph prisons and labor
camps, resulted in moving evocations of anguish and
loneliness (pl. 0. 470). Vachon, hired originally as a mes-
senger, was responsible for the ever-growing picture file.
Taught to handle a camera by both Shahn and Evans,
Vachon saw his pictures begin to find their way into the
file, and in 1940 he was promoted to photographer.
Collier, the last hired for the project, barely had time to
work in the field before the Historical Section was trans-
ferred to the Office of War Information in 1942.

The interrelationship between photographer, govern-
ment agency, and public was crucial to the formation of
this unique document, and it owes much to Stryker’s
capacity to direct the project toward ends in line with the
New Deal’s goal of offering minimal assistance to those
being permanently displaced from the land by economic
and social factors. Despite a certain resistance to the poetic
resonance of camera images, and an autocratic attitude
toward the usc and cropping of the photographs; despite a
willingness to bow to demands for superficial and positive
images of the American experience, Stryker was an effec-
tive buffer between photographers, bureaucrats, and the
press, and he created the conditions for an exceptional
achievement. A small number of images in this extensive
document have been consistently visible since the 1940s,
when Stryker turned the collection over to the Library of
Congress, whose archives are more accessible than those of
other federal entitics. Those few images have come to sym-
bolize the documentary mode, but lesser-known works,
along with images in other archives, also make vivid the
degree of displacement suffered by the nation’s rural pop-
ulation during the Great Depression.
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