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What is documentary photography? 

“Life Library of Photography” defines documentary photography as “a depiction of the real world by a photographer whose intent is to communicate something of importance - to make a comment - that will be understood by the viewer.”

Documentary photography is often confused with Journalistic photography because the term Documentary photography came into use during the Depression years, when telling pictures of poverty stricken farmers awakened Americans to the need for social reform. These photographers were very reportage-style and identical to the journalistic approach where the importance of the image relies on how succinctly it can record a situation. In the minds of many people this field of photography still suggests pictures of rural hardship and urban slums. 

Yet there is far more to documentary photography than the recording of the world’s ills. For there is much more to document than suffering and poverty: faraway places and exotic peoples, quirks of nature and of society, the whole range of emotions and relationships. The subject matter is almost unlimited. 

There is a nebulous but fundamental difference between the field of documentary and journalistic photography. 

A documentary photographer always has an agenda / point of view that he/she wants to bring across photographically. They do this by honing in on this particular aspect when shooting. Documentary photographers are active agents bent upon communicating a message to an audience. Documentary photography is more than expressions of artistic skill; they are conscious acts of persuasion.

A journalistic photographer on the other hand is supposedly not interested in making a point; they are supposed to be merely objectively and passively photographing what is happening with no personal interpretation of the situation evident in the photographs. Journalistic photography is frequently called reportage. Since the first halftone was produced in 1880, photographs have functioned in the news as “evidence” to support accompanying text. There has been a strong belief that “a picture is worth a thousand words” and faith in a photograph conveying the pure “objective” truth. 

On the other hand, objectivity in journalism has been described as an institutional myth. A top editor for Newsweek said that the primary task in story selection is “to tell the readers this is what we think is important and we hope they’ll feel the same way, but our aim isn’t ideological” 

But the medium of photography has had to struggle with the question of “objectivity” since Niepce and Daguerre first uncovered the process that “gives nature the power to reproduce itself.” It has been said that there is no objectivity in photography in political terms. There are only choices based on one’s point of view. Brecht wrote: “The tremendous development of photographic journalism has contributed practically nothing to the revelation of the truth about the conditions in this world. On the contrary, photography, in the hands of the bourgeoisie, has become a terrible weapon against the truth. The vast amount of pictured material that is being disgorged daily by the press that seems to have the character of truth, serves in reality only to obscure the facts. The camera is just as capable as lying as the typewriter.”

I believe that this dilemma results from the difficulty that photography has had in defining itself since its beginnings. 

The fight to certify photography as a fine art has been among the medium's dominant philosophical preoccupations since its inception. Photography's legitimacy as an art form was challenged by artists and critics, who seized upon the mechanical and chemical aspects of the photographic process as proof that photography was, at best, a craft. Photography was the discovery of science by chemists and inventors, not artists. Perhaps because so many painters came to rely so heavily on the photograph as a source of imagery, they insisted that photography could only be a handmaiden to the arts.

Photography has been accepted by some as art and has become an artistic outlet for certain artists, but at the same time others have retained the belief in photography being able to render the truth. Photography is therefore in an undefined grey area where it functions as artistic expression but also as a mechanism for recording facts. 

There are often problems occurring out of this vague situation. One resulting belief is that because photography is now considered an art form it cannot be relied on to record truth. This is reflected in the statement that “Politics has no place in art” and “Art has no place in politics.” 

What then makes a photograph a documentary? 

I think it must convey a message that sets it apart from a landscape, a portrait, a street scene. It may record an event, but the event must have some general significance, more than the specific significance of a news photo. It may record character or emotion - but again, of some general social significance; it is more than personally revelatory, as a portrait is. The documentary photograph tells us something important about the and hopefully makes us think about the world in a new way.

A documentary photograph may be as public as a picture in a mass-circulation magazine, or as private as an intimate view of a loved one. On superficial inspection a good documentary photograph may seem little more than a snapshot. But under more careful scrutiny it generally reveals itself to be a visual representation of a deeply felt moment, as rich in psychological and emotional meaning as a personal experience vividly recalled. I believe the aims and objectives of documentary photography are to increase the understanding of society and man.

Photography has endured a difficult time affirming its space in the art world. 

Charles Baudelaire commenting on the Salon of 1859 remarked, “Photography, like all other purely material developments of progress, (has) contributed much to the impoverishment of the French artistic genius.” This reflects the conventional belief that photography’s knack for “Truth” makes it analytical, and Truth, which we would call “Objectivity”, is repellent to “Beauty.” It was believed that as the photographic image promotes an “exclusive taste for the True, it oppresses and stifles the taste of the Beautiful”. Baudelaire, a later Romantic, felt that the camera’s lens so grounded Truth in mundane fact that it became the enemy of Beauty and our capacity to “create or feel wonder.”

It is surprising that even before the invention of photography John Keats in his “Ode on a Grecian Urn” of 1819 defends the right that truth can be beautiful when he wrote that, “Beauty is truth, truth beauty.”

It can be seen how early photographers sacrifice the objectivity and conceal the mechanized-nature of photography by deliberately blurring their photographs which result in a gauziness such as in Edward Steichen’s early, turn-of-the-century photographs. This reflects the photographers’ yearnings for the beauties native to paint and canvas. Baudelaire was right in that photographs cannot be works of art in the way that painting are. 

The early Pop paintings of Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein have the same impact of photographs. Warhol and the rest were reviled, just as Baudelaire reviled the photographers of his day, for abandoning the eye to mundane reality, a dull Truth. They captured for painting a beauty alien to the medium. Warhol found ways to make the painted image glamorous. This is something that frequently happens in photography. Glamour occurs when the mundane manages to somehow rise above its self, to take on an allure that everyday life denies it.

So the question is where does documentary photography fit in all of this? Because it deals with the everyday, does it mean that the resulting photographs are mere mechanical recording of this, just like photojournalism? Or does it have more artistic, aesthetic merit?

I believe Documentary photography differs from journalistic photography in that although they both deal with realistic subject matter of everyday life the methods they use to reflect and depict these realities differ. In documentary photography the realities are presented in a more artistic, compassionate and involved manner compared to the purely representational way a photojournalist records a situation. 
 
Like all art forms, documentary photography contains an essence of the image-makers interpretations of the situation. As documentary photographer Robert Frank wrote; “There is one thing the photograph must contain, the humanity of the moment. This kind of photography is realism. But realism is not enough - there has to be vision and the two together can make a good photograph. It is difficult to describe this thin line where matter ends and mind begins.”

The documentary photographer employs various methods to reveal, accentuate and emphasize the emotive effect of the scene depicted. Therefore with documentary photography there is more of an emphasis on the resulting aesthetic than merely capturing what the situation presents, as this is what empowers the image’s emotive impact. The documentary photographer considers, for instance, the compositional formal arrangement of the subject as Henri Cartier Bresson mentions when he says, "What reinforces the content of a photograph is the sense of rhythm and the relationship between shapes and values."  
 
Henri Cartier further emphasises this when he explains the meaning of the famous term he coined “the decisive moment” by saying “To take photographs means to recognize — simultaneously and within a fraction of a second — both the fact itself and the rigorous organization of visually perceived forms that give it meaning” The importance he placed on formal arrangement of subjects is also reflected in this remark he made, ”Inside movement there is one moment in which the elements are in balance. Photography must seize the importance of this moment and hold immobile the equilibrium of it”. 
 
Henri Cartier Bresson is an example of a documentary photographer whose photographs go beyond being figurative content-based documentations. For him the subject matter is only one of the ingredients. He does not solely rely on the subject to make the photograph but instead recognises the surroundings and realises their capability to enhance the image. In the example featured here of his work the jumping ballet dancer motif on the signage echoes the exact jump of the subject, which is further emphasised by his reflection in the water. Some people believe that the uncanny manner in which the symbols, icons, surroundings of his pictures seem to fit together is mere coincidence. But the vast example of his pictures - such as the examples given here - with their sense of timing, rigorous organization, and insights into human emotion and character, could never have been caught by luck alone, unaided by talent. 
 
”Photography has powers that no other image-system has ever enjoyed because, unlike the earlier ones, it in not dependent on an image maker. However carefully the photographer intervenes in setting up and guiding the image-making process, the process itself remains an optical-chemical or electronic one, the workings of which are automatic, the machinery for which will inevitably be modified to provide still more detailed and, therefore, more useful maps of the real ....The primitive notion of the efficacy of images presumes that images possess the qualities of real things, but our inclination is to attribute to real things the qualities of an image.  "On Photography" by Susan Sontag Although photography generates works that can be called art - - it requires subjectivity, it can lie, it gives aesthetic pleasure -- photography is not, to begin with, an art form at all. Like language, it is a medium in which works of art (among other things) are made. -Susan Sontag

There are critiques made about the so-called aestheticization of the documentary image. An example of this critique was made in 1991 in The New Yorker in an article about photographer Sebastiao Salgado called “Good Intentions” “He is too busy with compositional aspects of his pictures - with finding “grace” and “beauty” in the twisted forms of his anguished subjects. This beautification of tragedy results in pictures that ultimately reinforce our passivity toward the experience they reveal. To aestheticize tragedy is the fastest way to anaesthetize the feelings of those who are witnessing it. Beauty is a call to admiration not to action.”

This viewpoint is based on the classical debate within German Marxism that occurred from the 1930s to the 1950s, involving Ernst Bloch, Georg Lukacs, Bertolt Brecht, Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno. The idea of the “aestheticization of tragedy” can be found in Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Author as Producer” in which he speaks of the ways certain modish photographers proceed in order to make human misery an object of consumption. “It transforms political struggle so that it ceases to be a compelling motive for decision and becomes an object of comfortable contemplation”.

I believe that the idea that the more transformed or “aestheticized” an image is, the less “authentic” or politically valuable it becomes, is one that needs to be seriously questioned. Why can’t beauty be a call to action?

I believe that this is because Documentary photography often gets misread as photojournalism. It must be understood that the approach that a documentary photographer has is very different to that of a photojournalist. A photojournalist can stand back and has no physical involvement with the subject. In fact the less tampered with, the more “pure” a journalistic image is considered. 
 
Documentary photography on the other hand is an expression using the reality of a situation, the photographer’s emotions and considerations of a situation. When Dorothea Lange stated, "I had to get my camera to register things that were more important than how poor they were - their pride, their strength, their spirit”, it reflected how documentary photography can be used to convey our impressions of a situation and the documentary photographer’s concern with representing this.
 

Documentary photographers and their working methods

The success of a documentary image is often a reflection of the documentary photographer’s working method. The documentary photographers that produce the most emotive and evocative images (which in essence is the aim of documentary photography) work closely with their subjects. These are the images that give us the most intimate scope into the lives of the people or situation captured. In order to achieve this it is necessary for the photographer to get involved with their subjects so that they can have their trust that enables them to access this effectively. 

There are various documentary photographers whose work I admire highly. I believe the success of their work is a result of the intimacy and involvement that they established with their subjects. Documentary photography requires immense psychological and emotional commitment with the situation and peoples being photographed in order to produce effective and emotive photographs that have prominence. Being a documentary photographer means far more than being a mere machine operator. When photographing people, especially when they are fully aware and expectant of what you are doing, the picture-making process involves more that pressing the button of the camera. There is a long, complex and intensely human process, which makes them unveil their secrets to you. I believe that what makes a picture great is everything that happens before you press the shutter button. I can relate to what Henri Cartier Bresson says “The photograph itself doesn't interest me. I want only to capture a minute part of reality.”  Henri Cartier-Bresson

The following photographers, Mary Ellen Mark, Dorothea Lange, Bruce Davidson and Helen Stummer, I will refer to as I believe their working methods exemplify this.

Mary Ellen Mark has worked as a photojournalist for around 30 years, travelling worldwide and being published in leading magazines around the globe. She photographs fringe groups of society in an explanatory and direct style. She has become particularly well known for her work in India on such diverse elements as Mother Teresa, circuses and Bombay brothels. It took her ten years of persistence to get into the brothels to photograph. Her reports are never sensation-mongering, and they always seek to be compassionate and not to degrade the dignity of those portrayed. This is true of the prostitute in India in her project Falkland Road (1981) and the photographic series of the eighties with children living in the Bronx, the homeless, junkies and the handicapped.

An extraordinary aspect of Mary Ellen Mark's career is the trust and respect that she establishes with her subjects, enabling her to continue to photograph them over many years. 

Another documentary photographer who reflects the emotional involvement that is a requirement of documentary photography is Bruce Davidson. Davidson is well known for his photographs of East 100th Street in Harlem, of circus dwarfs, and of Welsh coal miners and village life.
 
Davidson’s photographs of people in their homes and on the street have a typical approach that emphasizes some dramatic angle or contrast. This can be seen in his photograph Untitled 1970 (from his East 100 Street series) where large areas of deep shadow foregrounds the wall of the apartment building against open sky above and surrounding apartment house below. The picture gains immediacy from a boy running with a kite, it is an image of freedom and play, but in this case it is limited to the length of the roof top.

Davidson concerns himself with subjects of everyday reality. He photographs drug addicts and criminals, and he documents streets scenes and demonstrations. He followed the changes in America during the late fifties and early sixties with great empathy.

In the spring of 1959, Davidson spent several months photographing a group of Brooklyn teenagers who called themselves "The Jokers". Davidson was introduced to the gang by a social worker and gradually became a part of their world as he hung out with them in the neighbourhood, in Prospect Park and at Coney Island. Davidson's photographs of the gang show us street-wise young men and their girlfriends, in various states of wariness, vacancy, and sometimes hope, as they move through a landscape of beaches and boardwalks, street corners and diners. His camera records both the particular details of the gang members' lives, such as the tattoos, sunglasses and slicked-back hair that signify their toughness, and a more general sense of their vulnerability and vitality. The youth's restless activity is presented more as a desperate search for love and good times than for criminal wrongdoing

Taken as a whole, the images of The Brooklyn Gang form a portrait of longing, anxiety and alienation. Davidson's work asks us to consider how we can find beauty, meaning and understanding in the lives of others, including those who are troubled or in crisis. The Brooklyn Gang is an intimate portrait, but ultimately its subject is greater than the coming-of-age of one group of inner-city teenagers. 

He describes his method of working as follows:  “My way of working is to enter an unknown world, explore it over a period of time, and learn from it. I was twenty-five and they were about sixteen. I could easily have been taken for one of them … I found myself involved with a group of unpredictable youths who were mostly indifferent to me. In time they allowed me to witness their fear, depression and anger. I soon realized that I, too, was feeling some of their pain. In staying close to them, I uncovered my own feelings of failure, frustration, and rage.”

He refused to shoot in shoot-and-run style but would make himself part of the community. His pictures are in the same tradition of documentary that Jacob Riis began in 1880s, but Davidson’s attitude towards his subject is totally different. Riis looked at them from a position of social superiority, Davidson tries to level the field.

This quote from ‘New Republic’ sums up well the merit of Davidson’s work,  “Bruce Davidson is an artist who uses a camera. He is a master of composition. He knows how to use light and shadows. He arranges his 'subject-matter' in a suggestive and evocative manner. He senses things others have no time or inclination to bother with…these photographs do not take advantage of New York ghetto people and turn them into objects - objects of pity, objects for minds bent on the sensational, objects to be analyzed and labelled and categorized. We are shown, instead, the daily effort that human beings make to get by, to find food and love and yes, a kind of meaning in the midst of ruinous social and economic circumstances."

Another photographer who has the same talent of being able to record and expose the emotions of her subjects in such a dignified intimate manner is Dorothea Lange. 

Dorothea Lange joined the Farm Security Administration in 1935 and reported on the rural areas of the USA. In an unflinching direct manner, she documented the bitter poverty of the migrant workers and their families. Dorothea Lange’s pictures not only showed the hopelessness and despair, but also the pride and dignity with which people endured their circumstances. While many FSA photographs merely documented the existence of poverty, some, such as Lange’s, put a human face on misery. As a child she had polio which left her with a permanent limp. She believed that her limp helped her photography by creating an instant rapport between herself and her subjects. She said that people trusted her more because she did not appear "whole and secure" in the face of their poverty and insecurity.

Another photographer whose empathetic style I admire is Helen M. Stummer. As a free-lance documentary photographer, she has been photographing the struggles and dignity of poor people in Newark, NJ, the Lower East Side of Manhattan, rural Maine, and in Comalapa, Guatemala. Although her subjects are geographically diverse, they speak the same language. It is the language of the streets, the subsistence farms, it is the mother tongue of oppressed people everywhere...Poverty. ” 

She describes her intent when photographing as this, ” As I attempt to record the harsh reality of ghetto life, I witness children with the light of innocence, hope and trust in their eyes, that in only a few short years is dimmed and then crushed, leaving only the darkness of fear, anger, mistrust and apathy.” This reflects the emotional involvement she has with the subjects of her photographs which emanates from her photographs.
Stummer takes pictures of good people living in bad conditions. Like Lewis Hine, who photographed workers in the early twentieth century, her work appreciates the dignity of individuals while exposing their unhealthy surroundings. She writes, "But what seems to be invisible is seeing poor people as individuals -- the dignity, beauty, and hope that continue to live despite the desperate battle for survival."


It has been said that "Helen Stummer is the Dorothea Lange of our time." The empathetic manner in which she records her subject can be seen in this example of her work, Sharrell Showing Easter Dress to Grandmother. Here she shows us the girl’s pride in her new dress from an angle that includes the watchful look of, one presumes, a member of her family. Stummer is deliberately bringing into the same frame the girl’s fine dress and the kitchen range.

The dignity she affords the subjects of her photographs is due to the empathy she feels for them. She describes how she becomes involved in their individual lives, “Sitting down with residents listening to their stories of survival has transformed my fear into empathy. As I continue to witness the unnecessary waste of human potential, the daily crisis and devastation of poverty, as well as the themes of coping, ingenuity and courage of residents struggling each day to survive against the odds, stereotypes are turned into individuals”
She describes her method of creating such intimate, emotive photographs as such: “To gain access into the homes and the lives of people is the most difficult to accomplish — credibility, passion to tell the story, and the joy of creating a true-to-life scene are essential qualities to have in documentary photography. Along with humanistic attitudes are the important uses of composition, lighting, expression and, of course, that unknown something else, the mystery of energy that makes the image come alive.”

“From 1975 to 1980, as a student at the International Centre of Photography in New York City, my journey into exploring society through photography began. Between Avenue C and D, I learned how to use my camera, how to think on my feet, how to be street smart, how to listen, how to become involved, how to be an outsider yet be included into a different world, how to experience love and strife, struggle and caring of an impoverished neighbourhood, and, above all, how to be a witness”.

The aforementioned photographers are all committed to capturing their subjects in an empathetic and compassionate manner that gives them a sense of dignity. They all have a knack at getting their subjects to trust them enough to display intimate emotion. I am very much inspired by their ability to achieve this and it is this that I aspire to in my own photographs.

The work I have produced can be classified as documentary. This is because I am intentionally making a graphic point with my photographs. I wish to visually expose the depressing lives of these aged residents at the shelters. I emphasize my interpretation of the situation in various ways to make evocative images. 
 
 
Documentary photography as a personal encounter – what is it?

It is difficult to distinguish whether the manner in which I interpret and perceive these people’s experiences at the shelter is their reality or if it is my own sentimental understanding of it. Is the discrepancy between our life circumstances too great for me to be able to access and comprehend their experience and then claim to capture and portray it truthfully and emotively on film? How can I trust that the associations that conjure up the emotions in me which I base my interpretations of their lives and claim to ……..be their experiences are the same as theirs?  REWORD / FAR TOO CLUMSY / PUT IN ANY QUESTION
 
A documentary photographer has various ways of emphasizing the point they are trying to make. When a moment is suspended in time by being frozen into a photograph, its significance is stressed. It is therefore crucial to consider which single moment a documentary photographer decides to freeze. This illustrates how a photographer therefore has a responsibility in their choice of how something is portrayed. A documentary photographer usually produces a series of shots. They will obviously choose to display shots that correspond and validate their opinion of the situation. This will greatly strengthen the perspective they are trying to project.

It is very difficult to consider that perhaps the visual record evokes a particular emotion that a viewer can see with their own eyes is not an honest portrayal. REWORD NOT CLEAR (SEE AN OLD VERSION) We often consider knowledge gained by our senses as actual fact, untainted with truth SOUNDS LIKE A CONTRADICTION. Empiricism means we gain knowledge through sensory experience. Historians often regard photographs as a critical form of documentary evidence that hold up a mirror to past events. Public and scholarly faith in the realism of the photographic image is grounded in the belief that a photograph is a mechanical reproduction of reality. Susan Sontag captured the essence of that faith in “On Photography” when she wrote “Photographed images do not seem to be statements about the world so much as pieces of it”. When we encounter an historical photograph “shot for the record” we often treat the image as the product of a machine and therefore an objective artefact.

It is important therefore to consider how the documentary photographer can project their own preconceived notions into the photographed, thus manipulating the results to serve this purpose. I think that this is one of the dilemmas of documentary photography. Documentary photographs are mistaken for being the same as journalistic photographs that are the recollection of facts. It is forgotten that documentary photography is an art form. Just like all art is produced to express an individual’s emotions or opinions so is documentary photography. Mary Ellen Mark emphasizes this when she says, “I think you have to have a real point of view that's your own. You have to tell it your way. And, I think that it's a mistake to shoot for a specific magazine's point of view because it's never going to be as good. You have to shoot for yourself and photograph the way you believe it…..What's more frustrating than magazines giving less and less space is that they tell you what they want. Not LIFE, but some magazines actually want you to be an illustrator, and I don't want to be an illustrator -- I don't enjoy those assignments. You know, I want to have a chance to be a real part of the creative process and not just a technician who clicks the camera.  - Mary Ellen Mark, "Mary Ellen Mark : 25 Years" by Marianne Fulton, ISBN: 0821218387, page: 22

Successful documentary photographers rely on their empathy and compassion to create moving, inspiring photographs. The photographs are often loaded with the photographer’s emotion whilst experiencing the subject. This often forms the main content of the photograph. Successful documentary photographers get involved with their subject matter in order to gain the trust to photograph them intimately and therefore I believe it impossible for their work to be purely objective. Henri Cartier Bresson succinctly stated this when he said, “[Photographing] is putting one's head, one's eye and one's heart on the same axis.” To photograph is to hold one's breath, when all faculties converge to capture fleeting reality. It's at that precise moment that mastering an image becomes a great physical and intellectual joy."

In my photographs I attempt to document the experience of these individuals. I believe though that it impossible to be able to experience someone else’s experience. This is what R.D. Laing expressed in his Politics of Experience in 1967. He said that, “We can see other people’s behaviour but not their experience.” He also stated that what we believe to be someone’s experience is actually our experience of their behaviour. “The other person’s behaviour is an experience of mine.” He reiterated this concept when he said, “I cannot experience your experience. You cannot experience my experience. We are both invisible men. All men are invisible to one another.” 


Laing is often associated with the anti-psychiatry movement. His beliefs of the causes and treatment of mental illness went against the psychiatric orthodoxy of the time. He believed that the expressions or communications of the individual patient or client represented valid descriptions of lived experience or reality rather than as symptoms of some separate or underlying disorder. This was in stark contrast to the psychiatric orthodoxy of the time (and is still contrary to the majority opinion of mainstream psychiatry, which considers schizophrenia and psychosis primarily of genetic etiology, and not communication-based. 
 
Psychiatrist and philosopher, Karl Jaspers, had previously pronounced, in his work General Psychopathology, that the content of madness was 'un-understandable', and therefore were worthy of little consideration except as a sign of some other underlying primary disorder. Laing was revolutionary in valuing the content of psychotic behaviour and speech as a valid expression of distress. According to Laing, if a therapist can better understand the patient, the therapist can begin to make sense of the symbolism of the patient's madness, and therefore start addressing the concerns that are the root cause of the distress. His critique of psychology can be noted in his statement “Only experience is evident. Experience is the only evidence. Psychology is the logos of experience, psychology is the structure of experience. If however experience is evidence, how can one ever study the experience of the other? For the experience of the other is not evident to me, as it is not and never can be an experience of mine. I cannot avoid trying to understand your experience, because although I do not experience your experience, which is invisible to me (and non-tastable, non-touchable, non-smellable, and inaudible), yet I experience you as experiencing. I do not experience your experience. But I experience you as experiencing. I experience myself as experienced by you. And I experience you as experiencing yourself as experienced by me. And so on. The study of the experience of others, is based on inferences I make, from my experience of you experiencing me, about how you are experiencing me experiencing you experiencing me.... “
 

Defining documentary as an art form?

Documentary photography often deals with everyday living scenes. What is it then that differentiates an average person’s snapshot of a moment in their lives from true documentary photography as an art form? Is documentary photography just every day snapshots? Can anyone, anywhere, of any age who photographs an event of everyday life, be referred to as a documentary photographer? Can all photography not intended purely as a means of artistic expression that provides a visual document of an event, place, object or person and provides evidence of a moment in time, be considered documentary photography?
 
Because the image-making process of documentary photography is seen to be instant and uncontrolled, unlike painting for instance which is superficially considered to be more deliberate and measured, people tend to underplay and overlook the artist’s calculated decisions and applied intelligence that goes into creating an image. This is especially true of documentary photography because the resulting image is seen to be something external and disconnected to the photographer who created it. 

The often-unacknowledged thought that goes behind composing documentary images and compiling images together to form a documentary book, is seen in the layout of Walker Evan’s book of images called American Photographs. In designing the layout of American Photographs, Evans arrangement of photographs was definitely not arbitrary but has long since been recognized to have a symphony-like complexity. From the beginning, the book sets up an alternation between social reality (as suggested by the tawdry, five-cent photo studio) and the conventional images that serve to mask it (represented in the book’s second photograph by the hundreds of healthy, smiling white faces). This primary tension between reality and illusion is supplemented by other tensions - between rich and poor, black and white, North and South, rural and urban. It was his discovery of a growing visual language existing with sign systems erected by culture.

Robert Frank, like Walker Evans, also rejected and disregarded the traditional components of what constituted good composition in an image. They both convincingly demonstrated that the neat, lyrical compositions of Henri Cartier Bresson were insufficient to comprehend the American experience.

Garry Winograd completely revolutionized Henri Cartier Bresson’s “decisive moment” which contained rigid guidelines for what constituted acceptable composition in a photograph. “The decisive moment” was a credo that many photographers worked with. Winograd’s variant of “the decisive moment” was much more fractious than Cartier Bresson’s. After spending much of the 1950s in photojournalism, he began to discover his own art: images seized from the flux of public life that bordered on, but never trespassed, the chaotic. For Winograd the object was to balance chaos and pictorial organization as precariously as possible. In the photographer’s mind, “success - the vitality and energy of the best pictures - came from the contention between the anarchic claims of life and the will to form”.

In his pictures from the 1960s he used a wide angle lens and would turn and tilt the 35 mm camera without regard for horizon and would fill the rectangle space of the images with an abundance of subject matter. But because the pictures seldom have just one centre of interest, or even a clearly defined hierarchy of visual encounters, conventional ideas of “subject matter” seem inadequate. One is forced to consider the background as well as the foreground, the edges as well as the centre of the frame. As a result, what a Winograd image has to tell us is often complex and sometimes untranslatable except in emotional terms.

It is interesting to note that the average person, who takes photographs to record moments of their intimate lives, never records the sad/tragic moments. Albums are devoted to happy celebrations such as weddings and birthdays but never at funerals. Documentary photography on the other hand, often deals with truthful, candid moments of tragedy. Documentary photography deemed to be great usually revolves around suffering. Even when documentary photography records happy moments of life, it usually hones in on the witty, ironic and satiric aspects of the situation that make the picture more interesting and humorous than a straight recording of it would. These are the situations that cause the viewers of the photograph to laugh, but in a way that dispels the unease of being a witness to the experience, as it usually is a moment that everyone knows about but tends not to focus on.

Does this mean that the differentiating factor is subject matter? 

Documentary photographers are very much reliant on their subject matter to produce an effective image, but this is not the only ingredient. Well-executed aesthetics can enhance the level of communication projected by an image. Right composition, lighting, etc. help convey the information needed to make the photo more powerful. Many people use the term “documentary” as an excuse for bad pictures because they believe that subject matter is all that is needed to produce a documentary piece. Successful documentary photography is as reliant on the formal language of photography, such as composition and lighting, to produce an effective photograph that delivers the message as landscape or still life photography. Bad documentary photographs are less effective than good ones. If the pictures were not well done they would only hold interest for an historian or sensationalist. Beauty is a vexed matter in scenes of suffering, cruelty and death. War photographer, James Nachtwey, finds beauty, and even grace, in scenes some would consider too heartbreaking, too graphically affecting, to look at for more than a moment before turning away with eyes full of tears.

All photography is both documentary and expressive. This is the essential dual nature of the photographic medium of communication. My experience with my own photography and with viewing the photographic works of others, is that the deeper their involvement in it, the more expressive and less purely documentary it becomes. And for a few of us, we are able to go so far that the documentary aspect comes back into play - but in such a way that the metaphoric ("expressive") aspect of the world that is documented, is more apparent. 
 
But this metamorphosis and growth in vision only comes about through conscious choice. No photography is a total document, since the photographer's vision informs the image. Your choice of framing, depth of field, lens, format, print, as Mark Citret writes “where to stand and where to put the edges" - all that influences the image.
 

Documentary as an archive

Sometimes amateurs unintentionally make documentary pictures that are later found to be of great historical value, since they are good images of subjects that have since disappeared forever and which no-one else bothered to record. The work of Jacques Henri Lartigue is a notable example. Life Documentary Photography referred to him as a “prodigy…who made photographs of his family, friends and relations before World War 1 - the results were lighthearted, sophisticated art.”

By the beginning of the 20th Century, photography had become everyman’s toy. The rich, the poor, the aesthetically gifted and clueless, all used the camera to create visual records of their family histories. But it remained for a seven-year-old boy in France, to make the family photo album a work of documentary art. Lartique declared when he was nearly eighty, “My motivation regarding photography is still today, seventy years later, the same: a deep love for a certain period of my life and a desire to freeze its beautiful moments.” The pictures of his family and the greater world around him have such spontaneity, such humorous un-posed freshness, such generosity of spirit that his private moments become enjoyable to look at even for those unassociated with the subjects photographed. It is his genius that the record of the zany, sports-crazed Lartique family becomes the family album everyone might long for.

Sometimes snap shots taken in the past develop increased interest-value as social or other information can be gleaned from them and they become, in a sense, a document of the past. For example, there are many photographs assembled by Queen Victoria and Tsar Nicholas II to record aspects of their reigns. There are also many industrial collections like the Krupp archive. Industrial photography can be defined as photographic practice that takes place within and/or at the behest of an industrial organization, to document production processes, products, work organization, employees, or the layout, equipment, or culture of an enterprise. The pictures may serve either internal (administrative or industrial relations) or external (advertising or public relations) purposes. It is interesting to note that although most of the images were taken by the workers or clerical staff and were intended purely as a categorical record, they are now regarded as documentary art photography

Thomas Annan's collection of photographs of mansions around Glasgow, The Old Country Houses of the Old Glasgow Gentry (Glasgow, 1870), is also considered documentary art photography now even though its initial intention was to be a catalogue of architectural styles.

Early crime scene photographs taken by policemen have also taken on the classification of documentary photography. Even some photographs conceived by their creators as primarily expressive have been used later as documents. For example, the work of pictorialists such as Alfred Stieglitz (notably The Steerage (1907); the Photo-Secessionists' realistic images; or the work of Paul Strand and others in straight photography. The ‘straight photography’ term emerged in the 1880s to mean simply an unmanipulated photographic print, in opposition to the composite prints of Henry Peach Robinson or the soft-focus painterly images of some pictorialist photographers. 

Under this definition, much of the early photography of exploration, war photography, and the depiction of folklore, social customs, or native societies (such as English Customs by Peter Henry Emerson and Benjamin Stone; Native Americans by Adam Clark Vroman and Edward S. Curtis) has been labelled ‘documentary’.

This illustrates how the borderline between documentary pictures and journalism, advertising, public relations, catalogue, exploration, and personal snapshots, is fluid, depending on context and usage in individual cases.



The history of documentary photography

The authors of The Life Library's Documentary Photography (1972) proposed three phases of its development over time: 
 conveying visual reality (John Thomson, William Henry Jackson, or Eugène Atget); 
 social reality (Jacob Riis, Lewis Hine, and the Farm Security Administration photographers);
 psychological reality (Robert Frank, Lee Friedlander, Diane Arbus). 

I will now expand on the three phases mentioned above by giving examples of each.
 

 conveying visual reality 

Documentary photography evolved in several stages, each of which has its own characteristics. The first stage was broad-based and was directly related to the invention of photography itself. With the introduction of the Daguerreotype in 1839 came the first relatively simple and inexpensive way to perpetuate images, to fulfil the common desire for a permanent record of the appearance of family, friends and familiar scenes. The familiar made a cherished photographic record, so did the unfamiliar. The early photographers rushed off to capture views of distant, exotic places that could be visited only by the well-to-do and adventurous. These scenic views were popular partly because they emphasized a quality, essential to the documentary photograph, that is a basic characteristic of the camera-made image: it provides a clear representation of what the retina of the human eye sees but does not always notice. In the beginning this quality alone seemed miraculous, and the camera was used mainly as a copier of nature. The results were regarded as evidence-as documents-of nature as it exists. Faith in the camera as a literal recorder gave rise to a belief that persists to this day - that the camera does not lie. This trust of the camera provides documentary with its greatest psychological strength and its strongest selling point - it tells the truth.

As the camera gained acceptance as a reliable visual reporter, its potential became apparent to photographers who had something more to say than could be communicated by a mere snapshot. A picture of the Alps, if made with sensitivity and skill, could be more than a literal record of a majestic scene. The photograph conveyed ideas beyond the two-dimensional, black-and-grey image of shadows and light. The scene before the lens was reality, but the photographer could make his camera’s rendering of the scene generate another reality, deeper and perhaps more important - he could introduce comment. If the first attribute of the documentary photograph was its ability to convey the truth about the real world, its second was its ability to communicate the photographer’s comment on that truth.

The first master of this technique was Eugene Atget. He referred to himself simply as a maker of documents - clear, uncluttered views of his beloved turn-of-the-century Paris - which he sold occasionally as reference material for artists and architects. Yet he was a genius at understanding the uses of the camera, particularly its ability to convey his own view. Shots of empty parks, when made by Atget, blended the reality of the scene with its deeper meaning as a part of a city, and with his own feeling for the city. The results are masterworks of documentary photography.
 

 social reality 

The realization that the camera could communicate truth while commenting upon it led to the second stage in the expanding history of documentary photography: the discovery of the camera’s power to hold up a mirror to society, to let the world see its reflection. 
 
The use of photography to document the need for reform began in the mid-19th century. When Henry Mayhew began an investigation into the lives of the English labouring poor, originally published in the Morning Chronicle and subsequently as London Labour and the London Poor, he engaged the daguerreotypist Richard Beard to do a series of ‘character studies’ of the various ‘types’ of working poor, images which became the basis of the engraved illustrations in the book. 

Jack Hillers, chief photographer on John Wesley Powell's second survey expedition down the Colorado River in 1872, is also regarded as a precursor of social reform documentary photography. Subsequently employed by the US Geological Survey and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Hillers became essentially an ethnographic photographer, winning the trust of the south-western tribes he photographed, and sympathetically recording their daily lives.

Adam Clark Vroman photographed Hopi, Navajo, Zuni, Laguna and Acoma peoples to record a way of life that was rapidly vanishing. Vroman gave slide lectures to white Americans, helping alter the distorted, stereotypical descriptions of Native Americans as subhuman, bloodthirsty savages.

American Progressivism (1890-1920) was marked by an optimistic belief that informed citizens could reform social evils through the democratic process. Middle-class reformers mounted multiple crusades: against disease and poverty in inner cities crowded with immigrants, exploitation of women and children in the workforce, official corruption, and alcoholism; and in favour of universal education, proper sanitation, pure food and safe drugs, and women's suffrage. In the hands of the reform pioneers, Jacob Riis and Lewis Hine, the camera played a major consciousness-raising role in the passing of laws that altered cities and regulated children's employment, and transformed the understanding of photography's social and educational potential.

Riis, a Danish immigrant, worked as a labourer before becoming a police reporter in 1873 for the New York Tribune. During this time there was severe social crisis with millions of European immigrants coming to America in the 19th century, looking for personal freedom and the opportunity to make a better life. Because of post Civil War depressions, however, many immigrants were left jobless, hungry, and psychologically beaten down, barely existing in disease-plagued New York tenements. Jacob A. Riis felt a strong empathy for the sufferings of these people as he himself was an immigrant from Denmark and suffered the same hardships. He believed that the poor were not inferior beings whose poverty resulted from inborn laziness or ineptitude, but that they were forced into it by their destructive surroundings. Reporting on the scandalous conditions was not enough for Riis, who wanted to bring about reform: windows, indoor plumbing, and tenant rights. Realizing that words did not convey the horrid conditions, Riis turned to photography to document the evidence and use the photographs as weapons for social change. His answer to slums was model housing. He turned to photography because of his passionate commitment to reform, and his conviction that if ‘there was some way of putting before the people’ the terrible conditions he saw in his midnight trips with the sanitary police, people of good will would demand change. First in lantern-slide lectures, then in articles for the Evening Sun, and finally in the book How the Other Half Lives (1890), he forced the public to confront every detail of the squalor that his flashlit images exposed in the nocturnal city. Riis used a hit-and-run strategy where he would approach his subjects unawares of what he was doing and then blind them with the sudden unexpectedness of his intense flash. This often makes his images seem dispassionate, but he was not concerned with individual but with the collective problems of a group.

Of the book's 43 illustrations, fifteen were half-tone reproductions rather than line drawings based on photographs, and they helped change the patterns of journalism as this became the new method of reproducing photographs onto newsprint. Riis showed images not only of sweatshops and overcrowded lodging houses, but of the good that education could accomplish. His photography and captions reveal not only a superb eye for detail and composition, but a sympathetic understanding of the destructiveness of the urban environment. Riis’s pioneering efforts at social reform would lead Theodore Roosevelt, then NYC police commissioner, to call Riis “the most useful citizen in New York”.

This illustrates the considered utilitarian aspect of documentary photography at the time. Food stamps and the medical aid program are the legacy of this crusade. Riis did not see himself as a photographer; photographs were only one part of his social crusade. This made him a clumsy photographer uninterested in aesthetics or techniques. He did not idealize, sentimentalise, or arrange his subjects into pleasing compositions to explain the difficulties. The randomness of the composition lends authenticity and the chance recordings of the unexpected add authority.

As part of this American wave of social reform, Lewis Wickes Hine began to photograph at Ellis Island in 1904, where 71 percent of all immigrants to America landed. Hine used photography to combat the prejudice against the newly arrived peoples from eastern and southern Europe. Hine revealed the potential of these individuals in a sympathetic style, which challenged accusations that they were morally depraved and responsible for crime, corruption, labour unrest, political radicalism, and the slums. Hine was trained in photography and sociology. Though he had worked in a factory, his middle-class, educated background was more typical of Progressivism. His photographic career lasted nearly four decades, and moved social documentary photography in significant new directions.  Hine’s work was different from earlier reportage in that it combined objective facts with subjective emotions. He pioneered the approach of making photographs broadly available through posters and publications. (As with Riis, the impact of his efforts was vastly increased by the spread of half-tone reproduction technology.) Hine photographed for the National Child Labour Committee, where he exposed the exploitation of child labour. Hine’s shocking images resulted in the passing of the Child Labour Law. In 1930, Hine undertook his last major project - photographs of the men who built the Empire State Building which documents the dangerous working conditions of these men.

The Farm Security Administration and later the Office of War Information (OWI) was an effort during the Depression to combat rural poverty in the United States and it is famous for its small but highly influential photography programme. It consisted of a group that over time included about twenty men and women working (under the supervision of Roy E. Stryker) to create a pictorial record of the impact of the Great Depression. Nearly 180 000 photographs were produced between 1935-43 and were the first major body of photographic images specifically labelled ‘documentary photography’. Photographers such as Walker Evans, Carl Mydans, Ben Shahn, Dorothea Lange, Arthur Rothstein: John Vachon, Russell Lee, Marion Post Wolcott, Jack Delano, John Collier Jr., Gordon Parks, and Esther Bubley were among those who began distinguished careers under the FSA. They recognised the importance of visual integrity and artistic quality in documentary images. 
 
The influence of the FSA/OWI photographers on modern photography is huge. Exhibitions of FSA images helped define ‘documentary photography’ as an art form. The creation of a series of images forming a coherent narrative served as precedent for the development of the photo-essay by Life and Look magazines. FSA/OWI photographers demonstrated the value of new technologies such as the 35mm ‘miniature’ cameras to capture spontaneous action and intimate portraits. The concentration on real people who retained dignity in the face of immense hardship, combined with instinctive recognition of the importance of a distinctively photographic aesthetic, were an inspiration throughout the world. 

Walker Evans avoided anything with romantic associations, sentimentality, or syrupy artiness. What was allowed within the edges of his frames had to meet the strictest standards, both aesthetically and ethically. He was like an invisible narrator injecting notes of irony and social comment within a richly textured narrative structure. Walker Evans most admired Eugene Atget, the chronicler of Paris, and Mathew Brady, the American portraitist and documenter of the American Civil War. These three photographers shared the conviction that a photograph was most expressive when it hewed to the facts with rigor and precision. His recording of rural American life in his book, Let us Now Praise Famous Men, shows an unembellished, unvarnished and unpretentious style. He found Stieglitz work too arty and Edward Steichen’s pictures full of “parvenu elegance”. Photojournalism, the bright new star of the 30s, he disdained as sentimental. His second book, American Photographs, represents his attempt to achieve expressiveness without pretentiousness, and social meaning without bathos. 

Hurley, F.J., Portrait of a Decade (1972). O'Neal, H., A Vision Shared (1976). Stott, W., Documentary Expression and Thirties America (1973; 1986). Fleischhauer, C., and Brannan, B., Documenting America, 1935-1943 (1988). Curtis, J., Mind's Eye, Mind's Truth: FSA Photography Reconsidered (1989). McEuen, M. A., Seeing America: Women Photographers between the Wars (2000). 

Between 1936 and 1951, the Photo League in the United States championed the development of documentary photography both as an expressive medium and an agent for social change. The league, through its founders Sol Libsohn and Sid Grossman, was instrumental in preserving the photographic oeuvre of Lewis Hine. Members of the ‘Documentary Production Group’ completed important projects on New York street life in the Lower East Side and Harlem. Documentary photography by league members Walter Rosenblum, Paul Strand, and Harold Corsini appeared regularly in Fortune, Look, US Camera, and Good Photography. The league's most important contribution to documentary photography was its dual roles of teaching new photographers and then providing a centre where those committed to documentary photography could connect with each other, exchange ideas, and view each other's work. Students in its classes could see the work of Eugene Atget, Lewis Hine, Paul Strand, and Edward Weston, Weegee, Henri Cartier-Bresson, Strand, Stryker, Margaret Bourke-White, and Berenice Abbott. The photographic historians Beaumont and Nancy Newhall were members, as were Elizabeth McCausland and W. Eugene Smith. In Walter Rosenblum's words, at the league ‘interesting people, deeply involved with photography, were happy to help young photographers understand in greater depth the meaning of photography as a fine art’. 
 
Constance B. SchulzLight, K., Witness in our Time: Working Lives of Documentary Photographers (2000). Tucker, A., This Was the Photo League (2001). 

The Mass-Observation (M-O) research organization was founded in 1937 by three young left-wing intellectuals. They believed that to understand ordinary working-class people, intellectuals needed to study them by ‘mass observation’; and their organization aimed to change society by using anthropological observation techniques to probe the character of the British, and especially the working class. Photography was an important observation technique for M-O, and the best known of its photographers, Humphrey Jennings and Humphrey Spender, were strongly influenced by the example of the FSA. Spender took more than 800 candid photographs as part of the ‘Worktown’ study, using a hidden 35mm camera in the belief that ‘truth would be revealed only when people were not aware of being photographed’. 
 
Constance B. SchulzCross, G., Worktown at Blackpool: Mass Observation and Popular Leisure in the 1930s (1990). Sarsby, J., ‘ “Exmoor Village” Revisited; Mass Observation's “Anthropology of Ourselves” [and] … Wartime Colour Photography’, Rural History (1998). 


French ‘humanism’ lies at the heart of 20th-century photojournalism. It was a dominant form of documentary and editorial photography from the late 1920s until the 1970s, though its impact is still felt in the 21st century. It influenced the style and content of all the great illustrated magazines of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, in Europe and America. Many of the leading names of 20th-century photography were associated at various points in the life of the movement: Kertész, Brassaï, Marcel Bovis, Robert Capa, Doisneau, and many others. The leading photo agencies Rapho and Magnum were formed to distribute the work of such photographers, and played a key role in the development of humanism as a global photographic concept. Steichen's Family of Man exhibition (1955) used many images drawn from this body of work.

Its subject matter was concisely defined by perhaps its best-known exponent, Henri Cartier-Bresson, when he told a journalist in 1951 that the most important subject for him and his colleagues was ‘mankind; man and his life, so brief, so frail, so threatened’. In this sense, humanism has an ethically combative edge, aiming to celebrate and defend a humanity everywhere challenged by totalitarian power—particularly in the period 1936-68, with the Second World War and the subsequent period of reconstruction of special importance. A French magazine article of 1955 refers to a type of photography that takes as its subject ‘the human being and the mark that he leaves on nature and on things’.

French humanism is deeply rooted in social themes, particularly those which came to prominence in 1939-45, and the occupation and liberation of France. After 1944, humanist photography helped to reconstruct what it was to be French. In this, the role of the photographer providing illustrative images to the press may not seem of critical importance, but it played a part in the evolution of new representations of Frenchness which can be seen as having a primarily solidaristic role. They cluster around certain themes, the majority of which contain a central core of social and cultural referents having to do with community and solidarity, and with the sense of happiness or contentment which derives from human association.

Visually, French humanism was greatly influenced by the poetic realism of photographers like Kertész, who worked in Paris between 1925 and 1934, and Brassaï, whose Paris de nuit (1934) was almost a textbook for the movement. The street and the lives of ordinary people became the working place and the subject matter of preference. But perhaps more significant than the visual style of the work was the general support felt by this generation of photographers for the political values of the Popular Front of the mid-1930s. Some belonged to the Communist Party or its cultural front organizations; all believed in the need to transform France to make it both more egalitarian and better able to withstand the menace of fascism. After the miseries of defeat and occupation, the period of Fourth Republic reconstruction to 1958 witnessed the heyday of French humanist photography, revealing both its moral purpose and its distinctive subject matter. It is inclusive and universalistic, stressing equality and the primacy of the fundamental institutions of liberal society. 
 
Surrealism's fascination with the unconscious aspects of everyday existence is a clear influence on French humanism. It celebrates the ordinary, the everyday, the unremarked. It has a dozen or so recurrent themes, including the street, childhood, love, the family, the home, work, popular celebrations, and cultural personalities. While stressing the importance of simple, unretouched, realist representations, it also places particular value on their ‘poetic’ construction, a ‘poetic realism’ made for the printed page rather than the gallery wall. Although the movement gradually lost steam from 1968, many of the photographers continued working, some into their nineties. Their work remains popular, and though sometimes mistakenly criticized as sentimental or nostalgic, it remains of great historical importance, picturing a world where values such as the primacy of human feelings and the sense of community still commanded widespread support. 
 
Peter HamiltonThézy, M. de, La Photographie humaniste, 1930-1960: histoire d'un mouvement en France (1992). 

Helen Levitt was very much influenced by the work of the French Humanists. She works in a similar style to that of Henri Cartier Bresson in that she combines intellect and intuition to create sophisticated, lyrical compositions from commonplace events. Henri Cartier Bresson rationalized his activity under the rubric of photojournalism. This gave him an audience as well as a motive. Levitt’s work has remained outside any functional genre. It is “street photography’, plain and simple, not quite reportage and not quite the paradigm of art either. She takes candid photographs that are non-aggressive, non-invasive, and non-macho. James Agee, writer and art critic, wrote in an introduction to her 1965 book A Way of Seeing that her pictures on “unpretentious” and “poetic.” Her photographs seem simple in the way in which they capture seemingly inconsequential moments of relaxation and repose, such as when she photographs adult sitting on stoops or leaning in doorways. Yet their relationships with each other and with their surroundings speak of much more. They speak of human endurance and grace under pressure. Levitt’s ability to give poetic form to the quotidian is especially marked when her subjects are children. It makes explicit how a photograph puts edges around its subject, taking a slice from a larger context and reflecting it back as it were life itself. Levitt has been called a realist, someone whose work echoes back the textures of urban life with a minimum of inflection. Levitt restricts herself to society’s lower rungs. There she transforms life in the streets into a metaphor of middle-class life indoors. Levitt’s work clearly doesn’t argue for social change. She is no Jacob Riis, hoping to improve the lot of those she photographs. Her pictures are not more about the lower-class areas they depict than they are about mobilizing us on behalf of social injustice. So why does she choose poorer neighbourhoods? There is perhaps a purely pragmatic reason: privacy is largely a privilege of the well-to-do; the poor live much more of their domestic lives in public spaces, where Levitt’s camera operates. Thus the arena of her photography is defined to a large degree by the circumstances of our society. This is not to say however, that Levitt is a cold-hearted formalist or that she is oblivious to the conditions under which her subjects live. The degree to which she can make us empathize with her subjects, she manages despite the vast social, economic, and cultural differences between us and them, is nothing short of miraculous.

Through the Depression of the 1930s, the war years of the 1940s and into the post-war recovery period, documentary photographers roamed the world - and examined their own neighbours- to capture the special feel of time and place created by each society at a given moment in history. Although these photographers, who included such giants as Andre Kertesz, Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans, viewed human suffering and despair everywhere they wandered, they also captured the inner strength, dignity and transcendent hope of their subjects. They believed that man was redeemable. Perhaps more important, they felt man was worthy of redemption. Like the Romantic novelists of the 19th Century, these documentary photographers thought that by showing man his follies, they would lead him to correct them. The brooding genius Smith was convinced that once his pictures laid bare the futility, savagery and brute stupidity of war, mankind would be horrified into abolishing warfare for all time.

By the 1950s, however, it was clear that the documentary photographers had achieved no more in reforming society than had the Romantic novelists. Some consciences had been stirred, some laws had even been enacted - as in Hines pictures which led to labour legislation that rescued children from servitude in factories. But mankind had not been elevated to a state of greater purity through photographs, and many disillusioned documentarians turned to another approach.
 

 psychological reality 


The development of a new concept of documentary photography was signalled by a single event, the publication in 1958 of Robert Frank’s book, The Americans. A collection of photographs that Frank made during a tour of the United States, it presented views of the country by an outsider. Frank was born and raised in Switzerland. He set down the tedium of daily life, the polluting residue of industrial society, the frustrations of those Americans caught between the promise of the national rhetoric and its everyday reality. Frank’s view was hard-nosed, direct and very personal. 

In the wartime and post-war decade ending in 1950, there was a radical change in income among Americans. The poorest fifth of United States families had increased their real income by 42 percent. Americans in general had become - without anybody noticing it - well off. This revolution on the economic landscape helped to account for a revolutionary change in the viewpoint of photographers documenting the country’s social landscape. 

But by the 1950s a different attitude began to appear among documentary photographers: they looked at the fabric of the affluent society and although they found it full of holes they concluded that it was not up to them to mend it. Robert Frank, along with Lee Friedlander, Garry Winograd and Diane Arbus, led this new generation of photographers that felt bound by no mission whatever except to see life clearly; they set out not to reform the world but merely to reflect it. As Garry Winograd sums it up for the entire group when he said, “I don’t have messages in my pictures…The true business of photography is to capture a bit of reality (whatever that is) on film.” Explaining these people’s refusal to act as reformers, critic Alan Trachtenberg wrote in The Nation:” These young photographers propose, with very rapid cameras, to present a view from within. There is no effort to judge but instead to express. The snapshot or the passing glimpse seems the appropriate vehicle for a society which has lost a sense of whole relationships. Many of the glimpses…show man-made but uninhabited landscapes; emptiness conveys the leading feeling of social desolation. The anatomy is exposed cold-heartedly. Apathy, loneliness, anonymity are not simply reflected but ingrained in the chrome and Formica and plate glass surfaces which carry their distortions to the eye…mordant celebrations of a plastic environment. Glutted with artefacts, with artificialities, this social landscape suffocates. The word ‘social’ itself becomes a bitter joke. Many of these pictures leave the feelings paralyzed gripped in fear and mystification.”
 
Along with intent it is interesting to note how the shooting style had also changed. Frank, Winograd and Friedlander are all fast shooters, snapping away without premeditation. It is not that they do not think as they work; rather they have speeded up their thought processes to make the act reflexive, shooting what they see before the conscious mind has time to analyse or rearrange it.

Documentary photography has proliferated from Robert Frank through the “New topographics” and typologies and into the work of confessional documentaries who locate material in their own lives, their families, their heritage, and surrounding in a style that depends upon evocation as much as description, subjective interpretation and propaganda as much as fact. 

After The Americans, documentary photography entered the contemporary phase of its evolution. Many of the photographers turned inward as they withdrew from the rough-and-tumble of public life and actions. Their concern became the recognition - and the problems - of the inner man. Communicating psychological reality became more important than conveying visual reality or social reality. The photographer’s emotions, or his experience, became as pivotal to the picture as his view of the world. This charting of the psyche is complex, often treacherous, photography, for it leads to pictures that at first glance may look more like rejects-blurred strangely framed, empty-than like successful works of art. They demand close interpretation; the viewer must think about them to get the photographer’s message.

In its newest form documentary photography is, oddly, returning to its beginnings for subject matter. These modern photographers, like daguerreotypes of old, often show families, friends and homes. But the resemblance to the old family snapshot is only superficial. For within these familiar images today’s photographers have found a new reality to record and comment on: their pictures communicate the emotions and inter personal relationships of private life. From the 19th Century album of snapshots to the 20th Century portfolio of private views, documentary photography continues its spiral toward the understanding of society and man.

The Family of Man exhibition of 1955 was composed of 503 photographs grouped thematically around subjects pertinent to all cultures, such as love, children, and death. After its initial showing at The Museum of Modern Art in 1955, the exhibition toured the world for eight years, making stops in thirty-seven countries on six continents. The photographs included in the exhibition focused on the commonalties that bind people and cultures around the world and the exhibition served as an expression of humanism in the decade following World War II.

Since the 1950s and increasingly after 1970, documentary photography became many things to many audiences. Charlotte Cotton, curator of the exhibition Stepping in and Stepping out: Contemporary Documentary Photography at London's Victoria & Albert Museum (2002), pointed to the ‘range of emotional forces—political, humanist and aesthetic—which drive contemporary documentary photography’. An even larger London show the following year, Tate Modern's Cruel and Tender, illustrated both its contemporary and historical diversity. Simply counting relatively conventional social documentary work in Europe and the USA since the 1970s yields a huge range of subjects, from teenage sex and drug abuse (Larry Clark), old age (Martine Franck), and domestic violence (Donna Ferrato) to post-industrial desolation (Chris Killip, Sirkka-Liisa Konttinen), female sex-workers (Susan Meiselas), the British seaside (Martin Parr, Tony Ray-Jones), and the French fishing industry (Jean Gaumy). 

The tradition of reporting unsettling social realities founded by Riis and Hine, and continued by the FSA/OWI, was already central to the growing (and to some commentators separate) field of photojournalism. In Europe, the Magnum agency became a major international distributor of documentary photography of political events. Outside Europe and North America, independent documentary photographers like Sebastião Salgado continued to use their cameras to protest against inhumane conditions. Documentary practice is now worldwide, its images spread through disparate outlets and media: galleries, books, magazines, newspapers and the Internet. 

Although the earliest social documentary reform photographers had explicitly rejected the designation of their work as ‘art’, much late 20th-century documentary photography attracted this label. Building on the ‘straight’ approach of the Photo League, but in some cases moving towards the exploration of personal rather than societal problems and shortcomings, psychological rather than social reality, the makers of this kind of work captured the alienation and isolation of modern life, often more as distanced observers than as passionate advocates. Beginning with Robert Frank's The Americans (1958), carried further by the gritty realism of Garry Winogrand, Lee Friedlander, and Mary Ellen Mark, or the detachment of Diane Arbus, this strand of documentary practice offered ironic commentaries on American complacency. Without the example of Evan’s American Photographs, Robert Frank’s The Americans would not have been the same great book that it is. In photographing the country some twenty years later after Evans, Frank followed in his predecessor’s footsteps metaphorically, using signs of the American flag, automobiles, and Jukeboxes as signs of a nation obsessed with material values. Frank also adopted the sequential organization of American Photographs creating a narrative that is every bit as ironic and even more bitter.

Lee Friedlander is the contemporary photographer closest in spirit to Evans, sharing both his love of the Commonplace and his ability to transform even the most ordinary street corner into something monumental. Friedlander’s 1976 book The American Monument was in part homage to the spirit and example of American Photographs. Evan’s influence continues to be felt in the work of Robert Adams, Lewis Baltz, Bernd and Hilla Becher, Nicholas Nixon and other artists associated with a topographic or precisely descriptive style of photography. Like him they have adopted a style that at first glance seems disinterested and even disembodied. They strive to avoid any hint of sentimentality or romanticization. Instead they rely on the cumulative impact of their pictures to convey their meanings, and feeling as well. The Bechers are exemplary; their photographs of water towers, coal plants and steel furnaces are cold and uninviting individually, but when seen in series they reveal the poignancy of industrial decline. Not only photographers have become fascinated with the Commonplace in the last 50 years: artists since Jasper Johns, Robert Rauschenberg and Andy Warhol were taken to re-examining, recontextualizing the materials of American mass culture.

At the same time as documentary photography turned inward, and some of its practitioners defined themselves, or were defined, primarily as artists, there was a democratization of documentary photography, an adaptation of its potential to the documenting of local communities, ‘empowered’ through being given a means to create and capture their identity through their own or a professional's photographs. Modelled on the FSA/OWI concept of a ‘file’ of photographs that document the reality of a specific time and place, but relying on local funding, this kind of documentary photography often has a celebratory character rather than one of irony or critical outrage. Enterprises such as the California Council for the Humanities Documentary Project, or the ‘Milleni-Brum’ project of the Birmingham Central Library, England, to document under-represented ethnic groups, re-emphasize its earliest meaning of simply making a record. In the USA on a national scale, the FSA model survived in the 1970s Project DOCUMERICA funded by the Environmental Protection Agency to document the condition of the environment. The later decades of the 20th century saw the appearance of numerous show-filling and/or book-length documentary projects, though mainly in North America, western Europe and Japan. Notable figures include David Goldblatt in South Africa, Boris Mikhailov in the Ukraine, and, above all, Sebastião Salgado in Brazil and internationally.

Documentary photography today


Recently the art of photography has split into two camps. One side, the post-modernists and their allies, who see photography as a particularly useful and provocative means of making images that address the issues of art in our times. On the other side are the photographers who hold to the more traditional view that photographs are connected not merely to the world of art, but to life itself. The latter group find a measure of solace in Gary Winograd, the Museum of Modernists 1988 retrospective exhibition. Winograd in many eyes represents the apotheosis of real-world photography. His pictures have all the vitality, incongruity and inexplicability of daily life. It was Winograd who is supposed to have said, “There is nothing as mysterious as a fact clearly described” – a credo that has become almost a mantra for a subsequent generation of “street photographers.” Largely because of Winograd, there remains a thread of conviction in the notion that describing the world is photograph’s highest calling.

In his essay that appears in Winograd’s book Figments from the Real World, Szarkowski says that Winograd’s ambition ultimately “was not to make good pictures, but through photography to know life”
His photographic themes are often very humourous, such as his collection of photographs where he contrasts human beings with animals. A 1964 image shows a cowboy having his hat licked by a bull as if it were an ice cream; in another print, a well-dressed woman at the Zoo in Central Park lounges in front of two rhinos locked head to head. But the humour and voyeurism are never easy. If we laugh, it’s as if to dispel something left unexplained and unresolved. The pictures set up narrative expectation but never quite tell a story. They have an acrobatic sense of gesture, and primitivism not unlike that of cartoons.

Winograd photographs describe with an uncanny agility the character of public behaviour, revealing its hypocrisies and incongruities and finding humour in its Freudian slips. There is an angry, sometimes bitter side to Winograd’s work, but it coexists with a concupiscent voyeurism. The men, women and animals in his pictures are seldom seen alone, and almost never out of context; they exist as social beings, revealing themselves only though their interrelations with others. Winograd was acutely sensitive to glances, gestures and body language and especially to the implicit eroticism of the camera’s gaze. His inability to resist taking pleasure in the sights of the world- his compulsive yen to capture on film everything he saw - is, in the end, what makes his images irresistible.

Lee Friedlander was similar in approach. He was also an unflinching social critic. Freidlander sees the human condition as a human comedy, but his view point is genial, unpretentious and even humane. He portrays people in their settings, usually with a casualness that makes the image seem offhand. However, the appearance of casualness belies the underlying intelligence and virtuosity of the photographer’s formal repertory. Time and again he catches our eye with the “accidents” of photographic vision- unusual juxtapositions, strange perspectives, the tonal varieties of direct flash lighting. His photographs have a playfulness that is rooted in an affection for human foibles. 

The current issue that divides and frames photographic thinking is not whether photography can be considered an art (sigh of relief!), but what kind of art it is.

The new debate is Connoisseurs versus Contextualists. The Connoisseurs delight in the beauty of the original print, they seek to know its oeuvre of its author, and appreciate its stylistic niceties much as one might appreciate those of a painting. The Connoisseurs seek to elevate photography to the realm of museums, market place, and traditional art-historical scholarship. Curator Weston Naef’s 1982 show Counterparts; Form and Emotion in Photographs at the Metropolitan Museum of Art is a classical example of Connoisseurs approach where he paired some of the medium’s most revered images according to similarities of subject matter and form without regard for their chronology, content, or intended use. For example a 1937 Margaret Bourke White picture of a Nazi rally in Czechoslovakia was matched with a Weegee’s 1945 image of an endless Coney Island beach crowd. Both pictures depict masses of people, as Naef pointed out, but one has to notice, as Naef did not, that their intended meanings are radically different. Another example of Connoisseurship at work in 1980s found in spate of exhibition and books devoted to paper negatives practised in the medium’s early years.

The Contextualists argue that “museumization” robs it of its real importance - that is its social meaning. The Contextualists adopted the Post Structuralism beliefs and Marx’s conception of the world as totally politicized and purposefully mystified. 

New York Public Library’s 1983 exhibition of Lewis Hine Photographs. Blow ups, big pictures. Hine never imagined them that scale although he would have considered sympathy for the exhibition’s intention - convey a sense of the immigrant experience to the general public. Organizers felt moved to eliminate any trace of Hine’s real production - that is, his own photographs. A text accompanying the show explained the decision. It said that Hine’s photographs embody both a social message and an aesthetic sense and that the two elements in photographs sometimes seem to work against each other to the detriment of the social content “ To lessen this effect, the photographs have been enlarged and tinted in the hope that content rather than style will be the viewer’s focus.”

This is disputing the assumption that style in a picture is an antagonist of content insomuch as it attracts our eyes to the subject matter. What is it about Hine’s style which is as unobtrusive as other social documentarians, that makes it so offensive to the cause of empathy causes to which Hine was particularly devoted to.

Where will debate between photographs as aesthetic objects and photographs as a social instrument lead?
It will be the Contextualists who will whither away as photography as a mode of Has been supplanted by more advance technology such as motion pictures and electronic media .

 The debate is whether it is art like painting or drawing with the same aesthetic claims or standards, or is it an art from unto itself, so inextricably interconnected with social and political values that to call it “art” in the conventional sense requires quotation marks.



My photographs

My photographs expose the last days of the old-age indigent inhabitants at two frail care homeless shelters - one in Woodstock run by the Night Haven and one in Faure run by The Ark. Of the twelve men photographed, six are now dead. 

The photographs look at destitution, old age and displacement across class, culture and race. These men are facing the end days of their life, with little for them to do except ponder the fundamental question about the purpose of living. 

They come from diverse backgrounds and histories. Most are without family and are anonymous and alone. They do not have any of their past life recorded, so find it difficult to get identity documents and thus pension or disability grant.  

Photographing these men has shown me that when confronted with our mortality, the so-called differences among people, which are particularly prevalent in this country, are stripped away; everyone is essentially born with nothing and will leave with nothing.

All of these people have experienced the loss of what is considered basic human needs such as love, security, housing and purpose and their despondency and apathy is palpable.  

These men amid stark scarcity have been stripped to the bare-boned core of what it means to be human. It is this removal of the superfluous that reveals that in the end death is the great equalizer. The differences between people do not matter any more; when faced with nothingness and death as these men are, one has to ask what is life all about.

I believe that this exhibition provides an evocative perspective on the human condition.  

The photographs bring to our attention ordinary people that with routine callousness and alienation, we ignore daily in the streets. I believe that the most important function of art in our society is to break down the barriers of alienation and force us, if only momentarily, to take note of our fellow human beings.

I found it a challenge in the beginning to get people not just to relax and behave naturally in front of the camera, but to reveal themselves to me. It is difficult because I am stranger to them, from a completely different life circumstances, and thus there is no familiarity to work with. 
 
At the beginning they were unwilling at first to expose themselves to me and would usually offer me a posed, artificially stifled representation of themselves. In order to get them to trust me I had to immerse myself in their lives so that the obvious differences in our life situations were no longer a barrier and they could see that I had a comprehension of their lives due to my exposure to it and thus were willing for me to record the truth of it. I would visit them frequently and listen to their fascinating life stories. I had to be on the look-out for the moment that barrier is dropped. As they got used to my presence I saw that happening more and more. As I have mentioned previously, I believe that the strength of a documentary photograph is largely due to the photographers involvement with their subjects. I like what Susan Sontag says,  “All photographs are memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in another person's (or thing's) mortality, vulnerability, mutability”. -Susan Sontag, "On Photography" by Susan Sontag. Memento mori is a Latin phrase that may be freely translated as "Remember that you are mortal," "Remember you will die," or "Remember your death".

I am a humanist photographer. I am drawn to subjects that exemplify and celebrate the triumph of the human spirit over adversity.  I am concerned with private rather than social realities. In my pictures nothing is improvised or merely caught. My subjects are fully aware of the picture making process. They collaborate and there is an element of participation, a sort of dialogue between them and myself. This agreement preserves their dignity and I believe it is their dignity in the photographs which is the source of their power.

I like to produce compassionate photographic documents that explore and tell the lives of people who are on the fringes of society and are largely unknown.

I like to focus my lens on the gritty, and often unattractive reality of people who inhabit the seamier side of society. I attempt to broaden the viewers' understanding of how 'other people' live, by my sympathetic, revealing treatment of my subjects.

Our class, culture and colour often dictates our experiences of life as in what we are exposed to. Although South Africa has experienced more than a decade of democracy and is in the process of integrating all our diverse peoples, the legacy of apartheid is still strongly reverberating and there are still clear divisions present amongst its people. This has frequently frustrated me as I have been inadvertently been cut off from experiencing one of the most beautiful aspects of our country, that is the diverseness of its people. Because I am a middle-class, well-educated female the people I associate with, the places I frequent, my concerns in life, are all dictated by this category.  I want to be able to break through this. It is difficult though because I encounter reluctance on both sides. My culture and class frequently curb my desires to cross over to the other side by telling me it is dangerous and undesirable. The other side is reluctant to accept me because they are suspicious and feel resentment as they believe it is impossible for me to understand their experience. This is one of the main reasons I love photography as it offers an acceptable excuse for me to cross the line into their lives.  “The camera makes everyone a tourist in other people's reality, and eventually in one's own. -Susan Sontag, in New York Review of Books”

When I have a camera around my neck I am treated with respect. I can thus get a feel of their lives and it is the most incredible experience when I feel they accept my presence and expose me to their world. The large discrepancies between people seem to vanish. As Diane Arbus said “it’s impossible to get out of your skin and into somebody else’s, and that’s what photography is all about.” Photographs are perhaps the most mysterious of all objects that make up, and thicken, the environment we recognize as modern. Photographs really are experience captured, and the camera is the ideal arm of consciousness in its acquisitive mood”. -Susan Sontag, "On Photography" by Susan Sontag,

When I photograph, a different part of my persona comes out. I become the ditzy-me which I believe makes me seem non-threatening. I become possibly ingratiating which often annoys me afterwards. But at the same time I am genuine. I know that I am intuitive, in that I can sense things that are need not be said or made apparent. I believe this guides me greatly as I can feel someone out and get under their skin with relative ease. Sometimes I feel that perhaps this is not right because I am doing this to gain something for myself, that is, a perfect photograph which will ultimately be seen as mine. But at the same time I am offering someone a unique experience which is, hopefully, a diversion from the dreary hardship of their lives.

I am often amazed at the trust people have in me. I think that this is the main ingredient to my photographs being successful. I have also to be very brave. There are no limits for me. I think that the people I photograph recognize this and respect it in a way.

I choose to photograph in black-and-white as I believe it can be more abstract and metaphoric than colour; it can create synthesis, as opposed to dissonance. I believe Black-and-White photography offers a starkness that graphically emphasizes mood. As Mary Ellen Mark said, “The difficulty with colour is to go beyond the fact that it's colour - to have it be not just a colourful picture but really be a picture about something. It's difficult. So often colour gets caught up in colour, and it becomes merely decorative. Some photographers use [it] brilliantly to make visual statements combining colour and content; otherwise it is empty."

I only photograph in black and white as I believe that it offers a starkness that graphically emphasizes mood. Black-and-white photography - as practiced by Henri Cartier-Bresson, Robert Frank, Marion Post Wolcott, and W. Eugene Smith - represents the tradition that has inspired Mary Ellen Mark, a tradition that uses the concept of document as its primary aesthetic.

Black-and-white photography can be more abstract and metaphoric than colour; it can create synthesis, as opposed to dissonance. 
  
Mary Ellen Mark believed that picture-taking is a profound experience because it involves the risk of seeing ourselves as others see us. She had been around cameras long enough to know that what people want is an image of themselves that is acceptable to themselves. “The very process of posing requires a person to step out of himself as if he were an object” she told Barbara Brown, another photographer. “He is no longer a self but he is still trying to look like the self he imagines himself to be… She learned from Model that the isolation of the human figure can mirror the essential aspects of society” Critic Peter Bunnell writes

desire was to get close to these women, to understand them as well as she could, and to give visual expression to the connection she felt. She wanted to make strong pictures displaying clear emotions, pictures that did not need lengthy explanatory captions.

For Mark, faces and gestures remain the central focus despite the potential distractions of yellow-and-green curtains or red cars. Though inspired by this earlier work, she brings a passion to photography that is uniquely her own.

Still, there is something predatory in the act of taking a picture. To photograph people is to violate them, by seeing them as they never see themselves, by having knowledge of them they can never have; it turns people into objects that can be symbolically possessed. Just as the camera is a sublimation of the gun, to photograph someone is a sublimated murder - a soft murder, appropriate to a sad, frightened time. -Susan Sontag, "On Photography" by Susan Sontag, ISBN: 0385267061, page: 14-15

ISBN: 0385267061
The ultimate wisdom of the photographic image is to say, 'There is the surface. Now think - or rather feel, intuit - what is beyond it, what the reality must be like if it looks that way. 'Photographs, which cannot themselves explain anything, are inexhaustible invitations to deduction, speculation, and fantasy... The very muteness of what is, hypothetically, comprehensible in photographs is what constitutes their attraction and provocativeness. -Susan Sontag
ISBN: 0385267061

While a painting, even one that meets photographic standards of resemblance, is never more than the stating of an interpretation, a photograph is never less than the registering of an emanation (light waves reflected by objects) - a material vestigate of its subject in a way that no painting can be... Having a photograph of Shakespeare would be like having a nail from the True Cross. -Susan Sontag
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