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To begin with an apparently simple question: what is the difference between a 
 photographic document and a documentary photograph? At first sight, these two 
 concepts might appear to be pretty much the same and indeed they are often elided, 
as  we slip between one and the other. But, in fact, they are subtly different and the 
 difference is rather illuminating, if we can just unpick it.

There is initially the evident shift in the order of the words, since the dominant term 
in any such combination of noun and adjective will always be the noun. Thus, we have 
a distinction between a document that is a photograph and a photograph that is docu-
mentary. In the first case, “document” denotes a thing, in the other it indicates a quality. 
It is a distinction that is effected by that suffix “‐ary,” which, turning noun to adjective, 
tells us that the thing being so described (in this case a photograph) is related to the 
original noun. (Other examples would be elementary, revolutionary, supplementary, 
and visionary.) But the nature of that relation is not always straightforward and “docu-
mentary” will turn out to be a looser concept than its root word “document.”

It’s useful here to go back and look at something of the history of these terms and, in 
that process, there’s no better place to start than their entries in the Oxford English 
Dictionary. The word “document” comes from the Latin “documentatum,” which appar-
ently carried a variety of meanings: example, pattern, warning, specimen and, most 
interesting for our purposes, proof (Simpson and Weiner 1989, p. 916). By medieval 
times, the term had come to specifically mean “an official paper used for instruction or 
evidence” and the word has never really lost that edge of officialese or legalism. It’s not 
until the eighteenth century that the OED records the first use of the word in a more 
general sense as “written evidence” and it’s not until the nineteenth century that it is 
extended to cover “pictorial evidence.”

It is around the same time, in the first third of the nineteenth century, that the  adjective 
“documentary” is coined, initially it seems by historians such as Thomas Carlyle and 
Lord Macaulay, and the meaning is given very straightforwardly as “consisting of docu-
ments” (Simpson and Weiner 1989, p. 917). But then the OED gives a second, later and 
rather more vague use of the term “documentary” as meaning “factual or realistic.” This 
second definition is interesting because of course “realistic” is not the same as “real.” 
Documentary has two meanings, which often shift about. It can mean acting as a 
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document, which is very close to a “photographic document” though it’s still not quite 
the same as saying it is a document. It can though also mean acting as if it were a 
 document, a quality that is altogether more slippery and suggests an appearance rather 
than an actuality.

The first quotation that the OED gives in illustration of this second use of the word 
“documentary” is credited to the Scottish filmmaker and polemicist John Grierson in 
1926. This is also what is usually regarded as the first use of the term in relationship to 
visual media (though other claims have been staked—the American photographer 
Edward Curtis had used the phrases “documentary materials” and “documentary works” 
in 1914 [Winston 1995, p. 9]). On February 8, 1926, Grierson wrote a review for the New 
York Sun of the film Moana by Robert Flaherty, in which he stated: “Moana, being 
a visual account of events in the life of a Polynesian youth … has documentary value.” 
It was an apparently innocuous comment yet one with many ramifications.

Whatever its origin, the term quickly caught on, and by the early 1930s one could 
refer to a film simply as “a documentary”—the adjective had become a noun. In a popu-
lar sense, the word has continued to apply primarily to the moving image. Documentary 
films for the cinema and later for television have continued to be central, indeed domi-
nant, to any discussion of documentary as a whole and it has been in this context that 
the theorization of the genre has been most richly developed. But the term also came 
quickly to be applied to a range of other media, so that by the end of the 1920s and into 
the 1930s, documentary photography acquired a distinct and important presence.

Indeed, some have argued that documentary was the primary artistic genre of the 
1930s, extending from film and photography into theater and a wide range of literature. 
William Stott stated the case for this in his influential study Documentary Expression 
and Thirties America (1973); his examples were all American but the same argument 
could be made for Britain, with the productions of the GPO Film Unit (founded and led 
by Grierson until 1938), photographic magazines such as Illustrated and Picture Post, 
the Euston Road School of painters, the quasi‐anthropological organization Mass‐
Observation and the work of individuals such as George Orwell and Bill Brandt.

In the 1930s, in both Britain and America, the term documentary would usually be 
prefixed by the adjective “social,” indicating that the genre was driven by a humanistic 
and often political impetus to reveal and ameliorate the conditions of working people 
then suffering through the Depression. (As we shall see, the concept would also be 
extended backwards to cover earlier uses of photography as a socio‐political tool.) This 
social inflection has colored our understanding of documentary ever since, so that 
when we hear the word, we immediately think of tenant farmers in lean‐to shacks, 
grubby children playing in backstreets, and sweating miners bent double at the coalface. 
But documentary also celebrated working‐class culture, from the pigeon‐fanciers, male 
voice choirs, and kazoo bands portrayed in Humphrey Jennings’ 1938 film Spare Time 
to the founding of a new community at Pie Town, New Mexico, photographed by Russell 
Lee for the Farm Security Administration in 1940.

If the dominant Anglo‐American understanding of documentary was as a social and 
often institutionalized practice, elsewhere it was looser and less directed. In France, 
“documentaire” had originally been the term for a travelog film, but as early as 1928, an 
anonymous review in Cahiers d’art referred to the development of “la photographie 
documentaire,” citing as examples the work of Germaine Krull, Eli Lotar, and André 
Kertész (Walker 2002, p. 22); a few years later, the names of Brassaï and the young Henri 
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Cartier‐Bresson might have been added. Like more socially‐minded photographers, 
they undertook commissions which would end up as picture stories in magazines but 
the core of their work was developed in a more personal, subjective, and expressive 
direction. Often, they sought to explore the poetic ambiguities of their medium rather 
than its social value and in this aim, they were allied with broader avant‐garde artistic 
practices.

Surrealism was perhaps the most important of these artistic contexts, yet its use of 
photography points to another ambiguity (Walker 2002). Photographers, such as 
Brassaï, Kertész, Lotar, and especially Cartier‐Bresson, were, to a lesser or greater 
extent, indebted to Surrealism and their work appeared in books and journals produced 
by the Surrealist group. Yet the Surrealists often preferred the photographic document 
to the new forms of documentary photography, which perhaps seemed already too self‐
consciously artistic. Thus, when, in 1929, a new journal edited by Georges Bataille was 
simply entitled Documents, the gesture might be read as a deliberate refusal of artistry 
in favor of the raw and the brute. Sometimes the images in Surrealist publications were 
actual documents taken (“appropriated” as a later generation would call it) from the 
mass media. Sometimes they were the work of documentary photographers trying to 
make them look like unmediated documents; the street photographs made by Jacques‐
André Boiffard for André Breton’s 1928 book, Nadja, are a good example.

This points to a more general ambiguity that was embedded in documentary practice 
from the start. The founding definition of documentary was famously offered by John 
Grierson as “the creative treatment of actuality.” (This phrase has often been quoted 
without giving its original source, but it has been traced by the film historian Derek 
Paget to a 1933 article by Grierson in the Scottish magazine Cinema Journal [Winston 
1999, p. 76].) Some have been irritated by the generality of Grierson’s formulation, 
Kevin Macdonald and Mark Cousins (1996, p. 93) arguing, for example, that it is “so 
broad it is almost meaningless.” For others, it has more problematic, even pernicious 
connotations. As Brian Winston remarked:

One does not have to be too much of a sceptic to spot the obvious contradiction 
in this formulation. The supposition that any ‘actuality’ is left after ‘creative treat-
ment’ can now be seen as being at best naive and at worst a mark of duplicity. 
(Winston 1995, p. 11)

But perhaps one might rather interpret that phrase “creative treatment” as acknowl-
edging the inherent role of subjectivity in the documentary process. This is an under-
standing that has become central to documentary practice in the last couple of decades, 
but it is nothing new. Arguably from the start, documentarians understood this appar-
ent paradox to be integral to their work, distinguishing it from the more straightforward 
process of documentation.

The link with “actuality” has nevertheless obviously remained central to documen-
tary; it is what makes it distinctive and, when that link is broken, we have moved away 
from documentary. It operates, however, on a number of different levels. One is social, 
but another is ontological. The concept of the index has already been examined in this 
volume (see Chapter 6) and I do not propose to dwell on it. But indexicality is key to the 
power of the document. In some sense, this is true of any document; we are affected by 
the knowledge that someone actually wrote these lines on the page in front of us, or 
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actually held this object in their hands. But it is true in particular ways of the photo-
graph, where it implies that, in some sense, the object makes its own picture. As one of 
the inventors of the medium, William Henry Fox Talbot, wrote in 1839 of his home, 
Lacock Abbey: “this building I believe to be the first that was ever known to have drawn 
its own picture” (Batchen 1999, p. 66).

That faith in the index persists in documentary photography as well, for after all, 
these images would not be as they are without the mechanism of the camera. (Not for 
nothing do the French call the camera lens un objectif.) But, of course, there is a human 
presence at work here interacting with the mechanical, and it’s significant but some-
what paradoxical that, in many studies of the medium, these two elements—the human 
and the mechanical—have been seen as mutually supportive rather than contradictory. 
We end up with a double validation: what we see was not only witnessed by a camera, it 
was also witnessed by a human subject. And interestingly, this made the photograph 
seem more reliable in its evidential power rather than less so.

We can trace the power of the index back through history, with such processes as 
mummification, plaster casting, and the silhouette. So also does the role of the “eye wit-
ness” have a history that extends back before photography. In the wake of the Peninsular 
Wars of 1808–1812, the Spanish artist Francisco Goya made a series of etchings entitled 
The Disasters of War. The images vary from the fantastic to the realistic, but under one 
picture of slaughter, Goya wrote “I saw this,” an assertion of his own presence which 
prefigures the tradition of war photography. Yet it goes without saying that we wouldn’t 
mistake this image for a photo. It has too evidently been transcribed in terms that we 
would now find a bit melodramatic and contrived. And of course, Goya’s image lacks 
indexicality; it wasn’t made on the spot, but in retrospect. It is a memory, not the event 
itself. The ability to bring the past into the present, to make what was actually there now 
actually here, is the vital shift effected by the invention of the camera some three decades 
after Goya. What we might say defines documentary in photography and film is the 
welding together of the machine and the human, the objective and the subjective. Yet 
what also makes documentary perpetually fascinating is that these elements never sim-
ply meld together, but always remain in an inescapable but productive tension.

Photographic images which fit this definition were being made long before the term 
“documentary” was coined in the 1920s, by several generations of photographers mak-
ing landscapes, portraits and, increasingly, images of what we would now call “news.” 
But to what extent did the adoption of the terminology in the second quarter of the 
twentieth century actually help photographers themselves to understand what it was 
they were doing? If documentary as a concept did not exist before the 1920s, what did 
photographers working in the decades before that think they were doing?

The answers would vary of course—and vary also from how we might view the pic-
tures today. Timothy O’Sullivan, working for the Government surveys to photograph 
the terrain of the American Southwest in the 1870s, saw his job as recording the land-
scape so that it could be understood by the policy‐makers back in Washington. 
Nevertheless, a viewing of the pictures suggests that he did this with a strong esthetic 
feeling for the harsh sublimity of that landscape. For Jacob Riis, photographing the 
slums of New York in the 1890s was part of his campaign to reveal the desperate living 
conditions of the poorest inhabitants of the city. But it can be hard to separate the bru-
tality of those living conditions from the brutality with which Riis often photographed 
them. Perhaps the photographer whose work best prefigured the humanistic “social 
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documentary” of the 1930s was Lewis Hine, documenting with great subtlety and sym-
pathy child labor conditions in the first decades of the twentieth century. But even Hine 
would surely have insisted that the photography was only a means to an end—a gather-
ing of evidence—and that the main thrust of his work was toward social change.

So if any of these American photographers had been asked the value of their pictures, 
they would probably have agreed with the Frenchman Eugène Atget, when in the mid‐
1920s, he apparently told his neighbor Man Ray: “These are simply documents that 
I make” (Hill and Cooper 1979, p. 17). Atget’s photographing of the city of Paris started 
in the 1890s and ended with his death in 1926, just predating the moment when “docu-
mentary” was being conceptualized. But, as Maria Morris Hambourg observed, soon 
after his death, Atget was transformed into the “precursor of modern documentary 
photography” (Hambourg 1984, p. 24). The presentation of Atget’s work in a mono-
graph, published simultaneously in Paris, Berlin, and New York (Atget 1930) ensured 
that his influence was felt across Europe—by Brassaï and Cartier‐Bresson in France, Bill 
Brandt in Britain, the “New Vision” photographers in Germany—and in America by 
Berenice Abbott (who had been instrumental in rescuing Atget’s archive), and by Walker 
Evans. It was Evans who, in a 1931 review of that monograph, wrote that the poetry of 
Atget’s photographs was “not ‘the poetry of the street’ or ‘the poetry of Paris’ but the 
projection of Atget’s person” (Evans 1931, p. 126). Now, it was Atget’s subjective invest-
ment that gave these pictures their particular value and made them stand out from the 
mass of topographical photography.

It was also Evans who, in his own photographs of the mid‐1930s, took the influence of 
Atget in its most interesting direction. They continue that tradition of seemingly direct, 
impassive seeing, but render this, if anything, even more rigorous. Atget rarely stood 
directly in front of the building he was photographing: after all, if you want to under-
stand the function of the building, it’s not a particularly illuminating place to stand. But 
that’s how Evans made some of his most beautiful photographs, adopting a stance that 
made them seem more like impersonal documents—diagrams almost—at the same 
time that it aligned them with the most advanced Modernist art of the time with an 
arrangement of geometrical forms on a frontal, flat picture plane (Figure 21.1).

This was a far more knowing decision on Evans’ part: a “creative treatment of actual-
ity” that encouraged the viewer to respond as if there is no “creative treatment,” just 
actuality. In this respect, it’s intriguing to see how Evans himself retrospectively charac-
terized his work. It is by now a well‐known description, stated in an interview in 1971 
when Evans was asked whether photographs could be documentary as well as works of 
art. He replied,

Documentary? That’s a very sophisticated and misleading word. And not really very 
clear. You have to have a sophisticated ear to receive that word. The term should be 
documentary style. An example of a literal document would be a police photograph 
of a murder scene. You see, a document has use, whereas art is really useless. 
Therefore, art is never a document, though it certainly can adopt that style. I’m 
sometimes called a “documentary photographer,” but that supposes a quite subtle 
knowledge of the distinction I’ve just made, which is rather new. (Katz 1971, p. 87)

The terms which Evans used here are of course differently defined from those with 
which I began this chapter. What I have described as characterizing the “document” 
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(having a function to provide evidence), Evans already calls “documentary.” He thus 
elides the distinction I tried to maintain between the “document” and “documentary,” so 
that the second order of referencing he calls “documentary style.” In some respects this 
fits with Grierson’s definition of documentary as creative treatment, but it lays empha-
sis on the apparent identification of the two approaches which can only be distinguished 
by a sophisticated understanding of “style.” (Ethical questions seem to have played no 
part in Evans’ definition.)

Evans’ acute self‐consciousness is important here and marks the difference between 
himself and Atget. As far as we know, Atget genuinely did think that he was just making 
“documents.” Evans was adopting the form of the “document” to say something differ-
ent. But, in his irony and detachment, Walker Evans was also very atypical of documen-
tarians of his generation. We can imagine that, just as his position would have been 
incomprehensible to a photographer of a previous generation such as Atget, so would it 
have been to contemporaries like Dorothea Lange, Humphrey Spender, or Robert Capa. 
They would have been repelled by Evans’ description of art as “useless.” They wanted 
their pictures to make an immediate difference and, in some cases, their work did 
affect the public discourse and play its part in changing social attitudes. But beyond that 
effect, their photographs have a more extended role, in that our understanding of the 
1930s—of dustbowl America, the slums of industrial Britain, and the Spanish Civil 
War—would be immeasurably impoverished without those images. Even if we take 
Evans’ own work as our example and acknowledge his detachment from his subject, we 
still can refer to his work as “useful,” indeed essential, in helping us to understand the 
time and place in which the pictures were made.

Figure 21.1 Walker Evans (American, 1903–1975). Tin Building, Moundville, Alabama, 1936. Gelatin 
silver print (1936). 17 × 23.2 cm (6 11/16 × 9 1/8 inch). The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles.
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When the Magnum Agency was founded after World War II by a group of photojour-
nalists (see Chapter 22 in this volume), one of their number, David Seymour, wrote:

There is great affinity among Magnum photographers in terms of their photo-
graphic integrity and respect for reality, their approach to human interests and 
search for emotional impact, their preoccupation with composition and layout, 
and their awareness of narrative continuity. (Seymour 1956, p. 144)

Among succeeding generations, however, this understanding of documentary as funda-
mentally a positive, noble, and coherent process would come under sustained and 
repeated threat.

The challenge initially came in the 1950s from unruly practitioners who wanted to 
use the medium in less consensual and more confrontational ways. The best‐known 
example is the Swiss émigré Robert Frank and his book The Americans, published first 
in France in 1958. But there were other photographers working in the USA, Europe, and 
Japan whose work also probed the underbelly of society using a deliberately uncouth 
style. In 1967, John Szarkowski at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, brought 
together three individualistic and challenging photographers—Garry Winogrand, Lee 
Friedlander, and Diane Arbus—in an exhibition with the deliberately flat title, New 
Documents (so far removed from the grandiose pretensions of The Family of Man, 
curated in 1955 by his predecessor, Edward Steichen). What exactly, the audience might 
have wondered, was being documented here: the crack‐up of American society, the 
disruptive intervention of the camera or the troubled psyche of the photographer?

But these ways of working, by exploiting endemic but uncomfortable aspects of docu-
mentary, raised even more difficult questions. In 1977, Susan Sontag published a collec-
tion of essays whose bland title On Photography fronted an often cutting and sarcastic 
commentary on the medium (Sontag 1977). Her particular target was Diane Arbus, 
recently deceased, and the focus of much debate about the rapaciousness of the new 
breed of photographer. By the end of the 1970s, a thorough and devastating critique of 
documentary had been developed by a number of theorists, including Allan Sekula, 
Martha Rosler, and, a little later, Abigail Solomon‐Godeau in the USA, and Victor 
Burgin and John Tagg in the UK. (Their essays, first published in a variety of journals, 
were later collected in Bolton 1989; Burgin 1982; Sekula 1984; Solomon‐Godeau 1991; 
and Tagg 1988.) In his essay, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary 
(Notes on the Politics of Representation),” Sekula put the case for the prosecution suc-
cinctly: “Documentary photography … has simultaneously contributed much to specta-
cle, to retinal excitation, to voyeurism, to terror, envy and nostalgia, and only a little to 
the critical understanding of the social world” (Sekula 1984, p. 57).

The most specific attack was mounted by the artist and writer Martha Rosler in her 
essay, “In, Around, and Afterthoughts (on Documentary Photography)” (Rosler 1981, 
reprinted in Bolton 1989). This critique was mounted on two fronts—through the essay 
and through her photo‐work The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems of 
1974–1975, which she called “a work of refusal,” addressing the same issues as the text 
(Bolton 1989, p. 322; see also Edwards 2012). In the essay, she described the Bowery, a 
street in New York notorious for its many drunks and down‐and‐outs, as “the site of 
victim photography in which the victims … are now victims of the camera—that is, of 
the photographer” (Bolton 1989, p. 306). Things had evidently changed since the high 
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point of documentary liberalism in the 1930s: “The exposé, the compassion and out-
rage, of documentary fuelled by the dedication to reform has shaded over into combina-
tions of exoticism, tourism, voyeurism, psychologism and metaphysics, trophy 
hunting—and careerism” (Bolton 1989, p. 306).

In the succeeding decade, these polemical attacks had a widespread if often unac-
knowledged influence, spreading from the generalized arguments of photo‐theory into 
the practices of younger generations of photographers. At its most extreme, this led to 
a paralysis of representation; was it ever possible for a photograph of one person taken 
by another to escape the accusation of exploitation? For many, though, it was a question 
of how those problems could be acknowledged without losing the attachment to “actu-
ality” which was fundamental to documentary. It was therefore no coincidence that 
more oblique forms of social documentary developed in the 1980s, the photography of 
place being a particularly important example. The work of, for instance, John Davies, 
Gabriele Basilico, Richard Misrach, and Edward Burtynsky dealt with the problems of 
society by examining the landscape it creates—the people who suffer and those respon-
sible are present only by implication.

Some photographers refuted the Roslerian critique and insisted on their right, indeed 
their obligation, to confront larger social issues through the representation of particular 
people in a distinctly unflattering way and with considerable subjectivity, even bias. The 
English photographer Martin Parr remarked with typical robustness, “Photography is a 
naturally exploitative medium. I’m not ashamed of the fact that I exploit people … I’m 
very proud of my prejudices. Without them I’m buggered” (Parr 1993, p. 22). His first 
major work in color, The Last Resort (1986) depicted the run‐down seaside resort of 
New Brighton, across the Mersey from Liverpool, where working‐class visitors cheer-
fully ignored the rubbish surrounding them. This broke with the usual assumption in 
Britain that documentary was inevitably sympathetic to the working class who were its 
frequent subject and Parr’s satire provoked much criticism from (largely middle‐class) 
critics. There was no comment from the working class who were its subject, perhaps 
because they were more at ease with such depictions, perhaps because they were less au 
fait with the problematic nature of representation or, more likely, because they never 
actually saw the pictures in book or exhibition. Apparently it was when Parr turned his 
attention to the middle classes with his next body of work The Cost of Living (1989) that 
he had the most complaints from the participants themselves, since they were much 
more likely to see his images and to be sensitive about their own portrayal.

Looking back, while one can still appreciate the satirical edge of Parr’s photographs of 
the late 1980s, the outrage that they once provoked has largely subsided. Other bodies 
of work came along that seemed to twist the knife even more. These varied though in 
terms of their rationale and the photographer’s relationship with the people depicted. 
Boris Mikhailov’s photographs of the homeless people (the bomzhes) left stranded after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union were made with a deliberate crudeness and excess 
which were challenging and uncomfortable (Mikhailov 1999); he did, however, pay 
them for their participation, a gesture which could be seen as acknowledging the trans-
action that had taken place in terms that were of some tangible use to the participants.

Richard Billingham’s images of his dysfunctional family in a Black Country tower 
block (Ray’s a Laugh, 1996) depicted not the noble working class of socialist idealism 
but a latter‐day example of what Karl Marx had called the lumpenproletariat. Yet this 
was Billingham’s own family; he was no outsider, and he would argue that his 
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photographing them had made no difference to their lives. Still when the work became 
art‐world flavor of the month, part of the Saatchi Collection, exhibited in the Royal 
Academy and reproduced on the cover of Artforum, it was hard not to feel that an ele-
ment of voyeurism, indeed class‐tourism, was again in play, now shifted from the act of 
photographing to the act of spectatorship. This was a particularly extreme example of 
the movement of documentary into the space of art—a shift to which we will return 
later in this chapter.

Billingham’s photography of his own family was part of an important shift in docu-
mentary subject matter in the last decades of the twentieth century. Many photographers 
moved inward, to photograph not the large conditions of public culture but the smaller, 
more personal environments of the family. Two very different exhibitions of the early 
1990s that focused on this area were Peter Galassi’s Pleasures and Terrors of Domestic 
Comfort (1991) and Val Williams’ Who’s Looking at the Family (1994). The work included 
in these exhibitions suggested that the state of the nuclear family can be seen to be a 
microcosm of what is happening in society at large and that photography might best 
address itself to the particular rather than the general. The family need not be biological; 
Nan Goldin’s exploration in The Ballad of Sexual Dependency (1986) of her long‐term 
circle of friends living an alternative lifestyle in New York City developed a depth and 
compassion as it continued into the era of AIDS. And, indeed, the family need not be the 
photographer’s own (see, for example, Nick Waplington’s Living Room (1991)).

But more usually the personalization of the project was made particularly pointed by 
the photographer focusing on his or her own family, so that this was a documentary in 
which the documentarian played a central role. The photographer might be related to 
the other characters by blood, but be very different in temperament, with a sense of 
unease existing between the artist who had left home (but was now returned for their 
project) and those who had stayed and made their way in the world in a distinctly unar-
tistic way. Larry Sultan’s book, Pictures from Home (1992), was an account of his rela-
tionship with his parents, particularly his father, a retired executive. Sultan’s own 
photographs and first‐person testimony mixed with the comments of his parents and—
most potent of all—stills from the family’s home movies, which depict, as such images 
always do, a world of joy and bliss at right angles to experience. Though it’s never explicit 
(and it’s important that it is not so), the space between Larry Sultan and his parents 
might also stand for that between pre‐ and post‐Vietnam America.

In the credits to Pictures from Home, Sultan remarked with a deep irony: “My father 
keeps asking me why I get all the credit for the pictures that he and my mother have 
made. It’s a good question.” Indeed, it is and one of the criticisms of documentary in the 
late 1970s had centered around authorship. When, in 1979, the Appropriationist artist 
Sherrie Levine copied some of Walker Evans’ photographs and exhibited them as her 
own, part of the point might be taken to be a questioning of why it was his name under 
the picture and not hers or ours or indeed, why not theirs—the people who appeared in 
the pictures and without whom the images would not have existed?

If one response might be a forceful re‐assertion of authorship, another, gentler and 
more consensual approach was the move toward what came to be known as the “multi-
vocal” documentary. (The phrase appears to have been originated by the anthropologist 
Jay Ruby in his influential 1991 essay, “Sharing the Power: A Multivocal Documentary” 
[Ruby 1991].) The simplest but often most effective way to do this was to juxtapose two 
“voices,” that of the photographer through the pictures and that of the subject through 
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text (usually in the form of quotations). An important early example of this would be 
Bill Owens’ Suburbia (1973); later Jim Goldberg in his Rich and Poor of San Francisco 
(1985) asked his subjects to write their comments below the image. But since in both 
cases, the quotations were chosen by the photographer, often, it seemed, in order to 
satirize the attitudes of those photographed, the relationship between the two inevita-
bly remained unequal.

But more complex versions of the multivocal documentary, with a range of different 
voices alongside each other, were also developed. Their most natural placement was 
in book form. Ever since the interwar years, the book had been a key site for docu-
mentary photography (perhaps the key site) (see Parr and Badger 2004, 2006, and 
2014). August Sander’s Antzeit der Zeit (1929), Brassaï’s Paris de nuit (1933), Bill 
Brandt’s The English at Home (1936) and Walker Evans’ American Photographs (1938) 
established the photobook as a form in which pictures can be ordered in rich and 
interwoven patterns so the whole is more than the sum of its parts; it also gives the 
possibility of distribution without control being handed over to the commercial 
mass media.

Although the auteurist photobook pioneered by Sander, Evans, Brassaï, and Brandt 
has continued to have a major presence, the format of the book has also offered the 
possibility of greater intertextual exchange between image and texts, and between 
different sorts of images and authorships. Julian Germain’s Steelworks (1990), for 
example, was an examination of the County Durham town of Consett, which might 
formerly have been the subject of a traditional study of industrial, working‐class cul-
ture. But the steelworks closed down and the basis of Consett’s economy shifted, as 
the book’s subtitle tells us, “from steel to tortilla chips.” Germain’s book was thus a 
study in the process of post‐industrialization, and the bright primary colors of his 
photographs were in ironic contrast with the pain of that process. But the book con-
tained other types of pictures as well: snapshots collected from local people, the work 
of the local press photographer Tommy Harris, and a reprinting of a 1974 Sunday 
Times Magazine reportage by Don McCullin, monochrome images full of belching 
smoke and grimy rain. The texts in the book were equally diverse, speaking both 
about the local community and about photography, written by both insiders and out-
siders. It was thus a more complex example of the multivocal documentary, and, 
though the book’s cover still said “by Julian Germain,” the project did contain a plural-
ity of voices; any single position is consistently questioned and one comes to under-
stand that wherever one stands to look at the subject, there’s somewhere else over 
there that would be equally viable.

The documentary photobook in its many forms has perhaps never been stronger; 
certainly, it has never been so ubiquitous. This is striking, given that the other major 
change to documentary in the past couple of decades has been the shift into the art 
gallery. Of course, documentary images have long been shown in exhibitions, but there 
was often something slightly awkward about this—was London’s Victoria and Albert 
Museum the best place to see the harrowing war photographs of McCullin, each neatly 
held within its off‐white matte? Moreover, the images were rarely printed much bigger 
than they would have been in a book or magazine, leading one to feel that it would be 
more appropriate to view them in that form.

This began to change in the 1980s, as photographs in galleries got bigger and more 
singular. Many of these images were, to all intents and purposes, documentary 
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photographs, but at that point it was the differences between this new work and ‘docu-
mentary’ that was emphasized. An example of this can be found in the work of the 
Canadian Lynne Cohen, who photographed empty interior spaces—variously corpo-
rate, military, and recreational—to bring out their uncanny atmosphere. In her use of a 
large format camera to make frontal, detailed, and dispassionate images, Cohen paral-
leled the approach of Walker Evans.

It would seem logical to think of Cohen’s work as “documentary.” After all, it’s impor-
tant that the spaces she photographed were found and pre‐existed the photographs, 
that they performed a practical function in the “real world” and were not built by or for 
the photographer to be photographed. But Cohen herself distinguished between her 
work and that of documentary photographers:

My goals are not as noble as theirs … I don’t see myself as a documentary photog-
rapher. Of course my photographs document places I go to. But they are also 
documents of what I am thinking about, resonances between what is in the world 
and what is in my head. I don’t photograph streets, industrial sites, people in their 
homes for their own sake and rarely feel compelled to capture the essence of the 
places I visit … The documentary photographer’s job is to record something. It 
isn’t mine. (Cohen 2001, p. 25)

This is a statement which sounds some striking echoes of the earlier definition offered 
by Walker Evans of his work. It suggests that documentary’s main job is actually to cre-
ate “documents” and it has a responsibility in that process to its subject; the photogra-
pher working in what Evans had called the “documentary style” only has responsibility 
to his or her self. But this of course offers too stark a choice and ignores the fact, now 
widely acknowledged, that documentary photographs also cannot help but be “docu-
ments of what (the photographer) is thinking about.”

By the new century, the place of documentary within the art gallery was changing. 
Indeed, there was a swing from a refusal to acknowledge that the documentary photo-
graphs shown in galleries were indeed documentary photographs across to a claim that, 
with the demise of the picture magazine, the gallery was now in fact the most important 
site for documentary. (A significant moment in this respect was documenta XI, curated 
by Okwui Enwezor in 2002 and featuring a wide range of documentary film and photog-
raphy.) In 2009, David Green wrote:

It is possible … to suggest that the “art concept” of documentary photography has 
become the principal vehicle and possibly most potent form in which the docu-
mentary mode of photography now exists. It is, therefore, possible that it is no 
longer the case of the migration and re‐contextualization of documentary pho-
tography from where it exists outside of the domain of art but the emergence of 
a new set of possibilities for new kinds of documentary photographic practice 
which are original and specific to the discursive and physical parameters of the 
gallery and museum, including certain kinds of practice that might not be imme-
diately recognizable as documentary. (Green 2009, p. 105)

There is no doubt that this “art documentary” represented a striking shift both in the 
subject‐matter of documentary and in the way images are presented, but to claim 
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this as the new hegemony of the genre may be going too far. It is instructive to set this 
statement next to more skeptical, indeed cutting, comments by David Campany:

These days art does have a way of regarding itself as the privileged arena for the 
discussion of documentary photography … When documentary photography is 
critically discussed the focus tends to be on the practices that have a currency in 
art. This may be understandable and even helpful, but it is also odd. It is like 
studying a tiger in the zoo, not the wild. Documentary behaves differently in art 
and so do its audiences. Some have suggested, a little rashly, that documentary no 
longer exists in the wild  –  that it is an endangered species, surviving only in 
protected environments, such as art. So quick to announce the end of everything 
but itself, art sometimes fails to see beyond its own outlook. (Campany 2006, p. 8)

The importance of “art documentary” and its relationship to other forms may remain in 
doubt, but we can usefully sum up its general characteristics, even though they may be 
contradicted by specific examples. Gallery exhibitions nowadays will nearly always fea-
ture fewer, simpler, and of course bigger pictures than they would have done previously. 
The photographs will usually stand on their own or be loosely grouped, rather than 
being tied to the close narrative sequencing associated with the classic picture story. 
This renders them particularly ambiguous, an effect increased by the lack of external 
referencing (no caption and often no title). “Art documentary” also seems rather nerv-
ous of overt emotion, which it perceives as shifting too easily into sentimentality, and 
thus it favors the cool, the understated, and even the deliberately bland.

When people appear in these photographs, they often show little response to either 
the world or the camera. James Elkins remarked, “This practice derives from a mistrust 
of theatrical expressions … Photographs of affectless stares also respond to the notion 
that an expressionless face is potentially more ambiguous, and therefore more pro-
found, than one that registers a nameable emotion” (Elkins 2011, p. 179). Whether one 
reads that as a positive or negative development, it does suggest a move toward a greater 
openness of image‐making in which a range of meaning can be read rather than a clos-
ing down to a single and determined meaning, as is often (deliberately) the case with 
photojournalism. It also speaks to spectators who are perhaps more familiar with the 
rhetoric of representation than they might have been in the past.

An interesting example here was the large exhibition with which the Tate in London 
(finally) placed photography at the heart of its enterprise: Cruel and Tender (Dexter and 
Weski 2003). As the accompanying brochure explained, the exhibition explicitly empha-
sized “the quiet documentation of overlooked aspects of our world” (Burton and Bolitho 
2003). This had two strands. One was American, linking Walker Evans with contempo-
rary photographers such as Robert Adams, Stephen Shore, and William Eggleston; the 
other was German, beginning in the interwar period with August Sander and moving 
forward to the work of Bernd and Hilla Becher, Thomas Struth, and Andreas Gursky. 
What the show explicitly left out was what it described as “the dramatised scenarios of 
some types of photo‐journalism.” There was therefore no sign of the humanistic tradi-
tion of documentary (nothing from France, for example), though work that dramatized 
and exaggerated to a critical end was included; toward the conclusion of the show, there 
was a run of rooms showing the work of Boris Mikhailov, Diane Arbus, and Martin Parr. 
But Mikhailov’s bomzhes did look uncomfortably out of place in this context.
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The statement from David Green quoted above ends by referring to “certain kinds of 
practice that might not be immediately recognizable as documentary.” Given that his 
essay was published in the catalog of an exhibition entitled Theatres of the Real, one of 
those practices would be the interweaving of fact and fiction, the acknowledgment that 
fiction is not necessarily opposed to the factuality of documentary, but often embedded 
within it. Looking back at the history of documentary, however, we can see that this has 
always been the case. Within the work of Brassaï, Brandt, and Kértesz, for example, 
there are many examples of posing and manipulation. James Curtis made a convincing 
case that Dorothea Lange’s “Migrant Mother,” one of the classic images of the genre, 
involved a good deal of staging on Lange’s part (Curtis 1989, pp. 45–67). Thanks to a 
court case in 1993, we also know that Robert Doisneau’s apparently spontaneous “Le 
Baiser de l’Hôtel de Ville” was played out by actors (Hamilton 1995, pp. 136–138, 354). 
Documentary photographers of these earlier generations were, it seems, quite unwor-
ried by the staging or manipulation of their images; whether their audience would have 
been quite so sanguine had they known this remains to be seen. (It’s interesting to 
speculate when the interdiction on staging in documentary came about. One guess 
would be that it was in the 1960s, with the development of “street photography” on the 
one hand and “direct cinema” on the other, both emphasizing the values of spontaneity 
and the caught accident.)

However, beyond such examples of actual, physical manipulation, it is also possible to 
argue that the very process of compressing the complexity of the world into the flat 
rectangle of the photograph involves fictionalization. (This can be seen as reflecting a 
wider awareness in many fields of enquiry that any form of representation entails pro-
cesses of abstraction or restriction which move the result away from the original object 
of enquiry.) Once more, the work of Walker Evans provides an important historical 
example. In 1984, the historian Alan Trachtenberg published an essay on Evans’ classic 
book American Photographs. He began by noting that, when the book first appeared in 
1938, critics “assumed at once that the pictures represented a real and demonstrable 
America.” However, after an analysis of how the book actually constructs our view of its 
subject, Trachtenberg ended by calling American Photographs “a fictive world, an 
America of the imagination: a documentary invention” (Trachtenberg 1984, p. 66). This 
goes beyond a simple revelation that Evans would sometimes change the scene in front 
of his camera, though certainly he occasionally did that. Rather, it claims that the very 
act of extracting images from the world and putting them together in a structured rela-
tionship is an act of fictionalization. Or rather—and more subtly—that what is created 
is a new and hybrid form where the found and the invented, “creative treatment” and 
“actuality” have merged together and can no longer be separated.

In recent documentary photography, the real and the fictional have intersected in a 
range of different ways. One that has proved very popular is the factual documentation 
of fictional scenarios, photographs made in places that have been constructed to repli-
cate real scenarios. As with Lynne Cohen’s earlier work, these spaces might have been 
built by the scientific establishment or the entertainment industry, but the most unnerv-
ing reflect the power of the State. Sarah Pickering’s Public Order (made in 2004 and 
published 2010) showed an empty, fake English town used by the police to practice riot 
control, while Chicago by Adam Broomberg and Olivier Chanarin (2006) was photo-
graphed in an artificial Arab settlement built in the desert by the Israeli army for urban 
combat training. In both these examples, it is important that, while the actual place may 
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be a fictional construct, the photographs are as straightforwardly documentary as 
 possible (Figure 21.2).

In other examples, though, it was the process of photography that added the element 
of fictionalization through, for example, the restaging of events for the camera. One 
photographer whose work of the 1980s was interesting in this respect was the American 
Tina Barney. Her pictures in fact connect to a number of elements already referenced in 
this account. She photographed her own family who happened to be very well off, far 
from the traditional subject matter for documentary. She shifted to a large format cam-
era in order to make big prints for gallery exhibition and, because of this, she began to 
restage incidents she had observed in order to crystallize the everyday tensions of living 
with other people. Even if one doesn’t know they are restaged, one is aware in her pic-
tures of an edge of unease and awkwardness different from that of a caught moment.

The critic Andy Grundberg called Barney’s work “neo‐documentary” (Barney 1997, 
p. 252). It is a term that rubs up against those other formulations—“documentary style,” 
“documentary invention”—that we have met with here. Another one was coined by the 
Canadian artist Jeff Wall to describe a certain kind of picture that he has made: “near 
documentary.” One way that Wall has defined this is as “a re‐enactment, but essentially 
indistinguishable” from the real thing. Describing one such picture, he remarked: “It’s 
not a documentary photograph but it has a very intricate relationship with documen-
tary photography. It depends on it, talks about it, thinks of it, but isn’t quite it” (Luke 
2011, p. 50). In fact, Wall has also made images that are, in themselves, purely documen-
tary. Many of his street scenes or landscapes would qualify here. Yet they also seem to 

Figure 21.2 Sarah Pickering, Denton Underground Station from Public Order (2003). Source: © Sarah 
Pickering. Reproduced with permission.
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stand aside from the genre, partly because they are shown as light boxes in art galleries, 
but also because, whether documentary, near documentary, or overtly staged and 
manipulated, Wall’s work is made with an awareness of and in relation to conventions 
and codings already embedded in visual culture.

Yet this sort of referentiality was also a feature of much documentary made during 
and after the era of postmodernism. The clearest examples of this historical awareness 
were in the many rephotographic projects of the period, most notably those undertaken 
by Mark Klett and others in the American West (Klett et al. 1984; Klett 2004). But such 
historicism now affects all photography. Earlier photographers, from O’Sullivan to 
Capa, could operate as if the genre had no history; now it is hard to make any sort of 
photograph without a sense of precedence hanging over it. Walter Benjamin once 
famously remarked that a deserted street scene by Atget looked like a crime scene 
(Benjamin 2009, p. 192); now, as Adrian Rifkin neatly put it, “a crime begins to look like 
the scene of an Atget” (Rifkin 1993, p. 124). An estate agent’s picture looks like a Robert 
Adams, a car advert like a Martin Parr image and a color photograph advertising a bingo 
hall like a picture by Andreas Gursky.

Documentary photographers reacted in different ways to this evolving growth of self‐
consciousness. In the late 1970s, two reportage photographers made innovative work 
that challenged the traditional understanding of photojournalism through their record-
ing of key revolutions of the period: Susan Meiselas in Nicaragua and Gilles Peress in 
Iran. But the subsequent trajectories of their careers moved off in markedly different 
directions.

Meiselas’s book Nicaragua (photographed in 1978 and published in 1981) was sig-
nificant not only as an example of a new use of color in reportage; more importantly, it 
was clearly partial in its political alignment with the rebels, rejecting the traditional 
photojournalists’ credo that they “take pictures, not sides.” But what was even more 
impressive was the way that Meiselas continued to renew and expand her project. In 
1989, she returned to Nicaragua with a copy of her book to discover the subsequent 
histories of the people in the pictures; this time the resulting work was a co‐directed 
film: Pictures from a Revolution. Then, for the 2004 project Reframing History, she 
arranged for several of her 1978 pictures to be blown up to poster size and displayed at 
the site where they had been made, to become part of the environment, embedded in 
its history. Through all this work, Meiselas, as Kristen Lubben remarked, “grappled 
with pivotal questions about her relationship to her subjects, the use and circulation of 
her images in the media, and the relationship of images to history and memory” 
(Meiselas 2008, p. 8).

It is interesting to contrast Meiselas’s trajectory with that of the French photojournal-
ist Gilles Peress. In 1984, he published Telex Iran, an evocation of his experience during 
another revolution—in Iran in 1979 (Peress 1984). Lost in a foreign culture that he 
could not decipher or understand, Peress just kept shooting pictures that expressed his 
own sense of displacement and alienation. The book is packed with images taken 
through car windows, through screens, images of images, images that are decentered 
and unstable. In some ways, Telex Iran looked like traditional black and white photo-
journalism: black and white, gritty, 35 mm, the reportage of a committed individual in 
the midst of historical events swirling around him. But in other crucial ways, it was very 
different, for Peress did not pretend to have either the intimate understanding or the 
objective overview that the Western reporter is traditionally supposed to aspire to.

c21.indd   385 11/19/2019   11:50:34 AM



Documents 386

Such deliberate referencing of his own positioning could still be felt in his work of the 
1980s from the Balkans, where, for example, he continued to photograph from inside a 
car (Peress 1994). But as he moved on to work in Rwanda following the 1994 genocide, 
Peress came to feel that such images were solipsistic and that the duty of the photogra-
pher lay in making documents—direct, raw and factual—of the scenes he was 
witnessing:

I work much more like a forensic photographer in a certain way, collecting evi-
dence. I’ve started to take more still lifes, like a police photographer, collecting 
evidence as a witness. I’ve started to borrow a different strategy than that of the 
classic photojournalist. The work is much more factual and much less about 
good photography. I don’t care that much anymore about “good photography.” 
I’m gathering evidence for history, so that we remember. (Peress 1997)

This move back to the “purity” of the document in reaction to the increasing esthetici-
zation and self‐referentiality of documentary has had many manifestations in recent 
photography, and by now it has a history. Perhaps the most thorough (and convincing) 
example of the use of the document as an artistic strategy is the well‐known work made 
by the German couple, Bernd and Hilla Becher, between the 1960s and the 1990s. Early 
on, the Bechers made a decision about what to photograph—industrial buildings—and 
how to photograph them—squarely, from the same angle, the same height, with the 
same camera, in a flat dull light. It was, to borrow a phrase from Roland Barthes (1953), 
a sort of “degree zero” of photography, a determination to remove subjective emotion 
and superfluous stylization which can be found in much art and literature of the period. 
But the Bechers, having decided on this way of working, never deviated from it.

In one sense, their pictures are perfect “documents” of those buildings, many of which 
have now gone, and they could be slotted into an archive without any trouble. But of 
course, that is not where we are going to find them. The Bechers’ photographs were very 
quickly picked up in the mid‐1960s and shown within the context of contemporary art; 
the buildings were dubbed “anonymous sculptures” and related to Minimalist sculp-
ture. Later, their pictures were the only non‐American work in the New Topographics 
exhibition. And now, if one walks into any gallery of modern art and sees a bank of 
photographs of pitheads or steelworks, one first thinks not “coal” or ‘steel’ but “Bechers.”

The typological approach espoused by the Bechers has become one of the most ubiq-
uitous tactics within “art documentary”; indeed, it is now a style that can be adopted by 
any photographer when appropriate. Donovan Wylie from Northern Ireland had previ-
ously operated as a reportage photographer working in the tradition of humanist docu-
mentary. But when, in 2002, he had the opportunity to photograph in the empty and 
soon to be demolished Maze Prison, he chose to work in a cold, formal, and repetitive 
manner that he felt best reflected the dehumanizing nature of the place (Wylie 2004). 
Like the work of Bernd and Hilla Becher, these pictures look like and indeed can operate 
as documents, but are in fact (or are also) documentary pictures looking like documents.

The work of the Bechers and of more recent practitioners such as Wylie pose in a 
particularly acute form a number of questions that have arisen throughout this chapter. 
Are photographic documents and documentary photographs two different things 
or can images be both? Does the self‐consciousness of the documentary process and 
its  placement within a creative context undermine the value of the image as 
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documentation? Which matters more: the mechanistic impassivity of the camera or the 
decisions and desires of the photographer? Or, again, is it possible to separate them? 
Does it matter what we know of a photograph’s making and does it matter what we call 
it—document, documentary, art?

As the twentieth century moved to its close, large, and apocalyptic claims were made 
that photography (by which was often meant documentary) was on its last legs and that 
we were already entering the era of the “post‐photographic” (see, for example, Ritchin 
1990, and Mitchell 1992). This time, the cause was not the collapse of ethical assump-
tions but rather a shift in technologies from the analog to the digital. In particular, it was 
claimed that this development would destroy the faith in photographic veracity that was 
so fundamental to documentary. Post‐digital, we would no longer believe photographs 
as we had previously. This did not really come to pass. As we moved into the twenty‐
first century, the digital did sweep in and change many aspects of photography, yet the 
result was far from devastating. We are of course not yet near the end of the process 
and, in many serious practices, the analog and the digital continue to mix and merge. 
Yet the signs are that we continue to believe, or indeed disbelieve, documentary photo-
graphs as much as we ever did and that new processes have complicated and extended 
our relationship with such images, but not destroyed it.

Perhaps this is because documentary practice has never been a simple and unitary 
process but always complex and ambiguous. In his 1972 poem, “I am not a Camera,” 
W.H. Auden wrote that, “The camera records visual facts: i.e. all may be fictions” (Auden 
1972). Such an insistence that the camera’s delivery of ‘visual facts’ cannot be untangled 
from its potential for creating fictions now hardly seems contentious and most contem-
porary documentarians would not contest it. Yet they would resist the collapse of that 
statement into what might seem to be its corollary: that all “documents” are therefore 
fictions. For what we now have is a genre that, while it still involves a belief that what 
can be found out there in the world is more potent than anything invented, also com-
prehends that this ‘out there’ can never be simply recorded; it is always filtered through 
technology, subjectivity, and culture, and any representation must indeed be a 
re‐presentation.

At its core, photography is what Svetlana Alpers called an “art of describing” (Alpers 
1983). This was the title of her book on seventeenth‐century Dutch painting which, to 
adapt the description of Martin Jay, “casts its attentive eye on the fragmentary, detailed, 
and richly articulated surface of a world it is content to describe rather than explain” 
(Jay 1988, p. 13). Photography—in particular documentary in its broadest definition—is 
likewise a medium that precisely works with surface, allowing us to look intensely at 
surface, be it that of a face, a wall, or a mountain. The great documentary photographs 
of both past and present show us those surfaces, from the smallest crease on the skin to 
the pattern of buildings on a far hillside. They hold the detail of the world and give us 
time to scrutinize it, and, through that scrutiny, ascertain what is significant and 
meaningful.

Much theoretical writing of the past century was profoundly skeptical of the power of 
the visual, a tendency identified by Martin Jay as “the denigration of vision” (Jay 1993). 
In the 1980s, the arguments of the French theorists discussed by Jay—Lacan, Foucault, 
and Barthes among them—were particularly influential in photographic theory; this 
theorization was combined with the political and ethical critique developed by Sekula, 
Rosler, and others to mount a powerful attack on—a denigration of—photographic 
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vision. However, the subsequent development of a more nuanced examination of 
“Visual Culture” and a larger understanding of just how much we think through images 
has enabled us to understand that while images—appearances—may be deceiving and 
sometimes deceitful, they are not always intrinsically and necessarily so. We can return 
to the particular visual qualities of photography and use the stilled moment and the 
attentive scrutiny that the medium allows us as a way to, as it were, enter the surfaces of 
the world, interrogate them and come to understand what they can tell us about the 
world, human nature, and human society.

This aspiration might take us back to the sublime quotation from the English philoso-
pher Francis Bacon which Dorothea Lange had pinned up on her darkroom wall: “The 
contemplation of things as they are, without substitution or imposture, without error or 
confusion, is in itself a nobler thing than a whole harvest of invention” (quoted by Curtis 
1989, p. 47). We may feel somewhat uneasy today with that aspiration to nobility, and 
we are now all too aware that our desires, ideology, and culture will always be an inex-
tricable part of any act of contemplation. We might also feel that a certain amount of 
“substitution” and “imposture” is inevitable, perhaps even desirable. But Bacon’s state-
ment still expresses a fine sentiment and photography allows us a glimpse of what this 
might entail.
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