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American documentary photography of the 1930s is usually understood in terms 

of the political imperatives of the Resettlement Administration (later called the Farm 

Security Administration, FSA) and the Progressive reform movement of the New Deal. 

Consequently, the social intentions of 1930s documentary photographs are often 

emphasized at expense of the images’ complex engagement with the fields of 

modernism and modernity. The authors of the exhibition catalogue, American Modern: 

Documentary Photography by Abbott, Evans, and Bourke-White, skillfully complicate 

this model by suggesting the ways in which the practice of a now frequently identified 

“documentary style” during the 1930s was far more expansive and accommodating than 

has previously been recognized. The authors⎯Sharon Corwin, Jessica May, and Terri 

Weissman⎯organize this engaging and beautifully illustrated catalogue as well as the 

exhibition that it accompanies around three case studies, each of which focuses on the 

work of an iconic figure of the 1930s: Berenice Abbott, Walker Evans, and Margaret 

Bourke-White. The authors have chosen to bring these photographers into dialogue with 

one another for practical as well as conceptual reasons. Each was respectively the 

subject of the authors’ doctoral research and, more importantly, each represents what 

the authors describe in the introduction as “a fundamental, independent, and novel idea 

about documentary (2).” In the case of Abbott, she is distinguished for her emphasis on 

photography’s communicative potential. Evans, on the other hand, is singled out for his 



understanding of the medium’s distinctive relationship to time, while Bourke-White is 

recognized for her effort to situate her subjects of industrial and Depression-era 

America within a formalist language that depends as much on popular film as modernist 

art. Together these three photographers, at a moment still relatively early in their 

respective careers, initiated what the authors identify as “a distinctly American modern 

(6),” by which they mean that each photographer developed a unique documentary style 

that at once drew on American and European modernist practices while at the same 

time navigated the complex and frequently contradictory demands of the mass media, 

the federal government, and modernization efforts occurring within the United States at 

this time. 

  One of the strengths of this grouping is the inclusion of Berenice Abbott who is 

usually missing from most discussions of the 1930s American documentary 

photography. John Raeburn’s A Staggering Revolution: A Cultural History of Thirties 

Photography is one notable exception; however, whereas Raeburn focuses on the built 

environment of Abbott’s Changing New York as a means to not only counter the rural 

focus of FSA photography but also to express the dehumanizing effects of modern 

American life, Weissman considers this book alongside an unpublished project by 

Abbott in terms of their ability to engage viewers dialogically [1]. For Weissman, it is 

Abbott’s interest in photography’s communicative potential that sets apart her practice 

from other photo-book projects of the 1930s and most notably Walker Evans’ American 

Photographs and Margaret Bourke-White and Erskine Caldwell’s You Have Seen Their 

Faces, which are examined elsewhere in the catalogue. According to Weissman, 

Abbott’s documentary and by extension realist practice is less of a style than what she 



terms “a position from which one worked (29).” By this distinction, she means that for 

Abbott the central function of documentary photography is to engage her 

viewers/readers dialogically and in so doing make them “aware of the processes of 

representation…in a manner both reflexive and oriented toward argument and 

education (30).” Weissman’s notion of a participatory realism that produces a kind of 

civic engagement in viewers/readers is greatly intriguing and her close formal reading of 

a number of Abbott’s photographs and their use of a what she terms a “middle distance” 

is quite productive; but, I wonder if, in the end, Weissman’s analysis concerning the 

social utility of Abbott’s photographs is perhaps too idealistic and thereby fails to fully 

acknowledge the moments when the medium’s communicative potential begins to break 

down. 

The photographs that Abbott took of black subjects in the South are cases in 

point. While Weissman alludes to the physical distance between Abbott and her black 

subjects as well as the social distance referenced by McCausland in her text, she 

nonetheless continues to read these images as enacting a “reciprocal communication 

(16).” Yet, might this distance equally suggest some of the limitations of the 

photographic medium, particularly as a vehicle of intersubjective communication? A 

comparison here between Abbott’s photographs of black subjects and those taken as 

part of the FSA’s New Deal reformist policies would have been particularly illuminating. 

It is also regretful that Abbott’s photographs of black subjects in the South are 

reproduced only as small figure illustrations since thinking about their relationship to the 

images of black subjects by Walker Evans, particularly his photograph Minstrel Showbill 

that Jessica May addresses at some length elsewhere in the catalogue, would have 



made for a fruitful comparison and, more importantly, opened up a space to begin to 

address some of the complexity that race⎯a term that feels woefully missing from their 

otherwise enlightening analyses⎯brings to each of these photographers’ documentary 

practices. 

 Walker Evans’ 1938 exhibition “American Photographs” is the subject of the 

catalogue’s second essay. In contrast to previous scholars who have mostly addressed 

this exhibition in terms of its accompanying catalogue, Jessica May uses a close 

reading of the exhibition itself to suggest the intricate ways in which Evans positioned 

his professional identity as a modern artist and his documentary practice as fine art. 

One of these strategies involved the recognition of the medium’s unique relationship to 

time or, as May explains, “its ability to fix a single passing moment out of what [Lincoln] 

Kirstein called ‘the flux of time’ (64).” For Evans, however, exploring this aspect of 

photography was about more than just defining what is distinctive about the medium. 

Instead, as May tells us, it offered him the means to ensure that he could retain 

authorial control over his images, especially those he produced while working under the 

often-propagandistic demands of the federal government. May further argues that it was 

precisely this desire by Evans to maintain creative control as an artist that led him to 

develop a relationship⎯though at times a paradoxical one since he worked as both a 

collection artist and a contract employee⎯with the still fledgling Museum of Modern Art 

(MoMA). I found this aspect of May’s argument particularly compelling since it suggests, 

as May herself recognizes, the fluidity and flexibility of photographers and photography 

within the art museum at this time. May might have pushed this idea even further in her 

analysis of “American Photographs.” For instance, given that Evans was so loathsome 



to have his professional position and practice limited by what May calls “the boundaries 

of workaday employment (68),” it would seem that he would feel equally suspect about 

the institutional framing of his work and reputation exclusively by MoMA. How Evans 

used the installation for “American Photographs” to resist such fixing would be another 

profitable avenue to explore. Furthermore, while May rightfully acknowledges the 

important scholarship on American Photographs by Alan Trachtenberg and others, the 

recent writing on Walker Evans by John Tagg is curiously missing [2]. It would seem 

that Tagg’s insightful reading of Evans’ melancholy, or resistance to fixing the meaning 

of his images, would have been quite profitable to her own analysis. 

 In the final essay in the catalogue, Sharon Corwin considers how Margaret 

Bourke-White, who began her career in the 1930s as a highly successful commercial 

photographer of American manufacturing, “struggled to reconcile her images of 

industrial America with the position of the human subject in the modern world (108).” 

Here Corwin lucidly as well as persuasively suggests the complicated terrain that 

Bourke-White navigated in her effort to balance not only the demands of the commercial 

world with the emergence of her socially informed documentary practice but also to 

come to terms with “the modernization of city and factory alongside the social effects of 

economic collapse (6).” To substantiate this negotiation, Corwin details the range of 

sources that Bourke-White experimented with, including the formal and narrative 

conventions of modern cinema as well as the formalist strategies of modernist Soviet 

photography. Given that Bourke-White is frequently sequestered to the commercial 

realm, these comparisons are especially profitable since they suggest that her practice, 

from her earliest commercial photographs of American manufacturing to her later social 



documentary images in You Have Seen Their Faces, were informed by a formal 

language that belonged as much to the world of industry and the mass media as to art. 

It is no surprise, then, as Corwin rightfully points out, that the use of such formal devices 

by Bourke-White would make her practice, unlike that of Abbott or Evans, both highly 

legible and accessible to the American general public. The question of whether these 

dramatic devices in turn produce a kind of didacticism or even moralizing in her images 

remains unanswered; but, it is clear from Corwin’s analysis that, at the very least, they 

attest to the capaciousness and fluidity of American documentary photography during 

this period and in so doing remind us what a rewarding and edifying experience it can 

be to look back at the landscape of 1930s America from these multiple and even 

conflicting perspectives, methods, and concerns.  

1) See John Raeburn, A Staggering Revolution: A Cultural History of Thirties 

Photography (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2006). 

2) See John Tagg, “Melancholy Realism: Walker Evans’s Resistance to Meaning,” in 

Disciplinary Frame: Photographic Truths and the Capture of Meaning (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2009). This chapter was first published in Narrative: The 

Journal of the Society for the Study of Narrative Literature 11, no. (January 2003): 3-77. 

  

 

 


