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THE BRITISH DOCUMENTARY PHOTOGRAPH AS A MEDIUM OF INFORMATION AND
PROPAGANDA DURING THE SECOND WORLD WAR 1939-1945

by

Charles Craig AIIP MSIAD ARPS ACP

ABSTRACT

The use of the documentary photograph as a means of recording
war and human conflict is widely accepted, yet rarely analysed in
terms of the evidence such images claim to portray. Existing studies
have been directed towards the photograph as an end in itself, rather
than as a means to an end in a broader context.

This Thesis will trace the development of the documentary
movement in outline, expanding in depth when referring to the British
involvement within the tradition during the Second World War. The
centrality of the Thesis will rest upon the need to discern between
the actuality photograph as evidence when framed or presented within
persuasive and propaganda terms, and the record photograph which
informs and illustrates by factual content alone. Parallel to this
study will be an analysis of the control and censorship process by
which photography was disseminated within the media of the period when
employed as an instrument reflecting governmental concerns in matters
of national morale and the maintenance of social cohesion. Such
official considerations have affected the contemporary use of photo-
graphs, which in retrospect have created discrepancies and anomalies
in our appreciation of chronological sequences of events and military
enterprises. Furthermore, such propaganda constraints have been
instrumental in the creation of personas — and the myths that often
surround them - both in terms of context and historical perspective.

A methodology will be offered by which these tensions of
control and censorship allied to the documentary tradition may be
demystified, so that both the propaganda and record photograph can be
assessed not only in their original contemporary context, but as
sources of historical data and information.




Chapter One - Early Developments

Early perceptions concerning the role of photography were as
confused as the divergent paths that led to the discovery of the
medium itself. Two primary streams of development quickly asserted
themselves, however, among the serious practioners of photography,
and have subsequently formed the basis for expansion and
diversification. These could be termed 'truth-telling' and
'beautification'l - the first having a moral and literary pedigree,
the latter originating from within the fine-—art traditions and
practice of the period. The first of these — aptly termed 'record
photography' by Professor Margaret Harker?2 - grew from the early
pre—-occupation of photographers with topographical subjects. The
Victorians were eager to see those aspects of life and culture which;
prior to the evolution of photography, had merely been represented
ambivalently through the written or spoken word, or in the
representations of illustrators or artists. From this enthusiastic
application of photography as a recording medium, there emerged the
expedition and travel photographers, typified by Francis Frith./
Encumbered by the bulk of tﬁe equipment then in use, Frith made three
expeditions to Egypt and the Near East between 1856 and 1860, and
photographed anything that interested him. His photographs were
published in book-form, and being produced prior to the advent
of the half-tone reprographic process, were virtually albums of
photographic prints in a bound format. The general approach of such
travel photographers was matched in the more specialised areas of
photographic application. Victorian engineering feats were

assiduously recorded, and typical of the thoroughness with which




projects were undertaken was the concern of the London and North
Western Rallway, from 1865 onwards, to photograph an example of each
class of locomotive built at Crewe Works.> ’

The earliest photographers were well aware that the medium
offered tremendous possibilities of fidelity and accuracy in rendition
of subject matter, but viewed this capacity as a recording facility
inherent within the medium itself rather than as a means by whiéh the
camera might become a 'documentary tool'.

In the work of British photographers in the first half of the
19th century, there is ample evidence of the camera being used to
record and document the details of technical progress. For example,
P. H. Delamotte photographed the erection of the Crystal Palace at
Sydenham in South London each week from 1851 to 1854, and the
resulting collection of photographs were published in two volumes.
Such methodical recording typifies the mid-Victorian approach in
Britain to the deliberate use of the photographic image as a source of
information and evidence. Whilst Delamotte was using the camera to
- record objects primarily, his contemporaries were investigating the
use of photography in areas of human concern. Dr Hugh Welch Diamond
used photography to investigate the problems of mental illness - he
was resident superintendant at Surrey County Asylum from 1848 until
1858 - and displayed an objective yet concerned attitude towards the
use of photography of a medium of human recording and examination. He
was a great humanitarian, and in his lifetime did much to propagate
and advance the use of photography as an objective, yet compassionate
medium of social record and observation.

The emergence of a clear sense of social awareness among

British photographers in the middle decades of the 19th century is




hard to discern, yet in the work of Thomas Annan can be seen the
fundamental awakenings of a social conscience which could utilise

the camera as a persuasive instrument for 'truth-telling'. In 1868,
Annan began to record the slums of Glasgow in Scotland for the Glasgow
City Improvement Trust. His contribution to photography is described

by Gail Buckland in the book Reality Recorded in these terms:

His documentation is an outstanding example of the use
of the camera as a social weapon. Although many of
the photographs do not have people in them, Annan
realised the impact the pictures would have if there
was a person peering out of a doorway, in a passage-
way, or in a close. Annan's photographs convey a kind
of sadness - the sadness that people had to live in
such appalling conditions. These photographs linger
in one's mind, for they show a reality that only the
camera could preserve.4

Whilst Annan was very much an observer — as distinct from a crusading
social reformer armed with a camera - he nevertheless had a clear
sense of social injustice, and used his professional skills and
talents to make a record of the poverty and decay he saw around him.
In the work of British photographers such as Annan and his contem-
poraries, the foundations were established for a later emergence of a
socially-motivated use of photography.

Such methodical visual cataloguing of the early and mid-
Victorian era is perhaps the clearest example of the 'truth-telling'
approach. During an address to a Camera Club conference of the
Society of Arts on March 26th, 1889, Peter Henry Emerson, a leading
art—-photographer of the day, drew his audience's attention to this:

.It is, we think, because of the confusion of the aims

of Science and Art that the majority of photographs

fail either as scientific records or pictures. It

would be easy to point out how the majority are false :

scientifically, and easier still to show how they are
simply devoid of all artistic qualities. They serve,
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however, as many have served, as topographical records
of faces, buildings, and landscapes, but often
incorrect records at that. It is curious and
interesting to observe that such work always requires
a name. It is a photograph of a 'Mr Jones', of 'Mont
Blanc', or of the 'Houses of Parliament'. On the
other hand, a work of art really requires mno name - it
speaks for itself. It has no burning desire to be
named, for its aim is to give the beholder aesthetic
pleasure, and not to add to his knowledge of the
science of places, i.e. topography. The work of Art,
it cannot too often be repeated, appeals to a man's

emotional side; it has no wish to add to his knowledge

- to his science.5

In this lecture, the conflict between Art and Science was obviously
causing Emerson some concern, and was felt to be ; matter worthy of
public discussion and debate. Emerson's stern attitude was a
reflection of his commitment to the photographic arts, and this second
stream of photographic activity —-'beautification' - originated within
the pictorial tradition of contemporary fine-art and painting
practice, which was accepted by many early photographers with
enthusiasm. As many of the English photographers had been painters
it is understandable that they should endorse this form of
representation and David Octavius Hill, 0.J. Rejlander, and Henry
Peach-Robinson all attempted to reproduce the quality inherent in the
painted image in their work. Eventually this evolved into a more
photographically orientated approach, reaching its apogee in the
formation of 'The Linked Ring' in 1892. This was a Victorian
brotherhood of photographers who were all dedicated to the furtherance
of photography in many artistic forms and directions, but united in
their objective of making photography recognised and accepted as a
serious art-form.9

Such concepts of 'truth telling' and 'beautification' became

evident in the work of Roger Fenton. Fenton was the son of a wealthy




land and cotton-mill owner and, having graduated from University
College, London, with a Masters degree, studied painting with Paul
Delarocﬁe in Paris. lParadoxically, upon his return to London, he
studied law, practising as a solicitor from 1852 to 1854. However,
during this period, his amateur enthusiasm for photography became a
dominant factor in his life, following his early involvement in the
formation of the Photographic Club in 1847 (as one of twelve amateur
Calotypists) and his being appointed the first honorary secretary of
the Photographic society.

During this period, Fenton's photography displayed all the
influence of his art-training, being formally composed and structured,
whether the subject matter was architectural, topogfaphical, or still-
life in nature. His work and reputation elicited interest from Prince
Albert about this time, and in 1852, Fenton was "summoned by Queen
Victoria to record intimate domestic scenes of the royal family".7
This initial level of royal patronage was to have later ramifications
upon his career and reputation, but his resulting prints from this
commission were received with "awe and wonder"”. At this period in his
work, Roger Fenton offers a glimpse of the many paradoxes that were to
affect the evolution of photography as a 'truth~telling' medium. An
archetypal Victorian gentleman, Fenton studied photography with the
exuberance and enthusiasm perhaps only to be found in the true amateur
of that era. Whilst practising his craft free from considerations of
audience or application, he was able to utilise his formal painting
training to create a disciplined approach to his photography. His
images from the late 1840s and early 1850s fall very much into the
'beautification' genre of this period - luscious still-life groups of

fruit and flowers, exquisitely composed groups of Highland ghillies




and retainers, and great quantities of formally perfect prints of art
treasures from the British Museum. Fenton's concepts — and their
realisation - are all couched within fine-art traditions of the period
in their feelings for texture, richness, and beauty of formal
composition.

All this was to change, when in 1854 the British army was
committed to action in the Crimea against the forces of Imperial
Russia with the support of France, her ally in the venture. To quote
Albert Leventhal - "The Allied side was marked by truly massive
incompetence, bumbling direction by the High Command combined with
breakdowns and failures by the commissariat”.8 Such levels of
military inadequacy were a betrayal of the belief of Queen Victoria
and her ministers that the war was a popular one, and when the news of
its conduct reached the public through the reporting of the accredited
correspondents such as William Howard Russell of The Times, the impact
was considerable. Writing which described the British army as "...a
drop of miserable, washed out, worn out, spiritless wretches who
muster out of 55,000 just 11,000 now fit to shoulder a musket™ aroused
hostility amongst the military establishment, and embarrassed the
government of the day.9 Despite threats to his person issued with
'understated menace', Russell persevered, and in the end, his reports
helped to bring down the government of Lord Aberdeen in January 1855.
Following this event, some reforms were instituted to rectify the
worst excesses of the earlier incompetence.

It was at this juncture that "someone in the establishment,
possibly Prince Albert, realised that to restore public confidence in
the conduct of war some form of counter-propaganda was necessary, and

what better form could there be than the medium that never lies - the




camera” .10 Accordingly, in March 1855, Roger Fenton was sent on
commission to the Crimea, and sponsored by Prince Albert with letters
of introduction, arrived at Balaclava on March 8th of that year.
Fenton was already compromised by the bias.of his commission to
present an alternative view of the war and its conduct to that
presented by Russell. He was further constrained by political and
military exigencies, and his social background militated against his
taking a radical or critical stance. It was therefore predictable
that on his arrival in the Crimea he would perpetuate his craft with
‘traditional dexterity, and his formal group portraits exhibited a
quality that has led Professor Margaret Harker to claim "that nobody
has ever photographed groups of people as well as Roger Fenton".ll
Such skills inevitably created a partial view of the war, no doubt
encompassed by his Royal support, so that Fenton's images portray a
tidy war, made up of empty landscapes, posed groups of gentlemen
officers, and atmospheric, semi-romantic vistas of ships at anchor.
That Fenton himself came across the aftermath of war is not in doubt,
as he wrote:

We came upon many skeletons half-buried. One was

lying as if he had raised himself upon his elbow, the

bare skull sticking up with still enough flesh left

in the muscles to prevent it falling from the

shoulders.12

Why Fenton did not photograph such scenes remains unclear.

Professor Harker intimates that there might well have been editing
prior to the work being exhibited, and that such editing might not
have exclusively been of Fenton's choice - but all things considered,
perhaps Philip Knightley's terse assessment is nearer the final

reality. 1In referring to such scenes as that encountered by Fenton:



Fenton did not bother to unpaék his camera. He knew
the sort of photograph he should take, and this was
not one of them. Fenton and Russell never worked
together, and Fenton, having finished his assignment,
returned to England to collect the royal praise he
felt he deserved.l3

To criticise Fenton too harshly in retrospect does not do him,
or his work, the credit it still deserves. We cannot be party to the
exact circumstances surrounding the making of his Crimean war images,
or know to what degree 'censorship' was imposed, or indeed, self-
imposed. Fenton was a craftsman, working with difficult and bulky
equipment in inhospitable surroundings. The production of a well-
coated collodion plate was in itself an achievement under the
conditions of the time, and considerations of the coverage open and
accessible to him remain debatable to this day. We can only discuss
the visual legacy that his work has left us, and it still provides a
worthwhile visual document of the war in certain respects, without
which our knowledge of the period would certainly be weaker.

The most important aspect of this first British involvement in
the photography of war lies in the methodology established which was
to be repeated in later conflicts. 1In the work of Roger Fenton, and
the context within which it was commissioned, realised, and presented,
a misappropriation of the photographic image can already be traced.
The veracity of the photograph was already being utilised for
political and military expediency, and the conduct of the photographer
at this early juncture was being influenced by issues far broader
than the taking of photographs alone. The singular naturevof the
Crimean War, and the manner in which British involvement in the

photography of war can so readily be identified ensures that it

remains an early indicator for later, and more complex conflicts.



In the work of Roger Fenton and his contemporaries in the
Crimea, and of Matthew Brady in the American Civil War ten years
later, the camera established its credentials as a component of 19th
century warfare, but its role remained ambiguous and ill-defined.
Emasculated in the Crimea to the function of a distant witness - as
much by Fenton's Victorian upper~class social attitudes as by any
considerations of propaganda - the camera satisfied the limited
expectations of a small audience to whom the photographs were
eventually addressed. 1In America, the more realistic and journalistic
approach of Matthew Brady, Alexander Gardner, and Timothy O0'Sullivan
remained understated by the inability of the technical reprography of
the period to offer their images to a mass—circulation readership,
further hampered by editorial attitudes more attuned to the highly
dramatized approach of the %ar—artists, illustrators, and 'on the
spot' correspondents. At this stage of development in photography,
action pictures of the hanging of rebels in 1864 lacked the 'pace' of
contemporary writing and illustration. Given all these shortcomings,
certain national and cultural traits were already becoming apparent in
the attitudes and approaches being adopted, which later became more
clearly defined as the medium and its practitioners became more
assured and competent. In the British participation, the class and
formed social structure already determined the type of person who
would be making the photographs, and the gentleman-photographer
typified by Fenton could move with relative ease amongst his
contemporaries of equal social rank. In America, the less—established
social order allowed for greater licence of operation and access, and
freed from some of the social mores in Britain that militated against
the use of a camera, the 'unlettered' Matthew Brady was not hampered
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by his lack of social grace or background in the pursuit of his
vendeavours. Even in their mode of operation, such differences wmight
be discerned - Fenton with his two assistants, under royal patronage,
moved with care and deliberation about the Crimea, making aesthetic
judgements in all his work, whilst Matthew Brady recruited a group of
paid, hired cameramen to do his work for him on a broad basis, still
insisting in entrepreneurial fashion that he received the credit for
their efforts.

The social status of the Victorian photographer in Britain was
being formed as a result of cultural and commercial pressures and
comnitments which could no longer be denied. The war activities of
Fenton and Brady highlighted the national character of their practice,
but in Britain and Europe other and more compelling constraints were
now having their effect. In Britain, the elite of the photographic
world - of which Fenton was a good example - came from educated
backgrounds and were financially secure. They were able to view the
medium of photography as an art or recreational pastime, freed from
any financial or commercial pressures. The emergence of the
Daguerrotype as a marketable commodity in the late 1840s created a
different approach by those who viewed the product as a commercial
enterprise worthy of attention and were typified by the studio of
Richard Beard in Cavendish Square.14 In establishments such as
this, the Daguerrotype was marketed as a metallic image miniature
object, often beautifully mounted and presented, with the sitter as
the client, seen as a source of financial income on a purely
commercial basis. Beard, in his approach to both photography and
finance, displayed facets of what we now recognise as professional

practice, and laid. the foﬁndations for the development of the
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commercial portrait photographer. Such commercial enterprises- had
different criteria by which they measured their success or failure
and so created their own institutions and assumptions that persist to
this day. Concepts of the photograph as an art-object were being
challenged by the concept of photography as a commercial product with
a.broader audience and market than the gallery visitor or the art
connoisseur.

Witﬁ the development of the collodion wet—plate process, and
the Ambrotype and Calotype, the portrait studios enjoyed great
popularity, and by 1866, there were over 280 studios in the London
area alone catering to the demand for 'photographic likenesses'. In
this enormous growth of commercial photography the impetus for
progress was in the promotion and marketing of photography rather than
in the treatment and application of the medium as an expressive art
form.

If thé concepts of the 'artist-photographer' and the
'professional photographer' can be traced in such mid-Victorian
developments, the medium was further expanded upon - some contemporary
figures in fact said debased - by the first exploitational use of the
medium in the production of the photographic cartes—de-visites. This
popular use of the medium first emerged in the mid-1850s, and took the
form of a photographic print measuring some 2 1/4 x 3 1/2 inches
mounted on card, often with the photographer's name or studio printed
on the reverse. Such was ‘the popularity of these items that, as the
demand grew, the standard of photography was often reduced to the
barely acceptable, many of the resulting images being trite and dull,
the result of the camera being handled without flair or imagination by
an assistant or operator working to constraints of time and cost.

Such photographs were often devoid of the professional attention
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lavished in the salon-style portrait studios of the great cities - a
direct legacy of the purely commercial motivation that led to the
production of the cartes—de-visites. 1In such an enterprise, where the
purveying of images became the rationale for the activity, photography
became a trade rather than a profession, in which mass—-production
techniques dictated the quality, style, and format of the photographic
image. Because the sheer quantity of the cartes produced was
enormous, the unit cost became relatively low and so at least the
venture's popularity brought it within the reach of a far broader
social spectrum than the formal portrait studios. Many examples of
this hybrid activity survive, often bound into family albums, and
later specimens feature the emerging merchant classes rather than the
aristocracy or men of letters. Every small county town or industrial
city now had its own studio, and the later years of the 1880s and
1890s saw a continuation of the earlier practice as the dry-plate
processes reduced even further the cost of such a service.

Such developments took place before the mass distribution of
the photograph via the printed page had occurred, and represent the
medium's ability to create its own hierarchy and social structure even
though the images were purely camera-originated. Although the
published photograph in terms of ink-on-paper did not exist in the
early 1880s, it was in that decade that the entry of photography in a
broad public domain took place, and during which many of the
institutions and assumptions surrounding the published photography
became established. The tradition of the salon exhibition, perhaps
first implemented when the Photographic Society held its first display
of some 1500 photographs in London in 1854, was already an established

format for the viewing of photographic images. The 1860s saw the
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growth of the studio as a professional and trade activity, with the
result that many homes had photographs in them, and the visual
currency of the photograph became an accepted part of everyday 1life
for a wider part of the population. ‘The 1870s was a decade in which
industrial growth consolidated earlier inventions and discoveries in
science and engineering, and during which the British Empire expanded
its trade and merchant links. Previous to this time, any attempts at
utilising the photograph in a book had to resort to hand-originated
photoprints, either using platinum prints, oil-pigment processes,
Ambrotypes or Calotypes. The Woodburytype process offered an early
compromise in terms of fidelity and quantity for the publishing of
volumes of photographs,15 but it was the advent of the photo-gravure
process in the 1880s that made it possible for the photograph to be
printed and distributed to a general audience without quality loss,
whilst reducing overall publishing costs. Many art—-photographers
reacted with enthusiasm to the potential of the new process - P.H.
Emerson actually claimed that the gravure process was an accurate
reprographic system in which the technical integrity of the original
photograph was unimpaired.16 This was evidenced in his superbly-

crafted photographs of this period in volumes such asPictures of East

Anglian Life and Wild Life on a Tidal Water which, utilising the

gravure process, appeéred in 1888 and 1890 respectively.

The gravure process brought the concept of the photographer as
an artist and craftsman to its apogee in the 1890s - partly through
the international membership and reputation of the brotherhood of 'The
Linked Ring' — but primarily because for a few short years, the
combination of the art of photography and the craft of gravure-

printmaking secured control of the medium both in origination and
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dissemination. 1In this late flowering of 19th century creative
photography, the earlier processes of gum—bichromate printing and
other silver-salt techniques had not been rejected, and great
attention was paid to the craft of quality rendition, into which the
'handmade' gravure print could be absorbed. 'The Linked Ring'
photographers believed that the hand-crafted photqgraphic image was in
itself a work of art due to such a craft base, and the highly
developed level of technical control and expertise needed to produce
these images was greatly respected. All this was to disappear as soon
as the dissemination of the photograph passed from the hands of the
photographer or master-printer to the photo—mechanical printing
presses of the early 20th century. Immediately the photograph became
a means to an end rather than an end in itself, the image became far
more than just a picture; it became mass communication.

Early evidence of this dimension of photography already
existed in the latter of the 19th century. The Victorians viewed the
camera not only as an art-instrument, but as a recording tool, and
took it upon themselves to develop this aspect of the medium with
great enthusiasm. From the earliest days of photography, the camera
became an accessory to any expedition or grand tour, and accompanied
by the Victorians' insatiable thirst for knowledge, reached a far
wider audience than might be imagined through the devices of the
lantern-slide projector and the stereoscopic viewer. By the
utilisation of such technical advances, the photograph became an
educational and entertainment medium, in which the wonders of the
world could be presented in the living room of many a Victorian villa.
Topographical subjects formed the bulk of such collections, typified

perhaps by the work of Samuel Bourne, who, in 1863, produced a series
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of mountalin photographs in the Himalayas, oftem at heights of over
15000 feet under extreme conditions of cold and discomfort.l’ By
such endeavours, Victorian photogfaphers were able to produce visual
evidence concerning the topography and habitat of the planet in which
they lived, so bringing to life for a broader audience scenes of
foreign lands, races, and customs which previously had almost been in
the nature of fables. By offering such insights, the photographers
expanded the base of their medium into areas of education and public
knowledge with far wider implications than the mere documenting of
reality through the camera lens.

With the introduction of the portable Kodak Box Camera by
George Eastman in America in 1888, photography was brought within the
reach of a far broader public. The camera was liberated from the art
and science debates of the preceding forty years and became an
instrument of recreation and amusement. With the slogan 'You push the
button, we do the rest', Eastman brought marketing to photography, and
provided the basis for the amateur market which has flourished ever
since that time. Despite initial reservations, such as those voiced

in the Weekly Times and Echo in 1893, which applauded the formation of

a "Vigilance Association with the purpose of thrashing cads with
cameras who go about in seaside places taking snapshots of ladies
emerging from the deep",18 the snapshot camera became enormously
popular, and attracted much affection from its users as a method by
which the happier moments of their lives might be recorded. The
facility of the snapshot camera to provide a personal and private
record of daily life remains a largely untapped source of visual
evidence for social historians, and it is only within the last decade

or so that the value of the family and photographic album as an
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unwitting social document has begun to be appreciated. With the
marketing of this simple box camera, photography was brought into the
hands of the people, and no longer could the production of a
photograph be restricted to the artist, professional, or well-
endowed gentleman. Photography had become common property,

available to anyone who wished to make use of it.

Finally, the development of a reliable half-tone reprographic
process in 1880-1892 by Horgan in America, and Meisenbach in Germany
ensured the future of photography as a medium by which images of
fidelity and accuracy might be placed before a mass audience. As
early as October, 1883, a half-tone photographic reproduction appeared

in the German periodical Illustrierte Zeitung using a Meisenbach

autotype block, and further developments in print processes and
equipment led to the use of the photograph in the British daily press.

The Daily Mirror issue of 7th January, 1904, demonstrated that

henceforth it would exclusively utilise photography for illustration
wherever possible, with the implication that the concept of
photography as a medium of mass information and persuasion had nowA
become a reality. As photography entered into the general public
consciousness in this way, further applications within the field of
magazine publication were developed. As early as 1896, the magazine

Paris-Moderne introduced entire issues built around photographic

essays on life in Paris, and two years later, La Vie au Grand Air also

featured narrative photography, but with the addition of dynamic
picture layouts and graphic design. Of this period, the Swedish

critic Rune Hassner writes:

In the early decades of the 1900s the advances being
made in methods of reproduction as well as in printing
techniques, along with increasingly rapid and more
regular movements of pictures via the new means of
transportation and communication of the era - express
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trains, and fast trans—Atlantic steamers, dirigibles,
and airplanes, as well as the picture-telegraph -
contributed to a marked increase in the volume of
pictures in the daily press and to a definite
establishment of the photographic picture story in
weekly magazines.

In such uses of photography in the magazine and newspaper
press of the 1900s, the mass dissemination of photography in the
public domain was finally realised. Such an achievement was primarily
based upon the technological revolution in transport and communication
referred to by Hassner, rather than being a self-initiated movement in
its own right. As educational standards improved, the public came to
expect and demand more information about the world in which they
lived, and photography provided a form of visual shorthand by which
such ambitions might fulfilled. Allied to parallel advances in
journalistic practice and reprographic technology, the printed
photograph offered a palatable form by which this information
transmission could be achieved. There were few pressing social needs
or humanitarian concerns behind these developments, yet photography
became emancipated from the craft and fine-art constraints of the past
seventy years. Whilst, previously, the photograph had been an art
object or a topographical record, now it could become a vehicle for
information, comment, and even persuasion.

Although 1n the early 1900s such a potential had yet to be
realised and fulfilled, the facility now existed for those who wished
"to use the camera as an instrument of social conern to do so - and it

was in this area of photographic application that further developments

were to take place.
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Chapter Two — The Published Photograph

The birth of the Daily Mirror as a popular tabloid newspaper not

only made viable the practice of popular journalism, but ensured that
photography would be part of such an evolution. In Britain, the trade
of the press photographer was to emerge - the early photographers on

the Daily Mirror such as Ivor Castle and the Grant Brothers, being the

forerunners of a continuous and ever present aspect of newspaper and
magazine illustration and journalism. Of this period, Ken Baynes has

written:
In fact, the first uses of photography in the new
large circulation newspapers was lacking in confidence
and experience. It consisted mainly of stiff, formal
portraits or similar material which was already well
established as a form within photography. The early
years display a fascinating effort to weld together
these separate pieces of the jigsaw and demonstrate
what must, quite literally, have been a struggle to
realise the potential of the new medium which was
coming, relatively quickly, into existence. The
essence, of course, lay in not just using a picture as
an illustration, but as a part of a story. Success
required the adaptation of familiar styles of
photography, and the adaptatation of familiar styles
of journalism, all in the context of new technologies

and a new audience.l!

In the United States of America, although from a technological
viewpoint certain parallels with developments in Britain might be
drawn, social and cultural conditions imposed different pressures upon
the evolution of photography as a medium of illustration and
documentation. From the 1880s onwards, large numbers of immigrants
had flocked to America from Europe, and by the early 1900s, industrial
cities such as Chicagb and New York were wifness to conditions of
gross social deprivation as a result of this immigrant influx over the

past twenty years. Such conditions gave rise to reaction and concern

among the more enlightened of the population, and it was following
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pressures for social reform that the camera was taken up and utilised
not only as an instrument of documentation and record, but as a method
by which comment, criticism, and propaganda against such conditions
might be realised. 1In this new format, the camera provided a
framework from which in later years a documentary consciousness was to
develop, eventually of international dimensions.

Jacob Riis (1849-1914) was a Dane who emigrated to America when he
was 21, and who endured all the privations of the immigrant of that
era. Riis was not a professional photographer as such. He trained as
a journalist and saw the camera as a weapon to be turned upon the
social injustices which he had himself experienced. 1In this sense, he
was a social reformer armed with a camera - as distinct from a
photographer who had developed a social conscience - and this emphasis
distanced his approach, dedication, and commitment from the purely
professional or fine-art photographers.of the period. By the

publication of his photographs in books such as The Children of the

Poor in 1892, and the later printing of Children of the Tenements in

1903, Riis fostered attempts to improve the social conditions of the
working and immigrant communities, and viewed today, his photographs
remain an indictment of man's cruelty to man. |

Riis's work was paralleled, and then expanded upon, by that of
Lewis W. Hine. Hine, who was born a native American in Wisconsin in
1874, used the camera as a way of exposing social deprivation, even
to the extent that - in his own words - he wished his images to be
viewed as 'documents of injustices'. His photographs of industrial
workers in the slums of Chicago and Washington were indictments of the
working conditions of that period, and in his later years, he was

appointed staff photographer for the National Child Labor Committee.
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His earlier work is typified by his photographs of children working in
factories and mines in the early 15003 and not only were his
photographs a power ful comment upon the councept of child labour, but
he also captioned his photographs with eloquent and startling
information to heighten the effect of his images. Until his death in
1940, Hine used his camera tirelessly in his crusade against the
social injustices of the period, and in his own words - "I wanted to
show the things that had to be corrected: I wanted to show the things
that had to be appreciated".2

In combining text and photographs, with a clear sense of social
purpose and intent, Hine moved his photography into the area of direct
social propaganda. By so doing, he joined Qith Jacob Riis in
expressing a sense of social concern, strengthened by an awareness
that the camera was an instrument by which these social injustices
could be seen and acted upon. In the work of these two American
pioneers can be found the essence of what later emerged as the
American documentary movement, now aided by the early mass-
reprographic processes, and a developing sense of social awareness
within the political and public sectors of the community.

The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 found both the

United States and Britain at similar stages of evolution in terms of
photography and the mass media of the period. The tabloid press was
in existence in both countries, the use of the photograph within the
newspapers and magazines of the day was commonplace, and the concept
of the camera as an everyday instrument of recording facility was
accepted. Despite such advances, the concept of documentary photo—
graphy was still some fifteen years away. The photo-coverage of the

First World War was compromised by considerations of national
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propaganda and lack of experience in the handling of photography as an
instrument of record and documentation in war. Ounly in applied areas
of photography such as aerial reconnaissance was any progress made,
and even this was hampered by military recalcitrance in accepting new
technologies and processes. By the end of hostilities in 1918,
photography had progressed little in terms of its social power and
relevance, but had gained to a degree as a newslmedium, albeit firmly
controlled by government aund official organisations.

To cite and trace a British photographic involvement in the
First World War merits consideration. This war consumed three million
lives from the British Empire alone, and yet remains an ill-documented
event in photographic terms. Unlike earlier, and more 'parochial'
conflicts, the reasons for this may perhaps be easier to discern; for
example, at the outbreak of hostilities, even war correspondents were
not allowed near the front. Eventually, when they were granted
limited access, they were 'escorted' by a conducting officer, whose
main function was to ensure the correspondent saw as little as
possible. For photographers, the position was even worse. As Phillip
Knightley says:

Propaganda dates back 2,400 years; to Sun-tzu's The
Art of War, but the First World War saw its first use
in an organised, scientific manner. War correspond-
ents were among its first victims.

Initially no civilian photographer was allowed anywhere near
the front combat zone — "the penalty for taking pictures was death".%
At the very beginning of the war, only two photographers, (both army
officers), were accredited to cover the Western Front. Their remit
was to record only, not to provide the newspapers with pictures.

The initial resistance to the concept of a 'combat

photographer' persisted throughout the war on an official basis, and
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yet there remains an enormous amount of material in the archives, both
official and private. The Imperial War Museum alone holds some
100,000 negatives, many of which remain inadequately documented and
captioned. It is this lack of documentation that denies this mass of
material the historical validity it might otherwise enjoy, and makes
sustained research of the collections such a difficult task. There
are no formed collections of photographs. All that remains is a
disjointed mosalc of images of varying quality, content, and scope.

It is almost as though the sheer scale of the conflict overwhelmed the
ability of a single photographer, or unit of photographers, to produce
a cohesive set of photographs that presented an overview of the war.

A collection that merits some consideration is that of a
little-known photographer, William Rider-Rider, who covered the
Canadian section of Vimy Ridge in 1917, accredited as their photo-
grapher for that sector. He exposed some 4,000 5 ins x 4 ins glass
negatives, which were forwarded to General Haig's headquarters for
censorship, and then sent to London for distribution. Fortunately,
after the war, he was able to retrieve this collection, and ﬁe took
them to Canada, where they remain in the public archives. In this
limited collection, at least some form of reference and continuity can
be established, and some chronological sense made of the photographs
themselves as documents. On the home front, there is one outstanding
record for reference. Horace Nicholls - who had photographed the Boer
War with such detached care - was appointed "official photographer for
Great Britain"? by the Department of Information from 1917 until
1918. In these two years, he travelled the country, photographing a
range of subjects from wounded soldiers in wheelchairs outside Oxford

colleges, to American troops passing through Winchester. His
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outstanding set of photographs entitled Women at War are in the

nature of formal portraits, group and individual, utterly revealing in
their simplicity and grace.6 All the qualities in Nicholl's

approach to photography when directed to such a project created
photographs of great power and social relevance. When viewed today,
they appear as fresh as ever, yet still provide an unrivalled source
of evidence of one segment of British society under the conditions of
war, yet they are not 'war photographs'. They are socially directed
photographs produced in time of war, and it is as such that they
should be viewed. In many ways they tell us more about the society of
that period than the canonical rhetoric of the conventional trench
photographs from the Western Front.

From the Crimean War, there emerged the work of Roger Fenton,
and later, in the American Civil War, the names of Matthew Brady,
Alexander Gardner and Timothy O'Sullivan are well-known. Luigi
Barzini and the Russo-Japanese conflict of 1904 have direct
associations, likewise the work of Felice Beato in China, and John
Burke in Afghanistan. The First World War offered no such names, nor
did the work of any individual photographer become associated with the
conflict. Perhaps the scale was too enormous and sustained, perhaps
the role of the camera had yet to be clarified and accepted in such
global terms, or more likely, other and more fundamental considera-
tions emerged as a result of the international nature of the struggle
which overwhelmed the photograph to the extent that it became an
irrelevance. In Britain, there was an eventual determination that
public opinion, attitudes, and matters of national morale would be
directed by the authorities and government of the day. Primarily,

this would relate to the control and issue of information, but the
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ramifications were greater than this, and are discussed in the opening
chapter of Cate Haste's book on First World War propaganda in these
terms:

The First World War was the first total war. As it

progressed, war ceased to be the prerogative solely of

military leaders, and came to involve the civilians of

all belligerent countries on a scale never known

before. For the first time the barometer of public

morale needed as much careful attention as the

efficiency of the troops in the front line and this

revolutionized attitudes to propaganda. It thrust the

role of propaganda as a weapon into focus and gave it

an importance it has retained ever since.’
When the photograph was placed in that context, it was no longer a
print on light-sensitive paper, it had become part of a persuasive
process in which photography was subsumed into a communication
activity of far greater proportions. No longer could the photograph
lay claim to 'authenticity', 'truth', or 'reality'. The importance of
this shift in emphasis in the use of visual imagery in time of war -
when placed in such a propaganda context - cannot be over—-stated. In
the First World War, greater reliance was placed upon the press, the
poster, and the cartoon and illustration than upon the photograph.
Perhaps this was because the photograph was still seen as being an
expression of 'truth' or 'reality' rather than a representation, and
that such qualities were viewed with suspicion by the authorities in
their desire to create a manipulated concept of the war. Such
reservations did not extend to the cinema, and the development of
film.

As Cate Haste points out — "In the course of the war, and

particularly under the Ministry of Information, the role of 'the

pictures' changed from an instrument for the amusement of the masses

into an instrument for the manipulation of the masses”.8 That this
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occurred at all may be traced to official attitudes towards the cinema
and film. 1In the eyes of the government, film had little of the
crusading fervour of the war-correspondent with which the camera had
become associated, and at that date, the concept of news, or
documentary film hardly existed. In this medium, therefore, the
government saw a visual quality as yet uncluttered with problems of
innuendo and criticism, and yet which had a popular cultural
following. Although the government took their time in appreciating
the power of film, by 1916, the "first major actuality film of the

war” - The Battle of the Somme - was released in August, 1916.9 1In

the first two months, it received 2,000 bookings, and raised some
£30,000 for military charities. The question this raises relates to
why such a film received official support and public screening, whilst
photographs of this battle were often suppressed along with the
.casualty figures.

A problem that repeatedly confounds serious research into
photographs and their application in the First World War relates not
only to their origination, but to their application and usage. As
Lewinski states - "We do not know how the photographs were collected
or distributed, nor who was accredited as an official photographer,
nor whether officers were allowed to carry cameras as a matter of

course” .10 Ye know there were official photographers, but records

of thelr work are incomplete, if they exist at all. If the problem of
origination is difficult, then that is equalled by the lack of records
relating to the manner in which they were used. Many of the records
of the Department (later the Ministry) of Information were destroyed
after the war, and searches in the Public Records Office in areas

relating to photographs and photography are unrewarding. 1In an
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article published in The Historical Journal, Michael Sanders had this

to say concerning photography in the First World War:

The effect that actual war scenes could add to the

printed word was unlimited. It was a prevailing

assumption of the time that the camera could not 1lie,

and from the very beginning Wellington House was faced

with an insatiable demand....By September 1916

Wellington House was sending out 4,000 pictures a

week.l%
What we do not know, and cannot trace, is exactly what such photo-
graphs illustrated, or what their content could have been. If the War
Office was being so cemsorious, if photographs of Passchendaele were
'stopped' totally, and if only in July 1916, "an official photographer
within the British Army was appointed”,l2 where did all these
photographs coﬁe from? The Imperial War Museum files are full of
eminently forgettable photographs of endless lines of trenches, of
large howitzers firing at nothing, and the propaganda value of such
photographs would be in areas of counter-propaganda rather than in
specific and considered use of the photograph. It appears that there
was no clear understanding and appreciation of the power of the
photograph other than as a possible threat to military morale - hence
the Kitchener-originated ban on photographers at the front until 1915
- followed by a determined attempt to make the source and origin of
photographs as obscure as possible after this date. The very
diffuseness not only of the origins of the photographs themselves, but
in the records kept (if any) of their application, and indeed, over
those photographs which may have been bannéd, destroyed, or lost makes
an accurate and objective evaluation of British photography in the
First World War virtually impossible. The only level at which some
assessment can be realised must be based on those photographs which

still exist as a patchwork of the conflict, viewed almost as snapshots

from a huge and unwieldy corporate family album.
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In such terms, the legacy is more of an observation than a
document. The equipment and hardware is well-covered - large railway-
guns, battleships in line—ahead,‘fragile fabric-covered aeroplanes
abound - and there are many aerial views to refer to and ponder over.
The combat and action pictures are few, mostly the photographs are
mud-scapes of one sort or another, of distant smoke-smudges on the
horizon at Jutland, or of crashed aircraft or ruined churches and
cathedrals. Yet in all these photographs, there is little sense of
'belonging', little outrage (that seems to have been left to the poets
of the generation), even a lack of involvement. Again to quote
Lewinski - "They have a descriptive clarity but very few show
compassion or commitment on behalf of the photographer. They seem to
be descriptive of something of which they are not really a part“.13
To seek for documentary attitudes appears to be an unrewarding quest.
Perhaps the medium had not yet evolved that level of discernment in
its use; certainly, in terms of 'war photographs', the civilian
population appears to be of little account even though much of
Flanders and Picardy was taken away from them by the conflict.
Although to modern viewers,the horrors of the mud, the disease, and
the appalling attrition of the war comes through in photographs, they
do so by their content alone, and not through any sense that the
photographer was doing any more than recording such miseries. 1In that
sense, the British contribution to photography in the First World War
remains at best an enigma, and at worst, a dispassionate record.

In one area, however, almost contextual in its relevance,
progress was made by the necessities of military expediency. Early in
the war, the aircraft was viewed by the military as an aerial

observation post, possibly of limited value as an artillery-spotting
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weapon. However, as the intricacies of trench warfare developed, it
became prudent for one sidé to watch and record the activities of the
other. From this developed the concept of aerial photography,
eventually to flourish as aerial reconnaissance. This development is
summed up by Beaumont Newhall:

When peace was declared, the record was studied. The

British reported that they had taken 6,500,000 photo-

graphs in the last year of combat; 1,300,000 more were

taken in five months by American airplanes. Cameras,

airplanes, processing equipment, and the specialized

skill of photo-interpretation was brought to a new

height. Photo-reconnaissance was established.l4
Although such an apparently purely functional use of the camera might
initially appear to be ;angential to this discussion, its relevance
will be endorsed later. Inherent in this growth was the acceptance
that the camera was still, in concept at least, an accurate recorder
of reality, and that referenceto it might provide data and informa-
tion. The value of such 'reliable' objective photographs will be
referred to again, but their early accceptance needs to be noted at
this juncture. The Royal Navy - who had their own air-service - also
developed the use of the airborne camera as 'the eyes of the Fleet',
although not to the degree of the Royal Flying Corps.

The undeniable legacy of the First World War, and its relation
to photography, lies in the growth and acceptance of propaganda.
Although the use of the photograph was not as yet a developed skill in
this arena, all the ingredients were there for later, and more
sophisticated application. By the end of the conflict, there existed
"in the British Ministry of Information, a complex, and highly—refined
organisation. The addition of a highly‘patriotic press, (typified by
that of Lord Northcliffe), ensured that all the controls existed by

which the national will might be maintained, and foreign propaganda
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countered. The implications of this movement had a more direct
relevance to photography in the later global confiict of 1939-1945,
when such early control and censorship methods were once again
referred to, and iﬁproved upon.

Following the end of the First World War, the popular press
emerged as a potent force of mass communication and the photographer
was very much part of this process. The press photographer of the
1920s and early 1930s was very much a 'tradesman', a supplier of
images for immediate consumption. His background would have been
the darkrooms of a newspaper, and his graduation would be
through experience and demanding and poorly-paid work. His technique
would be restricted to that demanded by the expediences of each
assignment and the coarse-screen reprographic letterpress processes of
newsprint. Hié camera would be large and bulky, using large-format
negatives (9 cms x 12 cms was typical), and he would work to the
concept of 'getting a picture'. If this could be achieved on a single
sheet of film or glass-plate, all the better. None of this derides
the dedication and techmical expertise exhibited in the.work of these
press photographers, but it does identify how their semse of social
concern was minimised by the demands of their employers, and how their
cultural and educational background was not likely to induce a highly-
developed sense of criticism. Typical of this style of photographer
is James Jarche. Jarche worked throughout the 1920s and 1930s as a
press photographer on both newspapers and magazines, covering
virtually every event of national importance. His attitude to his
work is discussed by an art historian, Ian Jeffrey writing in the

guide to the Thirties Exhibition at the Hayward Gallery, London in

1979 - during which, many of Jarche's press photographs could be
viewed:
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He catches no one out, uncovers no secrets; instead he
seems to stand and watch with, and as, that audience.l3
This implies a degree of detachment in Jarche's photography

throughout the late 1920s and early 1930s; yet this was probably
self-protective rather than deliberate. Jarche himself wrote about his
experience when photographing in a coal-mine in Wales in 1934 in these
words:

On my way back from the seam, I came upon a lunch-

party. They were sitting stripped to the waist, their

sweating faces blackened with grime. To them, it was

amazing that any man in his sane senses should want to

shoot anything as ordinary as themselves. To me, it

was appalling that human beings should have to pass
their days in such surroundings.l6

However, his photographs from this session were published in the

October 6th issue of Weekly Illustrated of the same year, and the

captions were in no way critical, in fact they were quite bland:

Half a mile below the surface - having descended the

mine, miners may have as much as a mile or two to

tramp to reach the face they are working.17
Reading Jarche's own book published in the 1930s, it is quite
clear that he was aware of the social chasms that existed in British
society at that period, but that he adopted the attitude that he was a
photographer paid to get the photograph, and that was his overriding
concern. Although there is little doubt that many press and news
photographs have become documents of a historical nature, that was
rarely the reason why they were commissioned.

The institutions and assumptions that governed press photo-

graphy in Britain were mirrored in the United States. The press

empires of Hearst and his peers in the America of the 1920s ensured a
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monopoly of the tabloid press, and offered the public a sensationalist
approach of which photography was very much a part. The sheer scale
of the readership involved in the United States ensured a market for
photographs not only through professional press and news photo-
graphers, but the coast—-to—-coast news agencies were always ready and
able to use any material if it had enough news ('scoop') value.
Disasters such as the explosion of the German airship 'Hindenburg' at
Lakeside, New Jersey on May 7th, 1937 were covered by all press and
news agencies in addition to the newsreel companies and freelance
photographers and journalists. Out of the best-known photographs of
this particular event was that taken by Murray Becker, an Associated
Press staff-photographer who happened to be pointing his camera in the
right direcéion at the right moment.l8

Press and news photography in the United States and Britain in
the immediate post-First World War period shared many common
ingredients. The public in both countries were awakened to the world
around them, and wanted information about it. Improved mass
comnunications and transport facilitated the movement of people, and
aided the rapid transmission of news and pictures through the
developing techniques of wire-transmission and radio links. These
demands created the need for immediate images for immediate
consumption, and photography was ideally equipped to provide this
service. It is not surprising, therefore, to find such a plethora of
images from this period, which, whilst not conceived as documentary
phdtographs, nevertheless provide us with a visual documentation of
great breadth and variety.

Many of these imagés emanate from the recreational sphere of

photography of the period. The snapshot tradition continued unabated,

-32-



aided by a marketing structure for processing and printing, with the
simple box camera now being supplanted by simple folding cameras which
were far more compact, yet cost little more than their predecessors.
The growing popularity of outdoor recreational activities such as
cycling and hiking encouraged the manufacture of such folding cameras
which, whilst easy to carry when not in use, were more versatile in
terms of focussing and lens quality than the rigid and more limited
box camera. Some of these cameras were extremely basic to use, but
the more developed forms produced by German companies like Voigtlander
and Zelss were extremely sophisticated, both optically, and in terms
of versatility and overall performance. It is not surprising to find
that the quality of‘snapshots from the late 1920s onwards reflects
such technical improvements, with-film emulsions and printing papers
displaying further qualities of definition and permanence.

The introduction of the miniature 35mm camera in the early
1930s by the German companies of Leitz and Zeiss further expanded
the amateur involvement in photography. Under the camera name.of the
Leica and Contax respectively, these German precision—-made miniature
cameras revolutionised photography, not only in terms of the
instrument itself, but in the formation of attitudes towards the
making and taking of photographs. No longer was the camera a bulky
and unmanageable plece of hardware which the photographer (amateur or
professional) had to endure, but it had been transformed into a small
and compact optical instrument of great precision and accuracy which
was capable of producing image fidelity of the highest quality. 1In
the early years that such cameras were available, the pursuit of
excellence in terms of image tonal rendition and fidelity blinded many

amateur photographers to their real potential as candid, observational
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instruments, but this soon passed. Such cameras opened up new vistas
of travel and expedition photography, where the 36-exposure facility
in the 24mm x 36mm format was a great advantage. By the mid-1930s,
entire camera systems were marketed and available, certainly equalling
anything available in todays terms ;f versatility and range were to be
the guidelines. The introduction of colour transparency film by Kodak
in America in 1936 in the form of Kodachrome, followed almost
immediately by Agfacolour in Germany, added yet another dimension to
the role of the miniature camera. 1In similar terms to the
introduction of the Kodak Box Camera in 1888, Kodak were able to offer
a simple processing system whereby the customer merely exposed the
cassette of 36 exposures, mailed the film to Kodak who returned the
processed colour transparencies mounted in card slides for viewing or
projection. By removing the darkroom labour involved in black and
white emulsion stock usage, the company opened up a new market in
colour photography freed from the constraints of post—shooting
developing and printing. Whilst in Germany, manufacture of 35mm
cameras was primarily in the area of expensive precision equipment
(for which there was no shortage of customers), in the United States,
inexpensive 35mm cameras were manufactured to capitalise on the colour
photography market now opened up by these new emulsions. Cameras such
as the Argus underéold German imports by as much as 42 dollars - the
German Retina retalled at 57 dollars in 1937 - and were immensely
popular.19
This tremendous and sustained overall expansion of the
photographic market in thé 1920s and 1930s has provided much material
for archival and historical reference. Complemented by an

accompanying growth in home-movie making, there was now much greater
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leisure time during which photography might be practised, and the
increased mobility of many people offered even further opportunties
for both snapshots and more serious amateur photography. Even
political figures of the period were not immune to the amateur film
makers and cameramen, and in the case of Adolf Hitler, the snapshots
taken in the pre-war years within the closed circle of his 'court’
offer an alternative form of evidence to the stylised and controlled
images put out in the German press and newspapers of the day.

The 1930s was a decade of great economic, political, and
social change, not only in Europe in the aftermath of the First World
War, but throughout the world. Advances in modern transport and
communications systems have already been referred to, but in the
1930s, these were accompanied by the emergence of the radio and the
cinema as media capable of mass information, entertainment, and
persuasion. Political movements, whether totalitarian or democratic,
were quick to realise the potential of such media for propaganda
usage, and the radical changes taking place across the world at a
political level were paralleled by similarly radical advances in
science and technology.

Photography was as much affected by these changes in the
direction that society was taking as any other media, and it was from
such advances that new attitudes towards the camera,(and its role and
function in society) were being proposed. It 1s necessary to study
these considerations in depth, as their effect upon the development of
~ new visual ideas was considerable, and in certain cases, was made
possible by then.

The 1920s saw the beginning of the end of the concept of the

master photographer. The idea of a skilled, manipulative visual
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craftsman had been deeply rooted in the tradition of photography -
both in Europe and America. And yet, this apprentice-based,
painstakingly thorough attitude towards photography contrasted with
the technically-based, 'streamlined' society of the 1930s. The slow
decline of this approach to photography in the 1920s was hastened in
the 1930s by the emergence of a new type of professional photographer
whose respounsibility was to produce a photograph as a means to an end,
and not as an end in itself. No longer was the production of a
per fect, archival print the photographic ideal. What was needed was a
quick, accessible, usable image that could be immediately translated
into newsprint for mass readership and circulation. Some photo—
graphers were able to make this transition, but even the newer
practitioners found the legacy of the past hard to shake off. Typical
of these constraints was the attitude towards the new, smaller cameras
then beginning to emerge. Christopher Brunel said this of early
encounters with the new miniature cameras:

The tradition of your formal cameras was hard to shake

off - you set them up (rather like you set up in a

film studio), you had to get everything right, and you

pressed the trigger - and that was that, you didn't

even take a spare one or an alternative. That's one

of the things that the miniature cameras were slowly

breaking. It did give the photographer the chance of

playing around with movement, or taking (great

luxury!), three or four pictures of the same subject

within a minute...20

-It was already apparent in the late 1920s that the demands of

the emerging popular press would make inroads into established
attitudes towards the application of the photograph in the press,
and the miniature cameras demanded a fundamental re—appraisal of the

medium in their acceptance and use. The earliest of these cameras

(the German Leica) was pioneered by the engineer Oscar Barnack in the
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late 1920s, and by the early 1930s, the original concept had been
refined into a mass-production precision optical instrument. Although
recognised by many photographers as a major advance in photographic
technology, its acceptance in the world of the press—-photographers and
the news media of the day was less enthusiastic, primarily for
production considerations. The problem was not with the camera, but
with the film it used. This was sprocketed conventional 35mm film-
stock, but run horizontally through the camera instead of vertically
as in the film—cameras. A standard load could manage 36 exposures to
a negative size of 36mm x 24mm, with special magazines for up to 250
exposures - although these were rarely used. This offered the
photographer great range aand versatility in the picture-taking
process, yet in conventional press terms of the period, was very
difficult to manipulate in the processing and printing stages once the
film was out of the camera. To appreciate these problems, it is
necessary to look at conventional press and news photography practice
at the time.

The average newspaper or press agency darkroom was equipped to
deal with the standard large-—format plate negatives used in press
cameras of the day, usually in sizes of 9 cms x 12 cms, 3 1/4 ins x 4
1/4 ins, or 5 ins x 4 ins. The standard press film was likely to be
orthochromatic, which was insensitive to red light, and so could be
processed under examination by red light in the darkroom. The
standard approach to press and news photography of the period was
simple. The photographer carried a fairly bulky, but not unduly heavy
camera such as the Speed Graphic (particularly in America) or the VN
or Minimum Palmos, together with up to a dozen loaded single dark-
slides. Typical of the 1930s news-photographers approach was that of

John Topham, a freelance of the period:
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I preferred the VN press camera, but you just got into
the habit when you went out on a job of carrying half-
a—-dozen plateholders in your pocket - invariably, the
first picture you took was always the best.

The job of the photographer was simply to get a picture as
quickly as possible, write the barest details of the event or
personality in soft-lead pencil on the back of the plateholder, and
get the film to the processors as quickly as possible, often by motor-
cycle messenger. It was a matter of some honour to 'get the picture'
first, and so with the bulky yet simple cameras of the period, a
clear, sharp image was all that was required. Once the films or
plates arrived at the processors, they were roughly processed by hand,
and placed wet into an enlarger and a proof-print quickly made for the
editor or agency news desk to see. The large size of the camera-
original negative allowed for much abuse, and so the rough-—and-ready
approach to the processing rarely damaged or made the negative
unusable.

Darkroom practices and print-production methods of this type
were quite unsuitable for the semi-scientific approach required of the
new miniature films and their cameras. Great cleanliness and care in
unloading the miniature cassettes was essential, and the solutions for
developing and fixing the negatives had to be mixed, stored, and used
with precision and accuracy. Furthermore, many of the miniature film
emulsions were panchromatic, that is, sensitive to all wavebands in
the visible spectrum, and so all processing of the negatives had to
take place in total darkness. Also, any errors in camera technique
were magnified upon the small negatives being enlarged to any degree,
and so a casual shooting technique was impossible. All these
constraints of a technical nature militated against the early
acceptance of the minlature camera approach within the news and press
world generally, but this was not the only consideration against the

)

new format.
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The final consideration that weighed against the adoption of
the miniature camera concept was that surrounding the choice and
variety offered by the 36-exposure film cassette. The 'getting the
picture' press attitude of the 1920s and early 1930s was endorsed, if
not initiated, at editorial level. The facility of the miniature
camera as a narrative tool, or as the means by which the photo—essay
might be produced was not appreciated by the newspaper editors and
picture—-editors of the time. They were as much a product of their
tradition, as were the photographers, and they had difficulty in
coming to terms with the new dimensions of sequence and quantity
offered by the 35mm system in terms of picture-selection and editing.

For such reasons, the miniature camera - and to a lesser
extent, the compact rollfilm camera — rarely found favour with the
newspapers of the early 1930s, and this persisted up to, and
including, the outbreak of the Second World War. It is important to
discern the reasons for this continued reluctance to grasp the
potential offered by these new technical advances, as it remains the
subject of much misunderstanding.

It is often proposed that post-Second World War photography
became emancipated from earlier constraints because previously cameras
were heavy and bulky, films were less sensitive, lenses were less
advanced optically, and so actuality photography was not therefore
possible, or at least, far more difficult. In fact, cameras, film
emulsions and lenses existed as early as 1935 which, to all intents
and purposes rival those availabie today, and from a technical
viewpoint, there is no reason why narrative and photo-journalistic
images could not have appeared in the general and newspaper press of

the day. The reasons why they did not do so are paradoxical, and
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relate to the application of photography, and not to photography
itself.
The press and editorial establishments - both in Britain and

America - were reluctant to embrace the new technical advances in
photography because they were slow to realise its potential. The
photographers, in their turn, were constrained by their aesthetic,
professional and craft traditions so they had difficulty in moulding
the new techniques into a creative tool without external stimulus to
do so. Referring again to Christopher Brunel, who was experimenting
with the Leica 35mm miniature camera in the middle 1930s in his
freelance photography:

Even with the so-called freedom of the freelance

photographer, one had to work within certain confines

of the stereotype and the cliche. One had to obey

certain laws of photography - the ideas of composition

were drummed into me. People used rather heavy

filters a lot - largely a question of style in those

days - of getting nice, contrasty clouds in the

picture.22

It was because there was such a fertile level of development

within the mass printed media and in photography in particular during
the 1920s and early 1930s that the documentary movement was able to
emerge and flourish in the latter part of the 1930s. Without such an
involvement in the public domain through the press of the post-First
World War years, it is questionable if the documentary movement could

have received the endorsement from government and civil authorities

that it inherited in terms of official validity and credibility.
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Chapter Three - The Documentary Idea

The middle years of the 1930s in the United States of America
saw the emergence of the Farm Security Administration archive of
photographs, a collection which has now become recognised and
acknowledged as a watershed in the development of photography as a
medium of social record and comment. The single factor that marked
this plece of visual documentation as being founded within new
concepts of photographic application rested within the method by which
it was commissioned and endorsed. This is discussed in the
introduction to a book on the work of Margaret Bourke—-White by
Theodore Brown in these words:

Beginning in 1935, the Farm Security Administration
assigned a group of otherwise unemployed photographers
to travel and make pictures around the country. Under
the brilliant direction of Roy E Stryker, the FSA
photographers created an archive of over 200,000
photographs which were eventually deposited in the
Library of Congress. Among the fine artists working
on the seven—-year survey were Dorothea Lange, Walker
Evans and John Vachon. At about the same time, other
photographers found employment under the Works
Progress Administration Federal Arts Project.

Berenice Abbott and the painter Ben Shahn were two who

turned their cameras on the Depression to document its
depredations.1

The Farm Security Administration (FSA) was established by President
Roosevelt, and so in effect, the American government was formally
proposing and endorsing the creation of this récord. It is this
single dimension of 'official' and govermment involvement that marks
the turning point between the photographic social record and the
creation of the soclial documentary movement in still photography. As

Gail Buckland writes in The Magic Image in the section devoted to the

photographer, Dorothea Lange:
The project was the beginning of large-scale

documentary photography in which there were no
obligations to editor or sensation-loving public.2
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This emancipation of photography from constraints of editorial
interference and datelines allowed the growth of a personal level of
involvement and social concern not previously evidenced in the work of
earlier record photographers. In the work of the government-sponsored
FSA photographers and their contemporaries, the concept of the
'concerned' photographer was established, many extending their
photography into the published book format with text to underline and
illuminate their compassionate images. Examples of this form of
documentary presentation can be found in the work of Margaret Bourke-

White and Erskine Caldwell in the book You have Seen their Faces,

published in November 1937. Margaret Bourke—-White did not have need
of the subsidy offerea by the government agencies such as the FSA,

but was instinctively drawn to document the upheavals in the social
and economic life of America in the period. Bourke-White and Caldwell
began travelling in Junme 1936, and their tour took them through eight
states, from South Carolina to Louisiana, the results of this trip
being published eighteen months later. The impact of this new style
of documentary presentation was immediate, the critics being fulsome
in their prgise of this combination of text and pictures. Typical is

the review by Ralph Thompson in The New York Times ~ "...Margaret

Bourke-White's full page photographs...is as arresting a statement of
the plight of the Southern Tenant farmers as we have ever had..the
plctures produce such an effect...that the text serves principally to
illustrate them."3 A further example of this style of writer/
photographer collaboration can be found in the Walker Evans and James

Agee production, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, which was somewhat

overshadowed by the Bourke-White and Caldwell book, yet which had

direct links with the FSA programme, of which Evans was a participant.
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This book‘was based around the life of the share-croppers and their
settings, and although not finally published until after the start of
the Second World War - five years after the work was begun in 1936 -
it remains (in Gail Buckland's words) "a documentary milestone."4
If such levels of personal commitment (allied to official

government endorsement and patronage) were in themselves not capable
of creating a new and exciting impetus to photography as a medium of
social record, there was a further and more immediate development in
the press and publishing world which guaranteed a mass exposure of
this new level of endeavour. On November 23rd, 1936, the first issue
of a new illustrated magazine was published, and the founder of this
publication, Henry R. Luce, made this statement in the prospectus for
Life magazine:

...to see life; to see the world; to eyewitness great

events;...to see strange things;...to see things

thousands of miles away;...to see and take pleasure in

seeing; to see and be amazed; to see and be
instructed...to see, and to show, is the mission now

undertaken by a new kind of publication.6

The publication of Life magazine - and the later Look

publication of January 5th, 1937 - saw a uniting of the various
components that comprised the documentary movement in America to that
date. The combination of a new ethic in photography as a medium of
social comment and record (now officially patronised by government),
linked to technical advances in photographic and reprographic
processes, ensured the creation of a new media force with its basis
in journalism and photography. Theodore Brown writes of this fusion:

The mid-thirties were ripe for a photographic-
journalistic medium; people seemed hungry for the
concrete, realistic look at the world that photography
provides. The Luce establishment had both stimulated
and fed this hunger with the visually rich FORTUNE,
begun in 1930, and the MARCH OF TIME newsreels,
started in 1935. By 1938, a contemporary observer
commented that 'the average citizen acquired most of.
his news through the medium of pictures.6
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In the pioneer work of these American photographers, can be seen the
firm and unmistakeable establishment of a tradition in documentary
photography which distanced their work from that of their
predecessors. As Gail Buckland writes:
The 'Compassionate Photographers' brought back
historical documents. In comparison to anything that
was being produced in England at thét time.thfg were
milestones in the advance of photo-journalism

It was in the cinema that the British documentary impefus
first manifested itself, and by the end of the decade, this movement
had influenced photography, and its application in the press of the
day. Such documentary impulses in the visual media were parallelled
by further influences of a literary and social nature, which gave the
British documentary movement its unique national character. When Paul
Rotha wrote that "documentary film is the use of the film medium to
interpret in social terms the life of the people as it exists in
reality”, he was articulating the conviction of feeling that permeated
much of the British press, literary circles, and art of the period.8
The similarities also expressed themselves in the particularly insular
dimension that manifested itself in much of the film and photography
emanating from the British documentary movement, and led Stuart Hall
to talk of "this domestication of the documentary impulse -which in
the English setting proved to be both its characte;istic strength and
its weakness..."?

The British documentary movement in the years from 1930 onward
was at best a volatile and unstable creation. 1In reviewing its
relevance, even In hindsight, it is difficult to arrive at considered
judgements without being aware of the fragility of the movement.
Unlike the American photographic tradition which was being established

simultaneously across the Atlantic, the British movement lacked the

45~



resources of formal government endorsement, being dependent upon
quasi-official sponsorship - with all the attendant iansecurities of
finance and support — and was bedevilled by its sheer introversion and
limited international appeal. The American photographers were
documenting human suffering and deprivation as it was, and as it
should be seen, and inherent in this approach was a sense of inter-
national awareness that such problems were not limited to their
continent. When setting the British documentary movement against such
broad sweeps of the camera as were being practised by the Americans,
it becomes a victim of its own insularity. Perhaps the greatest
promise that the brief emergence of the documentary movement offered,
lay in the future rather than in the immediate fulfilment of the
present. Within such a movement, traditions could be established for
later reference, and guidelines established which identified national
characteristics and attitudes. Grierson never lost sight of the long-
term aim of the documentary film - placed unequivocally in the public
domain - in these words:

The documentary film must pursue, in the deepest

sense, the way of education, and long-distance

education at that, or it loses its special claim to

consideration.l0

The emergence of a British documentary movement in photography

in the 1930s equal to that in America, or even related to the filmic
discipline in Britain, is hard to establish. 1In varying degrees, both
the previously-discussed movements shared common credentials in terms
of government and official sponsorship, social awareness and concern,
and a recognition that the media of film and photography could, and

should contribute to an awakening of public consciousness to problems

of society of the period. 1In searching for such qualities within
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photography itself in Britain, the rewards are scant. As discussed
earlier, the evolution of the profession of photography in Britain,
and its application in the press provided many interlinked and
interrelated areas of practice, the sheer varlety of which confused
the emergence of a documentary movement with the intellectual base
offered by that in America.

The early 1930s saw photography in Britain divided into three
fairly identifiable genres. Firstly, the purely amateur market for
recreational photography, now expanded as a result of modern marketing
techniques allied to mass production methods. Secondly, the broad
mass of professional photographers, mainly employed by the press, but
now moving into areas of industrial and commercial practice. Finally;
the photographers who operated in areas of mainly aesthetic practice,
typified by Cecil Beaton and Bill Brandt. The intellectual stimulus
was provided in the main by the latter group of photographers,
primarily as a result of their education, but also because they were
most likely to meet with other artists, writers, and journalists who
shared their interests and opinions. The professional photographers
were in the main apprenticed into the profession, and as such, tended
to regard the making of a photograph as a job, for which they received
financial reward. Within the amateur group or market, were emerging
what in post—-war years became known as the semi-professional, or
serious amateur. This new approach to photography was part of the
legacy of the small miniature 35mm cameras which offered tremendous
potential for natural history, travel, and sports and action photo-
graphy.

From all these various styles and groups of photographers was

to emerge a gradual awareness that photography could be utilised as an
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instrument of social comment and narration, even of social change. To
pinpoint any specific contribution - as a result of which the British
documentary photographer 'came of age' - is difficult, but there are
signposts to be observed, and which cumulatively propose a change in
perceptions of, and response to, the practice of photography. 1In a
chronological sense, by the early 1930s, the technical equipment and
processes existed which could affect a radical change in attitudes to
photography, particularly in terms of low-light situations, candid
photography, and the making of action photographs. Allied to this was
an awareness by certain photographers that such technologies held
great poténtial, but that as yet, the institutions of the press and
publishing were not ready to use them. The final ingredient rested in
a growing public awareness of the world and society in which they
lived, and the fact that the newspaper and press and publishing
industries would have to meet this demand for information. In dis- -
cussions with other photographers of this period, such as John
Topham and Thurston Hopkins, the overall impression one gains is that
they were aware of the pressures and limitations upon them during this
period, but that there was little they could do about it. With the
benefit of hindsight, it is easy perhaps to be critical of the lack of
social consclence, but to quote a typical assignment of the type
experienced by Thurston Hopkins:

I remember there was a magnolia tree in the City, and

this always had to be photographed every year in

blossom, and if you could get a young girl typist to

eat her sandwiches under it in her lunch-hour, that

was your picture - it would be bound to be in the

evening paper the day after....ll

Assignmments of such an undemanding nature were bound to erode any

sense of social purpose on the photographer's behalf, and in writing
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the introduction to a monograph on his photography, Thurston Hopkins
has this to say concerning his early days in press-work in the mid-
1930's.
Bitter as the experience had been in many ways it
taught me a good deal about life, as well as
photography. I learned how to cope with sudden
difficulties, to swiftly improvise, and to work,
unconcernedly, in all weather conditions and
unhospitable circumstances.l2
In the writings of Thurston Hopkins, Bert Hardy, and their contem-
poraries, one can seunse frustration and irritation at the curbs
and constraints placed upon them by the editorial attitudes of the
period. Still, being in the main dependent upon newspapers and press-
agencies for their income and survival, they were aware of new
developments in picture magazines on the Continent, and the potential
that such periodicals offered in terms.of photographic endeavour.
Derrick Knight writes of this period:
By the 1930s, the newspapers started to expand their
own photographic departments, but still, only in a
very small way. The end of the 1920's and the early
thirties can be described as the heyday of the
agencies, when there were seventeen full members of
PAPPA (the Proprietors Association of Press
Photographic Agencies).l3
It was for agencies such as Central Press Photos, Alfieri's, News
Illustrated, and others that photographers such as Thurston Hopkins
worked, the newspapers themselves only slowly awakening to the need to
issue and control their photographs, rather than be dependent upon
what was supplied to them.
Perhaps the first and most identifiable product of changing

attitudes and values towards photography emanated from the more

discerning area of photography represented by photographers of the
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calibre of Bill Brandt and Cecil Beaton. 1In the early 1930s, both
these highly individual énd visually-aware photographers had already
established a reputation within the field of the visual arts - Brandt
returning to England having studied with Man Ray in Paris, whilst
Beaton was active both in photography and stage and set design. They
were considerably distanced from their press and news colleagues both
in terms of their socilal background and education, and by not having
to accept the day-to-day chores that assailed the less socially-
advantaged professional photographers. Such advantages obviously
rankled the less-fortunate, and John Topham, who in the early 1930's
(like Thurston Hopkins) was learning his trade, said of Beaton:
Cecil Beaton started in society with a box—brownie as
a boy...he was 'in' socially for a start...l4

In such comments, one can still sense that there was a clear social
distinction between the 'tradesmen' approach of the professional and
commercial cameramen with their darkroom apprenticeship mode of entry
into professional practice, and the 'gentlemen artists' represented by
Beaton and Brandt. Each respects the other's photography, but perhaps
not their mode of operation.

In 1936, was published what can now be identified as perhaps
the sole example of British documentary photography allied to social

comment to appear as a published book - Bill Brandt's The English At

Home. 1In this work, Brandt took his camera into the enclaves of
social privilege to present a quietly passionate view of the social
divides which existed in British society of the period. 1In
discussion with this photographer, it becomes apparent that it would
be dangerous to assume that a strong sense of social conscience was

the prime motivation for his photographs. 1In all his work, Brandt is

=50~



primarily visually motivated and of this period in his development, he
states that "I wasn't aware of doing anything particularly different
at the time", although of course such comments made in hindsight
should be treated with caution.l® This visual motivation is

touched upon in the section devoted to his work in The Magic Image:

Bill Brandt made early documentaries of middle-class
life which he collected in a remarkable book, 'The
English at Home'. He showed the stiff-upper-lipped
parlour-maids, with their starched caps and aprons,
standing by the laden dining-table, running the hot
bath, or pulling down the blinds on to this ugly,
cosy, virginia-creepered world. In the 1930s Brandt
concentrated on showing the black depression of
England in her economic crisis. He was subsequently
influenced by the Surrealists; his Surrealism is
perhaps nearest to Chirico and Magritte.16

Brandt's self-effacing approach to his work borders on detachment-
when discussing his photography from this period, and yet the
importance of this book lies perhaps in its very singularity as much

as in anything else. Like later developments in the picture-

magazines, The English at Home remains an identifiable object in

establishing an evolving social awareness in photography and the
visual arts, and in a purely chronological sense, is the first
dateable statement of such an evolution.

The work that Brandt's contemporary, Cecil Beaton was carrying
out at this stage in his career was more diffuse and even ambiguous.

In the introduction to The Best of Beaton, Truman Capote identified

the elusive quality that has always been associated with this
photographer:
It is not difficult to discern Beaton's influence in
the work of others; a harder task is to identify those
who have influenced him.l7

Whilst in the early 1930s, Brandt was influenced by modern art

traditions, Beaton was professionally engaged in commercial photo-
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graphy (he worked for Conde Nast and Harpers' Bazaar intermitteatly),
had public exhibitions of photography (Cooling Gallery, London, 1930),
and of stage and set design (Redfern Gallery, London, 1936). Such a
diverse creative activity perhaps prohibited the emergence of a style
as clear as that being displayed by Bill Brandt at this period, and
yet in the later years of the decade, and in the war years of the
1940's, both these English photographers produced work of great power
and beauty which in no way compromised its social relevance.

The inter-war years from 1918 to the outbreak of the Second
World War in 1939 rarely involved British photographers - official or
otherwise - in actual theatres of war. The two main identiable
conflicts of the period were the Abyssinian War of 1935, in which
Italy invaded that nation on October 3rd, and the Spanish Civil War of
1936-1939. There was also the continuing level of internal struggles

in China, which Albert Leventhal describes as "...thirty-eight years
of local insurrections and civil war, of regional blood-baths and
piratical incursions”.l8 1In the latter conflict, Japan was involved
intermittently as well, in her attempt to expand her own areas of
influence and interest.

Such conflicts deserve consideration, for although British
interests and formal military commitment was not involved, there were
political overtones that affected British interests, and for the first
time, moral dilemmas were being viewed through the lens of the camera.
The short Abyssinian war of 1935 was perhaps the first 'modern' feat
of arms in terms of its press coverage and newsworthiness. The
Fascist state of Italy saw in Abyssinia a chance to show the world
what a modern, industrially-based totalitarian state could do in terms

of armed interference in the affairs of another nation, and also

-52-—



viewed the campaign as a chance to show off the competence of the new,
Fascist Italian Army and Air Force. Regardless of the eventual
outcome of this campaign, it became a war in which the world's press
was committed on both sides, and so in theory, might be the first
'accurately-observed' war. The reality was somewhat different - both
the Italians and the Abyssinian regime keeping the correspondents away
from much of the action, and as there were long periods of stalemate
followed by equally long periods of consolidation, the inevitable
temptation to create their own war became irresistable. To quote
Phillip Knightley:

Since an invented story, unhampered by facts, makes

more exciting reading than a heavily-censored account

of a minor engagement, newspapers plumped for stories

from Addis Abbaba, and this created a false impression of

what was happening in Abyssinia.19
That such a temptation extended to photographers and film-crews is

not in doubt. One British press photographer, P.H.F. Tovey of the

Daily Express wrote of his frustrations in a later publication, and

obviously endured "...hours of unrelieved idleness with always the
promise of action postponed until 'tomorrow', but never kept, needless
to say".20 The Abyssinian War promised to be a great adventure
for the world's press, but ended as a shabby affair, in which,
regrettably, the photographers displayed "inexperience, lack of
standards and professional dishonesty".24

The Spanish Civil War, which began almost on cue as the
Abysinnian campaign eﬁded in the spring of 1936, became a very
different affair indeed. By its conclusion in 1939, it had witnessed
all the feared and predicted horrors of systematic aerial bombing of
civilians, and had aroused international participation, particularly

on behalf of the Fascist states of Italy and Germany. Such military
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ventures were matched by the commitment of Soviet Russia on the
Republican side, with international brigades from Britain, America,
and elsewhere. It was as much an ideological conflict as a civil war
- with the new totalitarian European states in direct confrontation
with the forces of international socialism. Such conditions ensured a
world-wide coverage of the event, but also witnessed a harnessing of
the visual media to support particular and partisan viewpoints and
attitudes.

The specific British involvement in photography of the war was
sporadic and mainly press—initiated and based. For example, the Daily
Express photographer already involved in the Abyssinian campaign,
P.H.F. Tovey was almost Iimmediately committed on behalf of his
newspaper and quickly discovered that "Faking was the order of the
day, even a tumble-down cottage was used as a background, and bodies
placed in heaps to look like casualties of war".22 1ewinski writes
"...censorship in Spain was very strict. Foreign correspondents aund
photographers, unless acting on behalf of and in co-operation with one
of the sides, were hampered at every sfep".23 Under such conditions,
iﬁ is hardly surprising to find little genuine combat material with
any validity, and even work of the great American photographer, Robeft
Capa, being suspect in its origin and authenticity.24 In a war of
ideology, in which the 'truth' becomesa commodity with a changing
value, and in which all the methods of modern warfare and propaganda
are being implemented, to expect the camera to have been anything but
partial was an over—ambitious ideal. That many photographers behaved
with great courage is not in doubt, but they were already being
absorbed into a political arena in which the individual negative or

frame—of-film was merely part of a far greater persuasive medium of
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international dimensions, and all they could do, at best, was just
take their photographs. However, unlike Abyssinia, the quality of
these pictures was of a far greater emotional quality. 1In the bombing
of civilians, it was possible to capture the fear and indignity of it
all, and the new miniature cameras were finally being used in the
proper manner as visual notebooks by which these events might be
recorded and observed. Furthermore, from the viewpoint of British

documentary photography and its application, the issue of Picture Post

of December 3rd, 1938 carried the feature "This Is War™, with this
sub-heading - "The pictures on these and the following pages were
taken during the great battle for the Ebro. They tell the whole story
of a counter—attack by government troops. But they are not presented
as propaganda for, or against, either side. They are simply a record
of modern war from the inside".25 This feature was illustrated by
Robert Capa who, by that time, had been in Spain for two years, and
was by now "...in truth a famous photographer, talented and nearly
rich..."26 Perhaps in Capa's work, and to a lesser extent in that
of his colleague, David Seymour ('Chim'), can be seen the essence of
what the Spanish Civil War represents in terms of war photography.
Perhaps at last, the camera had become a compassionate instrument,
directed at the effect of war as much as towards war itself. If Capa
made direct statements in his photographs, then Seymour's evocative
and powerful studies of a people at war are perhaps moreztheir
monument than Capa's 'decisive moment' approach.

The lesser, but more protracted struggle in China has never
received the coverage allotted to the European events in Spain.
Perhaps, as at the time, it did not appear to have the relevance it

later assumed. Until the declaration of hostilities by Japan in
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December 1941, all that the world knew of the struggle was the Sino-
Japanese conflict over Manchuria, which dated back to 1931, and even.
earlier. However, in the aggression of 1936, which involved the
bombing of civilians by the Japanese, simllarities were evident in the
widening of war to include the civilian population, and like the
Kondor Legion of the Luftwaffe in Spain, the Japanese Imperial Army
Air Force was using the Sino-Japanese conflict as a training-ground
for later participation across the Pacific. Much of the photography
taken in this theatre of war was carried out by agency men, mainly
from United Press International, although freelance photographers such
as Edgar Snow produced quality work for Life magazine. It is,
however, often average in quality, and stereotypes —_such as the image
of victorious troops standing on an enemy aircraft brought down by
anti-aircraft gunfire - almost exactly match similar images from Spain
The troubled period of the late 1930s not only saw major
conflicts in China, Spain, and elsewhere, but in such conflicts, all
the new ingredients of the mass—media were there to be used. By the
newsmen, (both with camera and notebook), a new aggressive approach wayg
being adopted. Matching such aggression was a new and formal attitude
towards censorship, manifested not only by curtailing access to battle
zones, and by stopping and editing pictures and copy to meet political
and ideological expediencies, but by the staging and contrivance of
faked events to simulate a proposed 'reality'. Such attitudes were
now disseminated through formal propaganda agencies, illustrated
picture magazines, cinema newsreels, and the press. It was in this
period, and through such channels of communication, that the concept
of the mass—-media became a practical reality, and the documentary
movement in photography being part of that reality became subsumed

within it - a point discussed by Stuart Hall in these terms:
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The characteristic tense of the news photo 1s the
historic instantaneous. All history is converted
into 'today', cashable and explicable in terms of
the immediate. 1In the same moment, all history is
mythified - it undergoes an instantaneous
mythification. The image loses its motivation._ It
appears, 'maturally', to have selected itself.27

It is this dimension that permeated unot only the images of Robert Capa
in Spain during the Civil War, but began to appear in the press and
news photographs of the same period. In the instantaneous frozen
frame of the airship Hindenburg exploding in flames at Lakehurst, New
Jersey in 1937, in the photographs of the massive Nazi rallies in
Nuremburg, Berlin, and elsewhere in the late 1930s, and in the press-
photograph of Chamberlain at Heston airport after his meeting with
Hitler in 1938 - here can be seen the deliberate and intended making
of myth, as much in the application of the image as in the image
itself. It was the realisation that the photograph had such a
currency, uninhibited by language or culture, that brought the camera
into the forefront of the 'Qeaponry' to be deployed by the mass-—-media
forces in the forthcoming conflict of the Second World War.

The outstanding photographer emerging on the continent of
Europe in the early 1930s was Henri Cartier-Bresson. Excited by the
photography of Man Ray and Eugene Atget, he started photography whilst
a student in England in 1928. By 1936, he had been travelling and
taking photography seriously, working almost exclusively in the
'actualite' tradition. He had major exhibitions in Madrid in 1934;
Mexico City in 1935, and in New York in 1935. He was one of the first
photographers to embrace the new miniature camera in the shape of the
German Leica with which he has worked almost exclusively. The classic
phrase over the importance of capturing 'the decisive moment' comes

from this Cartier Bresson view of the medium:

-57-



Photography is for me the development of a plastic

medium, based on the pleasure of observing and the

ability to capture a decisive moment in a constant

struggle with time.28

In Cartier-Bresson's work can be seen the conscious and
deliberate attempt to use the single still photograph as a
quintessential image. In such an approacﬁ to photography - in which a
definitive and singular picture is obtained -~ the element of timing,
and the ability to discern at what stage the shutter should be
released formed the motivation behind the creation of the resulting
image.
An alternative approach to that being demonstrated by Cartier-

Bresson could be seen in the narrative and sequential style of
photography then being practised in Germany. The concept of the
'photo—essay' was produced in response to the layout requirements of
the new illustrated magazines, in which the editorial policy laid
great emphasis on spreads of photographs rather than upon a single
photograph. 1In this approach, pictures were required to relate to ome
another - to complement - so that the overall pattern created a
narrative illustration which was 'read' rather than looked at, or
glanced over. This narrative approach had connotations with
journalism, and the use of sets of photographs required much care not
only in graphic presentation, but in the writing and assembly of the
relevant text and captions. Such editorial developments stimulated a
new form of photography in which the photographer's role transcended
that of the conventional press—photographer. Now, an appreciation and
understanding of the media and context within which the photographs

would be used became an essential discipline for the illustrative

photographer.
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Perhaps the photographer to whom the credit must be given for
the éreation of 'pictorial journalism' is Felix H. Man. In this
photographer's work - and the evolution of the illustrated magazine in
Germany — can be traced the application which would later fuel the
documentary impulse in Britain. Man was born in 1893, and by the late
1920s was a well-established editorial photographer in Germany. More
a journalist with a camera than a photographer per se, Man produced

some eighty 'photo-essays' for the Munchner Illustrierte Presse, and a

further forty for the Berliner Illustrierte magazine. However, when

the National Socialist party came to power under Hitler in Germany in
1933, Man decided to leave, and came to Britain in 1934. The person
who accompanied him, Stefan Lorant, provided the final link in the
establishment of a British photo—-documentary ethic based upon concepts
of pictorial journalism, a developing social awareness, and the use of
the picture—magazine as an instrument of social comment rather than
mere illustration.

The picture-magazine, and its development, had technical
reference points. The high quality of picture reproduction made
possible by the use of the rotagravure process fuelled the use of
pictures and photographs as methods of illustration, and by the late
1920s, such periodicals were numerous on the continent. In Britain,
at the time Stefan Lorant and Felix Man arrived from Germany, the

Illustrated London News was the main picture magazine utilising high-

quality gravure reproduction. However, this was purely an illustrated
magazine, displaying no political or social awareness, the features
being exclusively of 'general interest'. When Stefan Lorant left

Germany, he had been editor-in-chief of the Munchner Illustrierte,

referred to by Rune Hassner as "perhaps the most interesting and vital
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pictorial in Germany".29 In this magazine, the emphasis was upon
unposed news pictures, and 'photo-interviews' - the photographers
involved (including Felix Man and Walter Bosshard), often using the
new 35mm miniature cameras.

The picture magazine, Weekly Illustrated was established by

the controlling company, Odhams Press, and launched on July 7th, 1934
with Stefan Lorant as editor. Immediatély, he began to make use of
his colleague Felix Man, and also featured Bill Brandt in early
issues. He also commissioned established British press and news
photographers such as James Jarche, Edward Malindine, Reuben Saidman
and others who had previously worked on newspapers such as the Daily
Herald and for the usual press agencies.

Lorant's stay at Odhams was brief, and by 1937, he had been
asked by Edward Hulton - the founder of the Hulton Press - to plan and
edit a new picture magazine for them. Drawing upon a nucleus of
editorial talent that included Tom Hopkinson, who had also worked at
Odhams, Lorant created a magazine that was to carry the British

documentary idea in photography for the best part of twenty years.

The first issue of Picture Ppst appeared on October 1lst, 1938, and was
an immediate success. After only four months, the print run was for
1,350,000 copies, an enormous quantity for the period. These early
days are reviewed by Tom Hopkinson in the introduction to the
anthology of the magazine, and it is obvious that Lorant's way of
working caused problems:

He could only work when he had generated a head of
excitement and enthusiasm. There was also sharp
division inside the firm as to what kind of magazine
this was to be. For Lorant and myself the main
interest was that it should be strongly political,
'anti-Fascist' in the language of the time; we also
believed that the magazine's success depended on its
taking such a line. But being 'anti-Fascist' meant
'left-wing' - and our proprietor, Edward Hulton, was a
staunch Conservative.30

-60-



Lorant's great energy, despite political conflicts at management

level, quickly stabilised Picture Post into a vehicle for social

comment and criticism. Now that Lorant and Hopkinson had virtually a
free hand, they were able to combine the journalistic and photographic
ideas they shared into a cohesive visual document which shared both
commercial success and intellectual quality. This final bringing
together of the British literary tradition and the European revolution
in magazine production produced the unique documentary quality of this
magazine of which Stuart Hall has written:
Something of the quality of 'Picture Post' is to be
attributed directly to the fusion of these two distinct
journalistic traditions: the tradition of social
comment and rapportage which Hopkinson inherited
through English journalism and political writing in the
30s, and the revolutionary developments in layout,
typography, and photography which flowered on the
continent, in both commercial and avant-garde circles,
in the inter-war years, and of which Lorant himself,
and his photographers were able exponents".31
To this, perhaps the contribution of the British photographic
establishment should be added. Although perhaps not as radical in
their approach as their European contemporaries, and denied the access
to picture magazines enjoyed on the continent, the British press,
news, and commercial photographers had by this time established a
clear tradition in observational photography that was later to develop
and emerge into an almost recognisable British approach within
documentary photography. As Ian Jeffrey writes of these immediately
pre-war years:
Rather than tableaux, photographers now offered real-
life fragments, showing their protagonists in actionm,
and in contact with a world beyond the frame. 1In
1938/9 photo~stories lengthened, and in 'Picture Post'
the more exhaustive surveys took up to 8 and 9 pages

each, with many candid pictures taken on an emphatic
diagonal..."32

-61-



In the pre-war issues of Picture Post, can be seen the most instantly

recognisable awakening of a documentary reality in photography,
journalism, and the press, and the continuing evolution of this
magazine and its imitators is in itself part of the British

documentary idea. The pioneering spirit of Picture Post matched the

inception of the earlier Life magazine in America, and in these two
periodicals can be seen a common social impulse represented in
published words and pictures. 1In British terms, there emerged in

Illustrated magazine a circulation rival to Picture Post, yet which

never equalled the unequivocally critical stance of the Hulton
publication, despite a pedigree which dated back to the Weekly
Illustrated magazine of 1934. The progressive policies adopted by the

staff of Picture Post under the early guidance of Stefan Lorant

offered a continuity of approach that was perpetuated when the
exigencies of war caused changes in its management and structure. No
other magazine can claim to have offered so many new concepts in
editorial style, layout, and the use of the photographic image coupled
to an uncompromising use of words and images as a medium of criticism
and comment. As Stuart Hall writes:

Picture Post captured for the still commercially-

produced 'news' photograph a new social reality: the

domain of everyday life. The decisive ability of

'Picture Post' lies in its ability to look hard and
record” .33

If the British documentary tradition in photography did not emerge
with the immediate clarity that appears to have been accredited to the

American genre, then the emergence of magazines such as Picture Post

perhaps gave documentary photographs a public viewing place, and by so
doing, helped to promote them. The commercial success of Picture

Post was a public endorsement of many of the progressive policies that
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Lorant and his colleagues had been proposing since 1934, and the
existence of a receptive audience helped create the market and context
within which documentary photography could expand and diversify.

The role that photography performed in magazines such

as Picture Post and Illustrated had an entertainment and

persuasive function inherent within it; in fact, the photograph
had become subsumed into the editorial fabric of the publication.
Once the photographer relinquished his prints to the editorial
staff, all control over their usage was lost, and in that sense,
the line between editing, censorship, and misappropriation
became very fine indeed. However, there was one area of
photographic practice in which the fundamental aspects of
documentary reality were being more thoroughly observed, and
where the photographer remained in control of his medium, both in
ifs realisation and appligation. This was the Mass Observation
survey of 1937 and 1938.

The impetus and direction of Mass Observation had its origin
in the intellectual attitudes of Charles Madge and Tom Harrisson,
who founded the movement in 1937. The background of these two
men — Madge was a writer and poet, Harrisson an anthropologist -
created an emphasis upon observation rather than comment, and
this was echoed in their stated aims in a Mass Observation
pamphlet issued in 1937:

On this data science will one day build new hypotheses
and theories. 1In the meantime, we must patiently
amass material, without unduly prejudging or pre-
selecting from the total number of available facts.
All this material, all the reports from our observers,
carefully filed, will be a reference library
accessible to every genuine research worker .34

The 'data' referred to was to be gathered in three ways. Initially,

by inviting ordinary people to report on their everyday lives in diary
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form. Secondly, by recruiting teams of observers, whose role was to
watch, listen, and document all aspects of ordinary behaviour.
Finally, to present a subjective view offered by poets, writers, and
artists to complement the objective, documentary bias of the
observers. The entire concept behind the process was the gathering of
information, that would "contribute to an increase in the general
social consciousness"35 through an approach which "aims to be a
scientific study of human social behaviour, beginning at home" . 36
With the benefit of hindsight, such ambitions seem nebulous and vague,
Tom Picton has written of the Mass Observation approach:

Mass Observers were ghosts of those earnest Victorians

collecting butterflies, classifying fossils, pressing

botanical specimens into their notebooks, but without

any theories to tie all the information together.

They were part of a documentary movement which

worshipped the 'fact'. ‘'Facts', they believed, would

make you free .37

Regardless of the relative value of the Mass Observation

movement in terms of overall effect, it remains an almost unique event
in British culture, and the material now deposited at the Mass
Observation Archive at the University of Sussex bears witness to such
a claim. The role that photography, ;nd the photographers, played in
the creation of such material remained obscure until as late as 1977,
when an exhibition entitled Worktown was produced, and initially shown
at the University of Sussex as part of a programme under the direction
of Hilary Lane by the Gardner Centre Gallery. In the catalogue
accompanying this exhibition, David Mellor, who organised the
exhibition, claimed that "the art, and particularly the photography

associated with the movement is largely unknown" .38 As far as the

photographs in the exhibition were concerned, this was true.

-64—



In 1937 and 1938, Humphrey Spender took the photographs shown
in the exhibition in the North West of England, mainly in Bolton.
Spender was recrulted by Tom Harrisson, admitting that "I was very
intrigued by him himself, he had that kind of magnetic
personality".39 Spender had already been working as a photographer

on the Daily Mirror under the title of 'Lensman', touring Britain, and

had also covered the Jarrow March, the resultant photographs being
published in Left Review. He belonged to the generation of British
artists and writers of upper-middle class background who, because of
economic factors during the early 1930s depression, took up the newer
mass-media professions of photo-journalism, tabloid journalism and
film-making. Accordingly, in 1937, Spender began to take his
photographs in and around Bolton - coded 'Worktown' by Mass
Observation - working with the 35mm Leica miniature camera for its
unobtrusiveness and ease of action. In this work, he was accompanied
by the painters Graham Bell, Julian Trevelyan, and Sir William
Coldstream, who also on occasion took photographs. Spender's attitude
towards the taking of these Bolton photographs was discussed with
Derek Smith whilst the Worktown Exhibition photographs were being

printed:
Tom (Harrisson) thought of the photographic side as
very important but I saw it as pure recording. I was
prepared to accept that. I did a lot of drawing and
painting as well in Bolton. When I was taking a
photograph I found I could visualise what the final

appearance would be in the print....I was always
seduceable by the idea of a 'good' photograph.40

Spender also applies great importance to the need to work unnoticed by
the subject — "that was an absolute golden rule, if anyone knew they
were being photographed then it was a failure, it had to be

unobserved”.4l Implicit in this statement is an acceptance of the
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Mass Observation role of an 'information gatherer', using the camera
as the recording instrument. Spender endorses this by also admitting
that he tried to conceal the fact that he was even a photographer, and
that at that time, to work unseen and unobserved was very much part of
the documentary appraoch in the sense that the resulting photograph
was a 'document of observation'. Such comments tend to endorse the
critical stance adopted by Picton in his assessment of the Mass Obser-
vation ethic, yet that is not the entire dimension of the photography
carried out by Spender and his colleagues in these immediate pre-war
years. Despite the perhaps narrow and doctrinaire approach they
adopted in a purist 'observational' attitude to their picture-making,
the resultant photographs have an honesty and clarity about them which
is very much part of this approach. Referring to the introduction by

Raymond Mortimer in Bill Brandt's The English at Home published the

year before (1936), one can see this detached, impartial attitude to
photography has a wider currency than might be supposed:

Mr Brandt shows himself to be not only an artist but

an anthropologist. He seems to have wandered about

England with the detached curiosity of a man investi-

gating the customs of some remote and unfamiliar

tribe.42
Far from intending this as a criticism, perhaps Mortimer was praising
the manner in which Brandt watched and 'observed'. If that was the
case, then our analysis in hindsight must pay greater attention to the
assumptions of the period, and not place forty-year old images in our
present social context. In discussion with Humphrey Spender, it was
quite apparent that he was all too aware of the weaknesses in the
approach he assumed in the 1937/8 Bolton photographs, but equally

unrepentant of the decision to adopt that approach at the time.

Perhaps one dimension that Spender now sees in his work relates to the
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effect of the passing of time on any photograph -~ “photographs taken,
which at a subsequent date reveal 'truths' not relevant or apparent at
the time".43 This important point is also made in the foreword to
the Worktown Exhibition catalogue:

There are good reasons for welcoming this exhibition.

Its documentary content is especially rich. The

photographs disclose a time and a place. But more

than that, they have great formal strength. Humphrey

Spender shows his material as it aligns, intersects

and contrasts. His pictures invite and reward the

closest attention, and because of this they succeed in

their documentary role - as few comparable photographs

do. They are at one and the same time informative and

subtly designed, and deserve a place with the best of

our photography.44
The lateness with which Spender's Mass Observation pictures have been
recognised perhaps makes a long-term assessment of their placement in
the documentary tradition hard to assess. It is obvious from the
early Mass Observation writings that they were conceptually using the
camera as a recording—-tool, rather than as an instrument of social
change. By allowing a photographer of Spender's perception and vision
to be their 'recorder', they perhaps unintentionally abrogated that
function, and what we are now left with is as fine a set of socially-
concerned documentary images of this period as we are likely to get.
The fact that they have lain dormant for the past forty years in no
way denies theilr quality, nor should the fact that they were never
intended for mass circulation devalue their inherent documentary style
and content. Spender himself acknowledges the dangers in viewing any
photograph as an information source, when he says:

The permanent 'making of myth' can be a very real

danger if photography is used as visual history....

The photographer has it in his power to manipulate the

truth....a very important part of documentary

photograph is control and manipulation of this
"truth'4
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When viewing the photographs that Humphrey Spender made in those years
before the outbreak of the Second World War, there is evidence not so
much of the detached, dissecting approach upon which the initial Mass
Observation ethic may have been based, but of a controlled and
disciplined awareness of the role of the camera as an instrument of
social record and observation. Much in the same way as Bill Brandt,
Spender observed, and in his observations, made social comments and
passed opinions about the society of the period. The photographs that
resulted are as much part of our documentary tradition because of this
'detachment' and not in spite of it. The impetus that gave rise to
Spender's Mass Observation photographs shares the same common ground
with that of the literary and social concerns that motivated the

production of Picture Post and stimulated the work of the GPO Film

Unit in the production of their documenfary films. The over-riding
concern of all these movements was to communicate their sense of
social awareness and purpose to a broader public, and the newly-
emancipated visual media of photography, film, and the illustrated
mass—-media publications provided the method by which thié might be
achieved.

In both America and Britain, the documentary impulse had its
origins in the study of the human condition, and by implication, this
- credits the movement with social, political, and historical relevance.
Concepts of realism and authenticity are firmly rooted within all
areas of documentary practice, and in the 1930s, these concepts were
examined and experimented with on both sides of the Atlantic to
produce some form of documentary idea which had both form and
substance. In the final analysis, it was inevitable that national and

cultural dimensions would play a major role in the moulding of such
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ideas, and by the end of the decade, this was becoming apparent.
Although such considerations coloured the character of the American
and British documentary movements, they still shared much in common.
Both acknowledged the emerging role and function of the camera as a
medium of social comment and persuasion, and concomitant with this was
a developing awareness of the archival value of the photograph as a
social document. Finally, the inter-relationship between the
photograph and text was acknowledged, and through the mass-circulation
of publications such as Life magazine in America in 1936, and Picture

Post in Britain two years later, the documentary image became part of

everyday life.
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Chapter Four — British Wartime Photography 1939-1945

The outbreak of war between Britain and Germany on 3rd
September, 1939 found British photography in a state of flux, and the
context within which it was to operate - namely, as an instrument of
information and persuasion under official government control - ill-
prepared for such an eventuality. Lewinski writes of this:

Britain was singularly ill-prepared for the outbreak
of war. This unpreparedness extended to the field of
photography and film, both as a medium of military
record and as an aid to reconnaissance. The British
Army had hardly any photographers in its ranks’. 1

At the outbreak of war, some recognition was given to the
possible future role that photography might play in providing a
'record' of the imminent conflict. 1In correspondence between the
fledgling Department of Photographs at the Ministry of Information
(Mol), and the Imperial War Museum, such commitments can be found:

The Museum has been in touch with certain officers of
your Department in connection with photographs which
are being issued by the Ministry, and the probability
of their eventually being deposited in the Imperial
War Museum, as you will remember was the case with
the official photographs from the war of 1914-1918.
This possibility becomes a moral certainty, since we
have now been authorised by the Treasury to acquire
records of the present war for ultimate addition to
the Museum's collections.?’
The letter from which this extract was taken is dated 23rd October,
1939, and it reflects credit upon those who approved an early
commitment to the production of a photographic archive. Unfortu-
nately, the armed forces at this stage were already prevaricating over
the appointment of 'official' photographers. Although the Army and

the Royal Air Force (RAF) had agreed to the appointment of these

photographers, the Admiralty was baulking at the prospect, as
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reflected in this letter to the Admiralty by an official at the
Imperial War Museum, L.R. Bradley:

I understand from Hugh Francis; Director of

Photographs at the Ministry of Information, that the

Admiralty, unlike the other two Services, do not

intend to appoint official naval photographers...This

is a very poor arrangement from our point of view,

and in the preservation of a national record of the

work of the Navy in the present war...
This letter - dated 8th November, 1939 - goes on to criticise the
appreciation of the Admiralty into the role of photography:

I don't think there is any appreciation of the

difference between photographs for an historical

record and those for immediate use for the press.

There are, obviously, objections to the taking of

photographs for press purposes that would not apply

to the work of an official photographer, which need

not be put before the public until after the war .4
Already, concerns over censorship were being voiced, and it was being
proposed that images that would be open to censorship might still be
taken 'for posterity' and kept suppressed until the war was concluded.
In correspondence such as this, the lack of thought given to the role
of photography is made manifest, and offers firm evidence that no real
plans had been made to use the camera, even as a recording instrument,
let alone as a medium for documentation and comment.

The Army was equally unprepared. No formal unit existed at
the outbreak of war, and early events — or lack of them, due to the
Phoney War period of late 1939 and early 1940 - were covered by a
mixture of Fleet Street and newsreel cameramen seconded to the Army,
including established news photographers such as Len Puttnam and
Leslie Davies. From this impromptu arrangement, there emerged the

film and photographic section of the Army Public Relations Service,

from which evblved the first Army Film and Photographic Section. (AFPS)
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based in Cairo, Egypt in late 1941, finally to emerge as the official
Army Film and Photographic Unit (AFPU) in time to cover the battles in
the Western Desert in 1942.

The Royal Air Force had different, and more complex problems.
Unlike the Army and Navy, it carried the direct responsibility
inherited at the end of the First World War for tactical and strategic
aerial observation and reconnaissance. During the inter-war years,
attention to this had lapsed, and it was thanks to the individual and
pioneer work of a civilian aerial photographer, Sydney Cotton, that by
the outbreak of war, some form of reconnaissance unit existed.

Perhaps the first British photograph of the Second World War
was fhat taken with a camera installed in a Bristol Blenheim light
bomber, that took off from Wyton one hour after war had been declared
to photograph the German fleet at Wilhemshaven. This first flight was
an inauspicious start to what later became the finest aerial
reconnaissance force in the war, and which in turn, became as much
part of the propaganda machine as less objective enterprises. The
Royal Air Force, because it depended on accurate aerial intelligence,
was well-placed to use photography in other ways. The RAF was
committed not only strategically, but tactically also, an& as the war
progressed, this level of intelligence support reached enormous
proportions.

One of the first and most immediate restrictions
placed upon the taking of photographs was the issue of the Emergency
Powers (Defence) Control of Photography Order of September 10th, 1939.
This piece of legislation had a greater effect upon the practice of
photography than any other, as it specifically listed those subjects

which it was now illegal to photograph without official permits, and
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also made it clear that "No person shall publish in any manner any
photograph; sketch, plan, or other representation made in pursuance ofb
a permit granted under this Order, unless, and un£i1 it has been
submitted to and approved for publication by the authority or person
by whom the permit was granted; and approval may 5e given subject to
such conditions or restrictions as may be thougﬁt necessary in the
interests of the defence of the Realm.”” In this Order, not only
was the taking of photographs of a large range of subjects prohibited
- fortifications, barracks, factories, docks, railway-stations, etc -
but even when a permit had been issued, the resulting photographs had,
in effect, to be censored. This gave the authorities control over
what was photographed, by whom it was photographed, and for what
purpose it might be photographed, and whether or not the submitted
print was in itself a permissible rendition of the subject
photographed. Such levels of legislation amounted to total control
and censorship over the taking of a photograph except for the most
innocuous of reasons, or of the most mundane of subjects. For amateur
photographers, a card was available through photographic dealers
listing "unrestricted subjects” not subject to the Order, typical of
which were "babies and children”, "trees, landscapes, and cloud
studies”, "hiking, cycling, and picnic pictures”, and even "all games
played in the open". This card also carried the injunction to "carry
this card with you to show should you be questioned when using your
camera” .6

The early months of the war not only saw the formal
implication of government restrictions through the Control of Photo-
graphy Order, but the less predictable change in social attitudes

towards the carrying and use of a camera. The Photography As Usual
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card already referred to was a manifestation of the worry felt by many
citizens of the United Kingdom over the possible use by the Germans

of a 'fifth column' of spies, saboteurs, and insurrectionists. 1In
such circumstances, and to a certain extent fuelled by the Ministry of
Information's early exhortative campaigns utilising slogans such as
"Careless Talk Cosfs Lives"”, the carrying of a camera began to imply
anti-social and unpatriotic motives. This concern is discussed by
Zbynek Zeman as "...a mild form of mass paranoia -~ the feeling that
the state was being besieged, and not only from outside but also from
"the enemy within'."/ For the person in the street, commercial
manufacturers such as Ilford produced leaflets such as What

Photographs Can I Take In War-Time?, and prefaced the text with the

words "This is a problem which has been worrying amateur photographers
since the War Office issued the Control of Photography Order in the
first few weeks of the war..."8 The leaflet went on to reassure the
public that the average snapshotter was in no way affected by this
Order, although full and total endorsement of the regulations was of
course printed.

Although the amateur photographer might have felt reassured by
such advice, the professionals were less sanguine over the effect of
this new level of restriction. Correspondence in the Mass Observation
files datiné from early 1940 expresses concern over over-zealous
implementation of public duty - "...but don't forget that all people
don't know the law about war—-time photography and a case was reported
in the press a few weeks ago of some ultra-patriotic busybody forcibly
attempting to stop a photographer taking something he was quite
entitled to take."? Equally, press and newsmen encountered similar
problems such as that described by John Topham in the early part of

the war:
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I was taking pictures of trench-digging on Blackheath

— early in the war - somebody rang the local police,

and they came to my office and demanded the pictures.

Well, I'd got an Mol permit, so I thought 'hell, take

them... I can easily take them again', I just didn't

want to be bothered.l0
Such restrictions were matched by over-zealous picture censorship -
Topham mentions the example when "I did a series of gunners who did a
can—-can dance...the pictures were stopped because you could see the
breech of a gun..."ll At an early stage of the war, Admiralty
censorship reached the level which caused Churchill to claim that "1if
the Admiralty could have their way, they would prefer a complete
silence about naval affairs, but as the public had to be fed, they
were prepared to co—operate".11 Charles Gibbs-Smith, who was
working in the Department of Photographs in the early stages of the
war - he later rose to become Director of the Photographs Division by
the end of the conflict - commented that "they (the Admiralty) simply
didn't care ... the Admiralty had a scheme whereby any of their naval
officers could take photographs — astonishing thing - and in the old
days they could market them themselves. We took agés in forcing the
Admiralty to get them to send them to us".l3

Such levels of restriction.and censorship, aided by obvious
indecision and inexperience on the authorities' side in the early
months of the war, both frustrated and hampered the documentary use of
photography. Whether civilian or military, the photographer had to
learn to work within the constraints being applied, the prime
considerations being the gaining of a Ministry of Information 'red
pass', and the maintenance of equipment and materials.
The MoI 'red—pass' had to be applied for by the photographer,

or his representative, to the Ministry of Information in duplicate.

He had to state that he was "by profession a whole-time Press
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Photographer/Film Camera Man",14 and undertake — this being the
crucial pivot of the censorship process - "...not to publish in any
manner any photograph or film made under the perﬁit unless and until
such photograph or film has been submitted and'approved for
publication by or on behalf of the Director-General of the Ministry of
Information."15 The application went even further - "...that
possession of such a permit will not entitle me to gnter or take
photographs or films of or within any prohibited or protected place or
protected area."16 By this document, all photographers, whether
civilian, 'official', armed service units, or even foreign
correspondents were committed to a submission of all their photographs
to, and through the formal and controlied censorship facilities of the
Ministry of Information. It is that particular and dedicated level of
government supervision dver British photography during the Second
World War that supports Nicholas Pronay's statement that:

The 1940s were the one period of British history when

there was a serious and sustained effort by the State
to control public opinion.l7

The early war period - from the opening of hostilities on 3rd
September, 1939 to the invasion of France and the Low Countries by
German forces in May, 1940 - revealed confusion and uncertainty as to
the function and role of photography within the Ministry of
Information. The machinery of control and censorship over the issuing
of photographs was primarily negative, designed to stop the issue of
information, not to create it. Initially, the photographic activity
of Ministry was contained within the General Production Division, but
by May, 1940, the pressures and demands for the creation of a separate
section became overwhelming, and the Photographs Division came into
existence on the 3rd of that month. The Director of the Photographs

Division was Hugh Francis, fortunately a capable and energetic man who
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had served in the Ministry in the First World War, and who had
immediate business experience as a senior executive with E.M.I.

The immediate prime function of the Division was to effect
government control of photography in all its forms, including the
distribution and censorship of photographs, and later, to initiate the
creation and issue of some of the official photographs. 1In the early
war period, particularly when the Division came into being, the prime
concern was to counter the numerous criticisms over the handling and
issue of photographic material. As at this stage in the conflict, the
service organisations had not yet formed themselves into operational
units, so much of the field photography was still in the hands of
accredited civilian personnel. This created friction between the
photographers and the field military cenéors, who found it hard to
come to terms with the idea of working with civilian cameramen, so
little photography filtered through the over—zealous military censors.
On the Home Front, where such military constraints were less evident,
peacetime attitudes persisted, however, and although much of the
photography was civilian originated, it was usually of a contrived
and patronising nature showing 'life going on as usual', typified by

feature articles in Picture Post such as "Aladdin:Pantomime of

Mothers" and "The Day of a Pigeon Conscript".18 By this period,

German propaganda and photography had already scored a telling
'victory' in the coverage of the Polish campaign immediately, and
prior to Britain being committed to war with Germany. In this
Blitzkrieg war, German Propaganda Kompanie (PK) cameramen swept
forward with the German troops and air-force, providing photo-coverage
as dynamic as the style of warfare itself, and so imprinted images of

a resolute and power ful adversary upon the world's press and

-78-



readership. Although the military events were as yet hardly worth
covering - certain photographs were already being taken on the home
front which were to prove of great creative value in retrospect. As
Lewinski writes:

In any case, there was little to write or photograph

in the days of the 'Phoney War', as George Rodger's

weary correspondent and the lonely French sentry on

the Maginot Line by an anonymous photographer

" wittily demonstrate.l9
It was in these early months of the war that Bill Brandt,
walking through blacked-out London, noticed the effect of moonlight
on the buildings for the first time. During November and December,
1939, Brandt took a sensitive series of urban landscapes by moonlight,
later printed in Lilliput magazine. From discussion with this
photographer, once again, it emerged that the motivation was purely
personal and visual. There were no hidden motives or persuasions
behind these pictures, merely a reaction to what he saw in front of
the camera. He "took photographs for the sake of it", but accepted
that such personal images became public property when revealed to a
larger audience.20 This approach remained the motivation for much
of his work, including that taken during the Second World War.
The feeling when viewing photographs from this early war

period is one of a lack of urgency and pressure. The magazines were
full of what can only be described as 'filler articles' - with little

conscious effort to create the concept of a nation at war, and even

magazines such as Picture Post were producing bland and compromising

issues. The inter-relationship between the official picture supply
and this blandness cannot be avoided - the early activities of the Mol

were incompetent, and as Lewinski claims - "...publications used German
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sources in desperation, complaining bitterly and constantly about the
inadequate, dull pictures issued by the Ministry of Information."21

This resulted in covers and feature articles such as that of Picture

Post of December 16th, 1939 with the title "The Life of Goering - is

he Hitler's successor?” As early as November, 1939, Picture Post had

been in contact with the Ministry over problems in obtaining
phofographs and this was the start of a long and acrimonious dispute
between this magazine and the MoI that was perpetuated throughout the
war. Initially, the Mol produced a preliminary report and following

this, Picture Post (and others) were asked to quote for a 'special

supplement'. On November 21lst of that year, Stefan Lorant and Edward
Hulton met with the MoI to discuss this project, and the minutes of
this meeting proposed:

It was agreed that the Mol should endeavour to obtain
special facilities from service departments to enable
Picture Post cameramen to photograph subjects under

the control of those departments. These photographs
should be exclusively for use in the special publication

in question.22

Contents for such special issues were even proposed — such as "The
Power of Britain”, "A Day in the Life of the Royal Family”, and "The
Power of Truth”. 1In the titles of these speculative articles, much of
the socially-based pre-war attitude of this publication appeared to
have been subsumed into a morale-motivated blandness, but this is not
how it was seen at the time. Friction is evident in the incomplete
files of correspondence, with Hulton's manager Maxwell Raison remin-

ding the Mol that "Picture Post is read by something like six million

people..."23 Obviously, the Hulton Press felt they were a special
case by the nature of their circulation, equalled by the Ministry's
determination that they were not - reflected in this note issued by
Hugh Francis, Director of the Department of Photographs on January

15th, 1940:
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There is one over-riding difficulty in the case of
Picture Post which, although not mentioned in

Mr Hopkinson's memorandum, is at the root of most of
their troubles - the apparent inability of Picture
Post to realise that there is a war in progress.

That such a level of hostility already existed officially was a
harbinger of things to come between the press and the Ministry.
Francis goes on to criticise their attitudes to many aspects of
photography, mainly over the manner in which they were slow to react
to government requirement over the need for the Mol 'red-permits' for
all their photographers, and other bureaucratic problems. However,
there is much common agreement, as shown in this further statement by
Francis:

The excellence of German photographs in the early

days was largely due to the fact that they had action

in Poland which was lacking on the Western Front.

The German type of photograph, is of course,

fundamentally the same as that desired by Picture

Post and I should myself like to have more of the

type available, along with better subjects and

better 'stage management' - the two latter are in my
opinion the prime needs.2?

In reading these reports and memoranda, there appears to be sympathy

for the plight of Picture Post, compromised by entrenched attitudes on

both sides. In the MoI, and in Hugh Francis in particular, can be
sensed the corporation ethic in conflict with a 'right to know'
publication, which, in the political climate of the day, was perhaps
one with abrasive, even left-wing pretensions. What is more
important, however, and which had later implications for the praétice
and application of documentary photography is the clearly partisan

approach being directed against Picture Post in favour of its

circulation rival, Illustrated magazine. 1In the note already referred

to, this comment occurs:
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Nevertheless, as is shown by looking through

Illustrated, first—class exclusive and 'intimate'

photographs can be obtained.

With the regard to the Admiralty generally, I had a

long talk with the Art Editor of Illustrated on

Saturday on other matters, but it is interesting to

note that he volunteered the information that the

Admiralty had proved the most helpful of all the

Service Departments...No photograghet could complain

about the opportunities offered.?2
That this unrequested level of recommendation be given to Illustrated,
particulariy in respect of the Admiralty, (never the easiest of
Services to work with) raises two issues. Firstly, that this initial
preference for the less—editorially abrasive publication was endorsed
in later episodes over the commissioning of special photography issues
- and secondly, that Service co-operation related directly to the
level to which photographers and their magazines were to be critical
or interrogative. The event that occasioned the plaudits to the
Admiralty was the taking of the most ordinary of photographs of
a supply-ship reproduced in a recent issue of the magazine. The
complaints emanating from the Hulton Press were directed exactly at
this bland approach to the use of photography — in Tom Hopkinson's
words at the time:

The idea of telling a story in pictures is still

something new in Fleet Street. Few papers attempt to
do it. Not half-a-dozen cameramen in the whole

country understand the technique.27
It appears that it was also something new in the Ministry of
Information in 1939 and 1940.
The early months of the war did see some movement within the
Mol over the role of photography, some of which was crucial for later
activities. In a report dated December 18th, 1939, produced by
W. Surrey Dane of the General Production Division of the MoI, the

following phrase occurs:
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There can be no doubt that really good sets of

photographs of this kind provide widespread and

effective preggganda material, acceptable all over

the world...
This referred to a proposal that a Feature Photographs Unit be
established to carry out the role "...of supplementing regular photo-
graph arrangements with absolutely exclusive and individual 'feature
sets' (i.e. each a complete and self-contained series devoted to a
topic selected by the Photograph Section in collaboration with the
Publicity Divisions..."29 1In such official records, can be seen
early commitments to photography as a propaganda medium, but their
implementation remained a longer-term problem. The Mol did eventually
create a Features Unit, but only after other, and more fundamental
events had taken place.

As has been discussed earlier, by the time that the Germans
invaded France and the Low Countries in May, 1940, problems already
existed between the press and the Mol over the supply of photographs,
and new heights of criticism and friction were to be reached in the
ensuing months as that brief campaign unfolded. The 'Phoney War'
period had seen friction between the military, the MoIl, and the
civilian press correspondents and photographers, primarily over the
need to 'create' news and events due to the lack of any 'real'
actuality material being available. As Phillip Knightley points out:
"Major stories, such as the King's visit to France, resulted in
chaotic arrangements for photographers and correspondents alike, with
restrictions on their numbers and a ban - later lifted - on reporting
the visit at all."30 When the Germans broke through the ineffective
French resistance, and fanned out across France and Belgium, events

moved so quickly that the speed of the advance utterly compromised any
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photo—coverage of it — at least from the British viewpoint - whilst
the German PK companies, experienced in Poland and Norway, again
produced vivid, compelling images of an irresistable army on the move.
Although the British had managed some photography accompanying their
raids on the Lofoten Islands in April 1940, their experience was
minimal when compared with that of the Germans. However, there was an
official Army photographic and film unit in France in May, 1940,
albeit in embryo form, which, following their retreat across France,
took film and photographs of the evacuation at Dunkirk. The paucity
of their material is evidenced by the surprisingly few images that
exist, a reflection of the inadequate preparation at all levels, and
its effect on the production of a photo-coverage of such a crucial
event. Many of the photographs we now associate with Dunkirk were
taken by unknown amateur photographers who submitted their snapshots
for possible publication after the troops were back home. As a result
of their photographs, (rather than those of the official and civilian
press photographers) at least some visual record was made of the
evacuation, and its implication for the future conduct of the war.

Up to this date, the concept of a civilian population under
sustained aerial attack as proposed in the idea that "the bomber would
always get through” had yet to materialise. The retreat to Dunkirk,
and the realisation that Germany would now utilise her air-force to
attack the British Isles changed that possibility into a reality, and
from July 1940 until October of the same year, the aerial conflict
known as the Battle of Britain was evidence of that intent. To
discern between when the Battle of Britain ended, and when the Blitz
begah is not the point at issue in this study. The shift in the use

of photography was fundamental and clear; no longer would the camera
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be directed at the armed forces and their endeavours; it would be
turned on the citizens of the country, who were now as committed to
the rigours of war as any soldier, sailor, or airman. Concomitant
with this was the slow realisation by the authorities that the
photograph might be usable as a method by which morale might be
conditioned and sustained, but that equally, the 'wrong' type of image
might corrode and even destroy such confidence in the civilian
population.

This realisation of the power of the photograph can be
ascertained from the Mol files of this period, and in the
correspondence between the Ministry and others. Typical of this is a
letter from Sir Kenneth Clark at the Mol to Maxwell Raison at the

Hulton Press referring to an air-raid issue of Picture Post of 17th

August 1940:
It may be objected that some of the pictures are
rather alarming, but in a number which sets out to
give the facts, there is no good pretending that
bombs do not do a great deal of damage. Some of the

photographs in the public shelter are extraordinarily
beautiful.3l

Shelter photographs now became the staple diet for many photographers,
and for the public also. Robert Capa, visiting London took some
memorable pictures, amongst which the photograph of an air-raid warden
drinking tea with an old lady is perhaps the best-known. Cecil
Beaton, Bert Hardy, and many other photographers covered the Battle of
Britain and the Blitz with equal skill, their work appearing all over
the world - in Beaton's case on the cover of Life magazine. Perhaps
the greatest set of images from this period can once again be

attributed to Bill Brandt in his Shelter series, taken in November

1940 at the behest of Hugh Francis at the MoI. By now, as we have
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seen, there was a Photographs Division as such at the Ministry, and
this allowed some autonomy in the commissioning of work. Brandt's
reputation was such that he was asked to produce.a portfolio of
photographs, which he freely admits were for propaganda purposes, and
these photographs would then be used in whatever way the Mol thought
fit. In this set of pictures, Brandt resorts to all the subtlety at
his disposal. Working with a Rolleiflex twin-lens reflex camera, he
produced images which are in every sense great visual documents,
endorsed and authenticated in context and application by the known
circumstances surrounding their production, and by the photographer's
own attitudes and opinions. When asked if he felt he was making
documentary images at the time he took the photographs, Brandt's
response was typically elusive but honest - "Not really — I would have
taken them anyhow-"32 He went on to take many more photographs
throughout the war for both the Mol and the press,>but the Shelter
images remain his own personal favourites from the period, and in
retrospect, remain truly remarkable documentary images in any sense of
the word.

The year 1942 saw the United States of America enter the war
against the Axis Powers as an ally of Britain, and gave real hope that
victory might be a probability rather than a possibility. The attack
on Soviet Russia by Germany in 1941 had removed the greater weight of
the bombing offensive from British cities, and 1942 also saw the
opening of the Allied air-offensive against Germany and Italy. It was
also a year of defeats for the British in the Far East —~ in Singapore,
Hong Kong, Malaya and elsewhere - and yet was the year that brought
Britain a significant victory in the Middle East at E1 Alamein, after

suffering setbacks in the Dieppe Raid of August of that year, and the
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ignominious 'Channel Dash' when é German battle-squadron passed
through the Channel on its way to the Baltic. Above all, for photo-
graphy, it was the time when the combat photographers at last had
something to celebrate and report rather than suppress or dehy.

Throughout 1942, the Middle East remained the focus of much
attention from a propaganda viewpoint, reaching a climax in the autumn
of that year with the British offensive at E1 Alamein. In this
particular event and locale, the Army and RAF Photographic Service
Units produced much of their finest work, but also raised questions
over the authenticity of much of their material. A further dimension
in the use of the camera in war that also emerged at this time relates
to the creation of military personalities, in which the photograph
played a part.

By May, 1942, the Army Film and Photographic Unit (AFPU) was
based in Cairo, Egypt, with a muster of some thirty-two film and
stills cameramen. Many of these cameramen were ex-Fleet Street news
photographers, or movie newsreel operators, quite used to a fairly
robust attitude to the getting of pictures. In the Western Desert,
conditions were at last ideal for the making of vital, exciting
pictures in an arena where perhaps at last, a British victory might be
gained. The normal practice for operational work was for a stills
photographer to accompany the movie cameramen - the former probably
equipped with the officially-issued Zeiss Super-Ilkonta folding camera
together with acquired or privately-owned Leicas or Contaxes - whilst
the movie cameramen would be using their American Bell and Howell
Eyemos or De Vrys. With the opening barrage at El Alamein on the
23rd October, 1942, the AFPU units filmed and photographed the event,

but incurred casualties with four killed, and seven wounded, and
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others being taken prisoner. The resulting footage and photography
was both graphic and inspiring, resulting in the film 'Desert Victory'
and an Mol publication of the same name featuring a compilation of the
stills-photographs{ The impact of these images was considerable -
Alamein was the first clearly identifiable British victory - and such
exhortative images served to celebrate this fact. As an ex—-AFPU
cameraman has written:

Audience reactions to Desert Victory were, generally,

very good, especially amongst women who, apart from

the many actually seeing their men-folk, were made
more aware of the realities of warfare.33

However, for the documentary student of the photographic image, there
was a qualification to this success:

But there were always the critics; those with enough

technical knowledge to point out the fact that the

night sequences could only have been filmed in a

studio. Perfectly true - they were...What some

people may not realise is that many later film

sequences and stills pictures were studiously faked

and passed off as the real thing.34
In the Western Desert, distance played a major part not only in the
conduct of the campaign, but in the recording of it also. With little
or no cover, excellent visibility, the chances of getting close to the
action were few and far between. Little wonder, therefore, that in
desperation, scenes were created and staged to achieve the desired
effect. Lewinski cites this example as typical:

One of the best-known pictures of the desert war,

prominently displayed in the entrance to the Imperial

War Museum, of a Desert Rat running into battle with

a pistol in his hand is rated by most as a skilful

reconstruction of a scene which nevertheless was a
common occurrence in the war in North Africa.35

We can gain access to more specific information when referring to
correspondence. Jack le Vien, now a film producer, had this to say of

his experiences in North Africa whilst assigned to assist Allied War

Correspondents:

_88_



Many of the best 'action' pictures of the Second War
were staged shots posed in the vicinity of the front
lines. The choice was often that, or no photograph at
all to illustrate to the people at home what their men
at the front were experiencing.

Le Vien goes on to explain that the prevailing conditions often made
the making of films and photographs impossible, and so:

Accordingly, during lulls, troops and equipment were

used to pose 'realistic' war photographs. Although

the photographers, I believe, considered this their

duty in the interest of informing the public, rather

than an attempt to deceive, I am afraid that mostly

these photographs were not described in the captions

as having been posed.37

During the Western Desert campaigns of 1942/43, other

photographers were in the theatre of operations. Presenting a very
different view of the conflict was Cecil Beaton, now commissioned by

the Mol to take photographs in that arena, typical of which were those

reproduced in the Geographical Magazine of March 1943. The manner in

which war photography found its way into such unrelated journals is a
reflection of the control being exercised by the MoI over the press at
all levels, ensuring a broad readership of such images. The feature

is extensive — some eight pages - and is entitled 'A Desert Log'. The

preface reads:

Mr Cecil Beaton was recently given an opportunity of
exercising his skill as a photographer with the 8th
Army in the Middle East. Some of the photographs he
took are presented here, accompanied by notes from
the journal he kept while making a tour of the Desert
Battlefields.38

In utter contrast to the action photographs of the AFPU photographers,
Beaton's pictures were controlled, behind-the-lines material,

exquisitely framed and composed, but lacking in any sense of urgency
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or excitement. His approach was undemonstrative and observational,
almost as though the war was an irrelevance to him. Only in the text
did Beaton's commitment come through:
In this God-forsaken spot, talking in strong
Lancashire - or other county - accents, sun—burnt to
the colour of rich cedarwood, with bleached hair,
wearing shorts, sun—-glasses and topees, these men
.are, in spite of a superficial unlikeness, no
different from their opposite numbers working in camp
or aerodrome throughout England.39
Beaton was a great patriot, and believed deeply in the war. He was
also incapable of seeing anything without bestowing some kind of
formal dignity upon it through the camera, and both these qualities
are evident in such work.

It was during the Desert campaigns that the AFPU first became
known to the public - often through the press itself. Typical of such
promotions were articles that appeared in Illustrated magazine of 20th
June, 1942 under the headings "Birth of a War Picture"” and "Soldiers
of the Propaganda Army”. The photographé accompanying these articles
were posed and obviously contrived, with text that was simplistic and
direct:

And they provide a most effective counterblast to
Nazi propaganda which = unlike our own - frequently

includes pictures that have been skilfully faked for
neutral consumption.40

Equally unequivocal was a further feature in The Illustrated London

News of 2lst November, 1942 with the heading:
The intrepid photographers who have been given a free

run over the field at the risk of their lives: the
Army Film and Photographic Service in action.4l

There were also public exhibitions of war photographs at this period.

In August, 1942, advertisements appeared in the press promoting an
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exhibition of War Pictures at Dorland Hall, Regent Street in London -

described as "...the Royal Academy of Photography", one review
claimed:

As far as expert opinion is concerned, the exhibition

has made a real contribution to the art of photo-

graphy. The pictures are interesting if only for

their variety of subject. There are some which stand

out for their clarity and light effect. Others are

striking from a dramatic point of view.

An 'Atrocity' section, for adults only, gives

sufficient atmosphere without being horrific.42
The mounting and sponsoring of such exhibitions by the Ministry of
Information reflected a growing acceptance of the role that
photography could play in the maintenance of public information and
persuasion under official patronage. The advance publicity for such
exhibitions was almost circus-like in its bravura — "The Battle of the
Atlantic, Commando Raids, Paratroops, Bombs on Germany, 'The Auk' in
action, etc, etc, etc"43 - yet it was a genuine effort to use
photography to keep people in touch with the war, and met with
enthusiastic public response.

The middle years of the war saw the most rapid expansion of
the service units employing photography, both in personnel recruitment
and their deployment. The Admiralty were now training both men and
women as photographers and assistants, having established a Royal
Navy School of Photography at Tipner, with a satellite unit at Ford in
Sussex. The main school later moved to Felpham, near Bognor Regis,
where the main emphasis was on aerial survey, observation, and
reconnaissance work. Active service duty was carried out by naval
ratings and officers as observers and cameramen, with Wren personnel

being trained in the support role as photographic printers and

assistants. To the end of the war, official photographers remained a
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rarity in the Navy. This is supported by the comments made by one of
the few drafted onto a capital ship, Douglas Rendell, who wrote: "Most
of the Navy probably never saw a Wren photographer, or a male one for
that matter. In fact, one male ex—photographer I have spoken to did
not even know there was such a species, for he had spent much of his
time abroad."%%4

The Royal Air Force photo-reconnaissance units, after initial
problems were now established as a vital component in strategic and
tactical reconnaissance, being based primarily at Benson in
Oxfordshire - the operational home of the Photographic Reconnaissance
Unit (PRU) - with intelligence and photo-interpretation being carried
out at Medmenham in the Thames Valley. In addition to this purely
functional role, the RAF Photographic Units also served in the field,
much in the same manner as their Army AFPU counterparts.

The Army remained the most consistent user of 'field
photography', and recruitment had reached such a pitch that by 1942,
the Mol Photographs Division issued a leaflet entitled Sergeant-

Photographer : This Is Your New Job. This five-page document remains

an almost perfect reference paper for photographers and historians who
wish to get the 'feel' of contemporary attitudes towards the use of
photography, and the status of the photographer. The paper starts:
You are now an official War Office photographer. You
have had experience as a press, agency or commercial
photographer. You worked as a free~lance or for a
single firm; you carried out straightforward
assignments usually for one specific purpose. It was

your job to illustrate one particular aspect of the
news...

The paper was sub-headed "Where Your Pictures Go”, "The News
Picture”, "The Feature Picture-Story"”, "The Technical Picture"”,

"Pictures of Allied Interest™, "Exhibition Pictures”, and "Pictures
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for Mats and Radio Transmissions.” Within these sections were
'pointers' as how best to deal with problems likely to be encountered,
and advice on pictures that will have appeal. There were even
aesthetic guidelines offered, such as:

You are well aware of the extra touch of drama you

can sometimes infuse into a picture by shooting

against the sun, by producing long shadows, by

getting an unusual camera angle. If you see a chance

of getting a touch of symbolism into the picture,

take it.46
The overall impression created by this document is that the Mol were
having to deal with raw material of uncertain quality. The paper ends
on a consoling note:

Here, then, are quite a lot of things for you to

think about. But don't let them worry or confuse

you. Don't be dismayed if you do not always see your

pictures printed: if the; are usable they will be

used in scores of ways.4
Despite the problems encountered with equipment, the calibre of
recruitable photographers, and the obstacles often placed in the way
of these NCO photographers and cameramen, (they were always treated as
serving soldiers and could be ordered about as ordinary troops when
required), they managed to produce an adequate record of much of the
active combat experienced in most theatres of war from 1940 onwards,
and on occasions, produced quite outstanding photography. The film
and photographs taken at the time of the Falaise Pocket in Normandy in
late 1944 rank with the best of any war photography of that campaign,
even though in many cases, the names of the photographers would mean
little to contemporary or present—day audiences.

Whilst the service units were very actively involved, there

was of course much activity on the Home Front. The magazines still

required material over and above the combat and action pictures, and
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the press agencies and freelance photographers who were too old to be
conscripted, or who were regarded as essential war workers (and so
exempt from call-up) still provided the more mundane supportive
material. In October, 1942, Illustrated magazine used colour
photography for the first time on the cover and in the inside-feature,
and continued to do so for the duration of the war. Because of the
'slowness' of colour film of the period, action pictures were not
really possible, and so these covers were often portraits, landscapes,
or stunt pictures set—up for the purpose. As in peacetime, they often
reflected the seasons, but with war overtones. Typical examples
included Land Army girls bringing in the harvest, workers in steel-
mills at night, ("British Workers Make The Sparks Fly") or even sets
with titles such as "War Goes To a Varsity” which showed the life of
Cambridge undergraduates at war. It was still forbidden to take or
publish any photographs which showed extreme weather conditions such
as snow or flooding, so landscapes tended to be limited to spring and
summer. The Mol set great store by such 'supportive' pictures, and
formed a Features Unit of their own, with half-a-dozen staff
photographers to service it. By 1943, fhe Ministry was issuing
Feature Unit release sets, mainly in black and white, but sometimes in
colour also, usually at the request of one of the Mol Divisions. These
picture-stories were produced for the American Division, the Campaigns
Division, and the Ministry of Agriculture amongstvothers, typified
perhaps by a set entitled "Mrs Bugler Goes To War™ issued on 20th
July, 1943. This set was some eighty pictures in all, and described
in these terms: |
Life in an English village 50 miles from the French

coast, centered around 70 years old Mrs Bugler. 47

pictures deal with the village activities, 32 show

Mrs Bugler's friends and fellow villagers. The

feature brings out how the village went on normally

despite the German shadow across the water.48
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This particular set was photographed by Jack Bryson — other cameramen
whose names appear on these sets include Richard Stone, Norman Smith,
Jack Smith, and Eric Joysmith. The progress and usage of these - and
indeed, all — Mol originated material was logged through a press-—
cuttings book kept by the Periodicals Unit in the Photographs Division
throughout the war. They were used extensively, particularly the

colour sets by Illustrated magazine, and by such diverse journals as

The Lady, Mother and Home, The Quiver, Sketch, Sunday Pictorial,

Woman's Journal, and others. In the press—cuttings book, each article

was affixed, with the negative numbers noted, and the date of the
reproduction appended to it. Certain sets from the Features Unit,
such as one entitled "Harry Hargreaves Goes to Buckingham Palace”
(which logged "the day in the life of an o0ld workman who had received
the Empire Medal™), were used extensively both at home and abroad.
Not only was this cuttings—-book a valuable source of reference in
contemporary terms, but it now forms a priceless record of how such
photographs were used and applied in the media of the time.49
The major periodicals had by now formed their wartime

character - and in documentary photography terms, this relates to

Illustrated and Picture Post. Other publications, such as The

Illustrated London News, were either general interest magazines, or

the lower end of the market such as Everybody's which had little
serious material or editorial content. Briefly, Illustrated had
become a favoured 'organ' of the MoI, and by 1943 was reduced to a
photo—magazine of little discernment or quality. The photography
remained excellent, as was to be expected when using photographers
such as James Jarche, Jack Esten, and Reuben Saidman, but the

editorial platform was non—existent, and many articles were almost
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banal, typified by headlines such as "Fliers Rain Death From Limelit
Sky Over A Night Sea" over some exciting pictures in colour by Jarche.
Other subjects included "Our Village Goes Herb Gathering", and
"Holiday in London". Despite such criticisms made in hindsight,
Illustrated was a very popular magazine, with a circulation equalling

that of Picture Post, and had a very clear identity. In a reader's

letter appearing in Picture Post in February, 1942, this distinction

was drawn:

While we appreciate the fashions in Vogue, the
fashionable news of the Sphere, the entertainment of
Punch, the photography of Illustrated, and
Illustrated London News, we think that Picture Post
contains all these features and more; it will be
missed by our Forces.”>0

This letter not only provides a contemporary view of the
various periodicals available at that period, but offers evidence of

the genuine affection and respect that Picture Post enjoyed during the

war, and which was threatened in early 1942 as a result of its
sustained criticism of the conduct of the war over the early years.
The issue of 31lst January, 1942 contained the article "Should We Stop
Criticising?” and the response from the readership was an unequivocal
negative. The article was captioned:

A new practice comes into being. Papers that

criticise are dropped from the list of those

subsidised for export by the government. There are

still some in high places who would like the voices
of criticism to be stilled.’l

From the outset of the war, Picture Post ran into trouble with the

government and the MoI, initially over the accreditation of
photographers, then over the conduct of the war, the lack of war aims
for a post—-war Britain, and other national issues. This continued
throﬁghoﬁt the war, reaching a degree of acrimony between Tom
Hopkinson and the Mol reflected in this internal memorandum from Hugh

Francis dating from 1941.
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If I have seemed to be unduly critical of Mr
Hopkinson's remarks, I am afraid that I must plead
that I have heard the same thing so often from Mr
Hopkinson that I have become a little bored by him. 22

That Picture Post could be more accommodating i1s evidenced in this

copy accompanying photography in the issue of 25th April, 1942:
These pictures form a triumph for British Official
cameramen. We have had our disputes with the
Ministry of Information. This time we pay tribute to
a magnificent piece of work.>3

However, by 1943, they had resumed their critical stance with an

article entitled "What's Wrong With The Fleet Air Arm”? which was a

typical piece of radical journalism using some excellent

photography-s4 The MoI did not like the attitude of Picture Post,

but could do little about it. The readership was in millions, and it
was a good vehicle for propaganda if and when the Hulton Press
editorial staff felt like using it in that way; most of the time, they
adopted a critical stance which, although in today's terms seems mild,
was perhaps far less so in a time whgn the collective will to win was -
seen as sacrosanct.

The year 1943 saw the Allied invasions of Sicily and Italy,
following the successful conclusioq of the campaign in Tunisia earlier
that year. In these ventures, the British combat photographer now
became disadvantaged in comparison with his American colleagues. This
was the period when documentary photographers of the calibre of
Margaret Bourke-White not only visited England, but were also
accredited front-line correspondent status. Her first visit to
England took place in 1942, when she photographed the work sf the
newly-formed American Eighth Air Force for Life magazine and (the

Army Air Force), and followed this with front-line coverage of the
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Tunisian 'and Italian campaigns. Charles Gibbs-Smith, in 1944, Deputy-
Director of the Photographs Division, had this to say of the status
the American photographers enjoyed:

Margaret Bourke-White - an absolute winner if ever

there was one — when she came over with almost a

trunkload of equipment worth thousands of dollars,

she got clearance by the American army to go up to

the American front-line. Ours were never allowed to

do that - we had blokes who were perfectly capable of

taking things of the same type, but they were never

allowed to get near...>>
Because of the pre-war status that photography had enjoyed in America,
American photographers were rarely denied access to the combat zones,
whether civilian — as in the case of Bourke-White - or military,
typified by the US Signal Corps cameramen given the task of
photographing unit activities for the historical record. 1In all arms
of the American services, including the Navy and Marines, thorough and
dedicated photography was carried out to a level not even envisaged in
British service units. The only British cameramen allowed near the
front-line were those of the AFPU, and on very rare occasions, agency
photographers might also be given limited acéess.

The Allied information services, (and that of course applied

to photography also), pooled much of their material. From 1942
onwards, there was an American presence in the United Kingdom;
initially it was Eighth Army Air Force units arriving as part of the
'round-the-clock' strategic bombing offensive. Both British and
American information and propaganda services - represented by the Mol
and the United States Information Service (USIS) - realised that not
only would this make it necessary to avoid friction between the
British civilian population and the newly-arrived Americans, but
equally between the British and American servicemen (the latter

consideration made all the more pressing as numbers increased in
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preparation for D-Day and the offensive in North-Western Europe). The
MoI had formed an American Division to cope with the organisation of
propaganda and information material required for that country, and the
Features Unit of the Photographs Division was put to work producing
picture-sets such as "Country Club for US Airmen” in July, 1943, made
up of 53 photbgraphs that:

++++.told the story of an old English home where

American pilots rest from battle. Living

accommodation, recreations, and sports. Details of

the men shown are given.
Nicholas Pronay proposes that "the presentation of our American allies
was a real problem",57 and the role of photography was directed at
“"getting images right"”, there being few rational points to refer to
in the creation of a visual concept of this form of harmonious
relationship-57 In this case, the British contribution to this
photographic assignment was unlikely to be subject to much censorship.
Their brief was simple, and very much in the 'getting the picture'
idiom of pre~war press years. Pictures taken under this brief are in
the main utterly conventional and predictable... US troops drinking
English beer in country pubs, airmen handing out Hershey bars and
Lifesaver sweets to English children at parties, British and American
troops together at dances, queuing outside Rainbow Corner together to
hear the Glenn Miller Army Air Force Orchestra... and in their way,
were accepted as evidence that the allies could fight and relax
together. The reality was often somewhat different, and rarely
photographed — fights between coloured and white US servicemen were
common -~ and the English could not understand nor come to terms with

the discrimination exercised against the coloured troops within the

American army. Equally, with British troops overseas, fears of wives
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and girlfriends being lured elsewhere by the better-paid US servicemen
had some credibility. By and large, the photography directed at the
Anglo-American problem served its purpose — the visual image of two
English-speaking peoples defending liberty and democracy together was
one that most of the British population subscribed to, in the way that
earlier in 1941 and 1942 they had been able to identify with Soviet
Russia in terms of 'Uncle Joe', and so dedicated entire production
blocks of industrial output to Russian use. In both cases, the Mol
had a hand in these popular movements, and they can be accounted
amongst the more successful campaigns they organised.

The years 1943 and the early part of 1944 saw the bombing
offensive waged by the RAF reach its height, and brief reference to
the role that photography played in this is necessary. Apart from
strategic photo-reconnaissance for intelligence purposes, the RAF
covered every major raid with aerial photography to assess results,
and plan future target priorities. Whilst this might seem