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Can reality be shown in documentary photography?


Exploring documentary photography and the notion of truth 

In this essay I will explore the extent to which photography can show truth. In 
particular I look at documentary photographic truth as defined by Stott (1973). The 

word documentary, in his definition, coincides with modern interpretations of the term as 
based on the document which is regarded as something factual and objective. Stott 
draws out two main meanings of documentary: Documentary proof, such as legal 
documents and the like presenting a reliable and reasonably objective report of a 
situation, and the human document: subjective relating of personal experience. (Stott, 
1973:5-6.) Mainly I will be examining the former but will also touch on the theme of the 
‘fictive document’ (Soutter, 2013:52) and alternative truths.


Truth and reality 

Walter Benjamin writes of photography: ‘The theory of the photo as an analogue of 
reality has been abandoned, even by those who once upheld it.’ (Benjamin, cited in 
Burgin 1982) This attitude of non-acceptance is also reflected in Landesman: ‘The 
genre cannot reveal an a priori self-evident truth,’ (Landesman, 2008.) This being 
the case, how then do we trust that what we see in relation to photos within the 
documentary genre are true and objective? Landesman further suggests that 
because of this lack of not arriving at the absolute truth one should aim for a 
'relative veracity' (2008:43). This view is far from new as I show later via the 
example of Albert Southworth. In this case the symbols and indexical codes from 
the everyday, communicate via a process of constructed images, the ‘fictive 
document’ (Soutter, 2013:47.) This documentary photography process aims to 
creatively describe a document and take it beyond mere appearance towards a 
moral or universal truth. Burgin refers to this apparent dichotomy as the: ‘splitting 
of interest  between the surface and the sign…’ (Burgin, 1982: 10-11). My own 
view is that documentary photography, indeed any photography, is complex with 
multilayered meanings that may clarify or obfuscate a situation depending upon 
the context and the intention of the photographer.
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Grierson: defining early documentary practice 

Continuing with this theme, Grierson, the British film producer referred to as the 
‘Godfather of documentary’ by Peter Biesterfeld (2017)  a movie producer born in 1

Britain, stated that documentary must present the 'blazing facts of the matter’ […] 
‘but the fact is important because it is shown to blaze' (Grierson, cited in Stott, 
1973:10). As one of the founders of documentary film, Grierson understood the 
potential power that he harnessed as a documentarian. However, Grierson is 
discussing the modality of documentary film and not photography which are in the 
end different disciplines as Burgin points out: ‘… photographs are sensorially 
restrained objects…’ (Burgin, 1982). This restraining removes the sense of 
sequential narrative, as in a film, and therefore I believe means the viewer cannot 
but involve their imagination in the viewing process.  

 Documentary photography: facts or metaphors? 

I believe that what we are exploring here is the inherent difficulty of communication 
in a complete sense with photography. Soutter (2013) points out that even the 
attempt to present a situation objectively is in itself a stance which implicitly 
presents a perspective. The problem of trying to be unbiased and truthfully 
objective are creative but appear to produce a formidable tension for the 
documentary photography practitioner. Victor Burgin places this in perspective 
when discussing Saussure’s theory of the sign, arguing that the mistake in 
Saussure’s idea is that the signified and signifier does not represent a set of one-
to-one correspondences (Burgin,1982:54). Photography therefore, is inherently 
ambiguous as it presents us with many possibilities via the signifiers found in any 
one image.


 Peter Biesterfeld, British movie producer, Gale general one file, ‘The Godfather of 1

documentary’ (2017) https://go-gale-com.ucreative.idm.oclc.org/ps/i.do?
p=ITOF&u=ucca&id=GALE%7CA513760535&v=2.1&it=r&sid=summon
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One of the founders of the daguerrotype and as early as 1870 was already 
suggesting that photography can go beyond the simple relaying of facts. Albert 
Southworth said: 'The artist, even in photography, must go beyond discovery and 
knowledge of facts; he must create and invent truths and produce new 
developments of facts’ (Southworth,1870). Grierson's notion that documentary is 
the 'creative treatment of actuality' is very apt here (Grierson, cited in de Jong, 
2012). In discussing truth in a pure factual sense. Soutter (2013) questions whether 
a dispassionate approach to imagery necessarily yields greater understanding. An 
example in her dialogue is the work of the well known German photographers 
Bernd and Hilla Becher, who spent a lifetime photographing water towers in a 
typological fashion. 


Bechers and pure objectivity 

THE WATER TOWERS BY THE BECHERS OF ‘PURE OBJECTIVITY’: THE 
DUSSELDORF SCHOOL


HTTPS://WWW.THEBROAD.ORG/ART/BERND-AND-HILLA-BECHER/
WATER-TOWERS-0



Steven Young	 Documentary fact and fiction	 513886


The Becher’s use of a grid to present their typologies are so well known throughout 
the academic world that they are often seen as a touch stone in attempts of pure 
objectivity in photographic practice. The Becher’s ‘dead pan’ aesthetic is perhaps 
problematic when crossed over into other cultures. This may be one reason why 
certain aspects can get lost in translation via photography (Soutter, 2013).


Although the subject matter of water towers are not the same as the life and death 
situation of war, where evidence is often crucial to factual investigations, still the 
question arises: are the presentation of facts alone ever adequate enough to move 
people to change or act? 


Maybe again as Grierson mentions, the point of presenting a fact is because it is 
blazing, and one can tell a story about it, not simply because it is something that 
exists in the phenomenal world. 


Wilma De Jong: reality in the eye of the observer 

De Jong illustrates that the interpretation of the so called objective and real is 
changed considerably depending on factors such as: lens focal length, grain, 
colour or black and white, vantage point and depth of field. De Jong highlights 
some crucial themes for the debate on presenting the true and real (although 
discussing film I believe these factors equally effect photography) going on to say: 
'reality does not seem to exist outside of the perspective of the filmmaker’ (De 
Jong, 2013). I agree with this point in relation to photography (as in film) because it 
appears that each person has their own interpretive experience of an image or an 
event as does the creator of the narrative. 


I am convinced that it is not the case therefore or perhaps even the purpose to 
show actual pure facts, but rather express through photography a perspective that 
could equally speak to the imagination and provoke questioning in the viewer 
about what is really true thus being more authentic to the complexity of life 
situations.  
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I interpret de Jong as asserting clearly that the documentarian might be better off 
thinking about presenting provisional truths, or a contingency of truths, in relation 
to documentary practice. The attempts to show one dimensional factually pure 
truths in photography have often led to disappointment and deception when it is 
revealed that some element in the image does not actually correspond to the 
factual situation, or has been manipulated for effect.  


Liz Wells and the two truths 

According to Wells, it helps to see that there are two dimensions to photographic 
truth. On the one hand there is the denotive which attempts to relay what is seen 
through the indexical signs of the phenomenal world i.e perceivable objects and 
then the connotative truth which points to something outside of the frame but is 
equally recognised as a truth (Wells, 1996:69-75).


 As Wells indicates, viewing documentary photos might become clearer if we know 
at what level we are looking for truth in i.e the connotative or the denotive. 
Although the idea of Wells here is basically a discussion pertaining to photographic 
analysis, in my view, the problem with this perspective is that it requires an alert 
audience to be able to decipher the photographers’ intentions, something that 
cannot be taken for granted. Although to a trained photographer this simple 
division makes sense, it is by no means easy to relay the connotative aspect of a 
photograph to the general public.


It appears to me that photography, since the earliest days, has been dogged by 
the push-pull tension in relation to the objective truth. As evidence of pure fact, 
photos seem limited and even floored in relaying so called empirical reality. The 
expectation does seem to have heavily weighed towards photography presenting 
absolute and unquestionable truths. 


As Wells says: ‘…it is interesting to note that we have always known that 
photographs are malleable, contrived and slippery…’ (Wells,1996:74).  Presumably 
this is problematic because of held assumptions that a medium such as a 
photograph which is essentially a limited technological process could ever reveal 
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the real and the true? All of our attempts to communicate photographically to the 
world might well be in vain, if we are simply trying to show things as we see them, 
or saw them at the time in a literal sense.


Jacob Riis and documentary truth 

Another photographer from the nascent age of the medium that believed in and 
tried to relay the truth was Jacob Riis (b.1849). Riis was seen as one of the early 

documentarians focusing on the poverty of some areas of New York City in the late 
19th century. Even though Riis is hailed as one of the early photographic 
documentarians, we see in this photo above a clearly staged scenario when 
looking at the face of the boys that is strained and held. Although I do not doubt 
that there is poverty in the scene however, to what extent I will have an authentic 
response, is challenged by knowing that it is in fact a set up. 


JACOB RIIS, AN OBVIOUSLY STAGED DOCUMENTARY IMAGE STREET 
ARABS IN THEIR SLEEPING QUARTERSHTTPS://

MYMODERNMET.COM/JACOB-RIIS-HOW-THE-OTHER-HALF-LIVES/
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Conclusion 

The journey taken in this review has attempted to clarify the ongoing and time 
worn debate of photography's capacity to show pure objective truth. In looking at 
this theme in some detail it has become evident to me that at least part of the 
problem has been an underlying assumption. The assumption being that the 
camera with its technologies can fully represent the truth of a situation when the 
truth is always so much more complex than a photo can present. Contemporary 
writers such as Soutter, De Jong and Wells have aided my process of investigation 
by showing that there are assumptions and problems with identifying documentary 
as an objective and pure factual process. As far back as 1870 photography has 
housed and even welcomed the use of manipulative techniques in the darkroom. It 
has in many cases presented an alternative truth either to deceive and lie or to 
intrigue and ask questions of the viewer. 


Perhaps then, rather than looking for pure facts as truth, which as various writers 
have pointed out is inherently problematic, documentary should incorporate the 

'creative treatment of actuality’ (Grierson, in De Jong 2013) that is more 

ambiguous, metaphorical and connotative.  


As for my own practice, this study has been invaluable in at least clarifying how I 
wish to work as a photographer. I think that an important outcome has been that I 
no longer take inspiration from the simple presentation of facts. Rather, I feel more 
connected to the idea of stories and narratives that help people to think about a 
situation, based on reality, but not localised to simple visual evidence. 
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