
Grierson defined the genre of documentary as the ‘creative treatment of actuality’.
Discuss in relation to photography

It is certainly true that the genre of documentary, a balance between a type of social record 
and a work of art,  requires some creative treatment of actuality. From the moment the camera is 
raised and in every decision thereafter the photographer is utilising their creative liberties to 
manipulate the truth through choices as simple as framing or cropping to the extremes of staging, 
editing or captioning their images the photographer is using their interpretation of experiences to 
tell a story. There is debate as to whether documentarists who take more creative liberties such as 
staging in their images are still capturing actuality however it can be argued that even documentary 
images that are staged can still show the reader a version of reality, the version chosen by the 
photographer. The argument lies in whether this creative treatment reduces documentary to fiction 
or if photographers can treat their subjects artistically without subtracting from the truth. 

Historically photography as a medium was praised for its accuracy and mechanical ability to
directly reproduce scenes from life and “was at first considered to be a method of representation 
that excluded the artist’s perspective” (Mullen, 1998). As an emerging art form it was certainly more 
accurate at depicting life authentically than methods such as painting or writing but this idea of 
photographic truth began to be dismantled, as stated by Susan Sontag in her pivotal book On 
Photography “photographs are as much an interpretation of the world as paintings and drawings 
are” (Sontag, 2005) This approach to photographic truth was not universal, however,  In the book, In 
Our Time: The World as Seen by Magnum Photographers, Emerson states "Photography is 
distinguished by its immediacy, its authenticity, and the remarkable fact that its eye sees more than 
the human eye. The camera shows everything.” (Manchester et al., 1989)  Arguably, this idea of 
authenticity is false, as even the most literal images are subjective and the smallest variations in the 
way a subject is captured alter the images meaning and introduces a perspective bias. Grierson’s 
definition of documentary as ‘the creative treatment of actuality’ perfectly encapsulates the moral 
dilemma of the documentary medium, being that documentary is a medium used to portray the truth
yet by the very act of documenting, the photographer is altering this truth, all images are prone to 
influence from the photographer's own interpretation of reality.  This perspective is mirrored in the 
view of war documentarist Giles Duley who comments “As a photographer, you're an artist, your 
photographs are your interpretation of the world. You have to get away from the idea that “this” is 
truth” (Segalov 2017). Documentary photography is a genre that is especially powerful because of its 
connection to these ideas of authenticity so it must be noted that it is a genre prone to exaggeration 
and dramatization from the photographer as a way of portraying their message. Photography 
persuades its audience to view the subject as the photographer does. In further discussions about 
documentary Grierson can be quoted on using the method of documentary as a “propagandist” 
(Utterback, 1977) his attitudes towards documentary are  “grounded in his belief that documentary is a 
didactic medium of social and political communication” (Utterback, 1977) This solidifies the idea that 
documentarists utilise the medium of photography as a grounds for storytelling which shifts 
documentary “out of the world of straight news photography and closer to the realm of art” (Mullen, 
1998). To summarise, documentary photography is not a genre “that provides a straightforward and 
accurate representation of people, places, objects and events” as defined by the Tate, it is more a 
medium of subjective art, documenting interpretations of experience, documentary exists “as a cross
between absolute fact and essentialist art” (Blumenkrantz, 2005). This goes hand in hand with the 
definition of documentary as a “creative treatment of actuality”.



The Farm Security Administration was a highly successful and historically significant 
documentary photography project conducted by Roy Stryker, an American government official and 
economist, which documented the rural poverty of the great depression during the 1930s. However, 
the project was “less history than a form of political persuasion” (Szarkowski, n.d.) and the images 
published were used to convince the American public to support Roosevelt's New Deal. One 
photographer who contributed to this project was Walker Evans, a documentarist who “argued for 
purity” (Blumenkrantz, 2005) and disagreed with Strykers demands for images that would aid the 
agency in bringing around social change as he wanted to create images that were a “pure record, not
propaganda” (Library of Congress, 1988). Evan's work can be described as “capturing the unvarnished 
truth in a rigorously plain-spoken style” (Mellow, 1974) this approach to documentary directly 
disagrees with Grierson's notions of the “creative treatment of actuality” as Evans aimed to capture 
life as directly and honestly as possible and was irrefutably against using his medium to push 
political agendas. In his creative treatment, Walker Evans can be quoted stating “You don’t touch a 
thing” (Blumenkrantz, 2005) suggesting that he played no part in manipulating his images, however, 
some of his most seminal works, published in his book Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, are staged 
portraits of Alabama sharecroppers (fig 1). While these images are posed, they are done so in a way 
that dignifies and highlights the subject, not in a way that pushes an artists message, however, this is
still a level of “creative treatment”. All in all, Evans' treatment of actuality in his documentary 
images was almost invisible, any manipulation he did to the scene was conducted in a way that 
enhanced the stories he was documenting rather than to push a narrative of his own. This approach 
agrees with some of Grierson's ideas on documentary, the idea of creative treatment through Evans' 
manipulation and staging, but disagrees with documentaries use as a “pulpit”(Utterback, 1977) as 
stated by Grierson. 

Fig 1 
Walker Evans

Sharecropper's Family, Hale County, Alabama March 1936

However, there was another photographer who worked on the FSA, Arthur Rothstein, who 
took his treatment of actuality to the other extreme, during his time in the Badlands, Rothstein was 
instructed by Stryker to capture images of the drought that devastated many farms. Rothstein 
captured several images using a deer skull as a prop in different compositions, experimenting with 
lighting and texture for dramatic effect. Stryker was eager to use these images and released them to 
the press, where the FSA faced some of its most significant backlash from the public (fig 2), calling 
the image “proof of government waste, duplicity and fraud.” (Arthur Rothstein — ALTERED IMAGES, 
n.d.) and commenting that it “exaggerated the situation of drought” (Shaohua Huang, 2009) and led the 
public to view the project as government propaganda. Rothstein in contrast to Evans believed that 
photographic manipulation was justifiable if the resulting image was an interpretation of what the 



photographer experienced, yet he did not want to take responsibility for the influence of his image, 
claiming he had no intention of the image being used for propaganda or to symbolise drought. This 
can be seen as “an outright ethical transgression” (Blumenkrantz, 2005) and raises important ethical 
and moral arguments against the “creative treatment of actuality” especially when it is used in 
highly influential or political situations. Even so, both Rothstein and Evans are documentary 
photographers despite the fact that their attitudes towards truth are so incompatible, this goes to 
show that the genre of documentary is subjective and versatile in its portrayals of truth.

fig 2
Fargo Forum front page 



As documentary photography developed, more abstract interpretations of the medium began 
to emerge, creating the space for contemporary documentary photography to evolve outside of the 
black and white social documentary images of Evans, Rothstein and many other classical 
documentarists. An example of contemporary photography that demonstrates the adaptability and 
modernisation of the genre is the project Monsanto: A Photographic Investigation created by 
Mathieu Asselin and published in 2017. This project is a multifaceted  investigation into the 
Monsanto corporation and its social, economical and environmental impacts on the civilians of 
Vietnam and the USA. To compose this project, Asselin “synthesised the storytelling power of 
different documentary formats” (Peces, 2017)  including studio (fig 3), portrait (fig 4) and landscape 
photographs, archival material, memorabilia and court files to create a “ visual narrative that could 
present to his audience the damages Monsanto has inflicted upon the environment and people 
throughout its history” (Cardoso Ribeiro, 2018). This multilayered approach to a documentary 
investigation adopted a range of “creative treatments” from the staged and studio images of 
Monsanto products and memorabilia, to carefully composed portraits of farmers and civilians 
impacted by legal battles, carcinogenic waste and chemical warfare, Asselin even went to the 
extreme of painting over some images with acrylic paint to present previous damages Monsanto 
caused to the environment. (fig 5) This level of creative manipulation would not have been accepted 
in documentary historically but with modern developments in documentary photography it has 
become more acceptable to utilise the medium conceptually, capturing images that represent a story 
rather than directly capturing the story itself. Asselin is a photographer who believes that in spite of 
the “cloak of objectivity that photography can imply”(Shah, 2018) photography is a subjective 
medium for storytelling. This work is about capturing the truth in the stories of Monsanto victims, 
but also about Asselin's own beliefs, his position is very clear throughout the project. “I do not like 
Monsanto and what it represents and I make sure you understand that”(Shah, 2018).  To summarise, 
Asselin, like Grierson utilised the “creative treatment of actuality” as a medium to push his message
and in a way as a propagandist, he employed a wide range of mediums and  creative techniques to 
demonstrate the extended impact of Monsanto and to document the realities of its victims, his 
treatment of reality was more subjective than that of  Evans or Rothstein but it still portrayed the 
stories truthfully which suggests that photographers “can treat content creatively without 
jeopardizing the actuality or truth” (Kerrigan and McIntyre, 2010) 
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To conclude, documentary photography is a medium that exists in the space between social 
record and art, a photographic genre that is “subjective but at the same time holding a grip to 
actuality and truth.” (Ukessays 2018). Grierson's definition of documentary as a “creative treatment of 
actuality” is one of the stronger definitions of the medium because documentary does not portray an
actuality but rather an artists interpretation of the reality they experience, this definition takes into 
account the artists perspective bias and embraces it as an essential contribution to documentary. 
Additionally, it is a definition that can be applied to many interpretations of documentary from 
purists such as Evans to conceptualists like Asselin, as both photographers “sought a creative 
treatment of their actualities, but they selected different voices for this treatment” (Utterback 1977) 
Evans captured honest, simple images of American life as it unfolded in front of him, whereas 
Asselin produced a multilayered project utilising several forms of documentary and including a 
great deal of his own manipulation. The biggest area of concern surrounding this “creative 
treatment of actuality” arises when the creative treatment in documentary is portrayed as absolute 
fact and used for governmental and political gain in the media, as was the case with Rothstein. This 
was a morally outrageous and unethical use of the medium as documentary photography can be 
used as a tool of persuasion to influence the morals of the public if it is presented as reportage rather
than art, which is why there is a strict code of ethics for photojournalism today. When documentary 
photography is considered a balance between reportage and art, however, it is easier to accept 
Grierson's ideas of “creative treatment” as  “a quality of art is that it does manipulate in order to 
reveal truth” (Mullen, 1998).  
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