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Jocumentﬂry xpression and Thirties America. Ry William “tott.

Pp. xii 361, nrefmce 111uftratlons, notes, bibliography, in-
dex. Hej York: Oxford University l.ress, 1073, *12.50.

Neviewed by Cer~ld 5. Yarshaver

Tilliz2m Ttott's book is a study of the documentary ag o literary
cenre and e o social movement of the period of the 12 t Creat
Deprescion. IHe deals with the documentary in filn, photosraph,
writing, broadcast, ~nd art. Stott (p. 62) swmarizes the phil-
osophy of the documentary genre thusly:

documentary treats the actual unimagined e:merience of individ-
uals belonging to 2 sroup ~enernlly of low econonic ~nd social
standin® in the society (lower than the audience for whom the
renort is made) and trents this experience in such a w2y as

to render it vivid, 'human,' and -nost often- poignant to

the audience.

The documentary genre usec two methods as 2 means of persuasion,
The direct method preserts evidence =-nd lets it work unon the au-
dience if it will., "Facts''=-photographs,; description, writing
thet records the experience of the subject, often in his own
words——give the outsiver a face to face experience, 2nd say, "Here
are the factsy, what ~re you going to do about it?" - Although Jacob
Riis, a police reporter, took up photography in the late 186J0's in
order to bring direct proof of the need for slum reform to the
concerned public, the people of the progressive period remained

a "people of the book." Up to the thirties; the most influential
use of the direct method was thot of the muckraking article, such
ag written by Linclon Steffens, Ida Tarbell’: and Samuel Hopkins
Adams. However, in the thirties, the camera come into prominence
as the chief means of direct persussion.

The second method, which is the main stratesy of today's 'new
journzlismy" gives the facts indirectly through the vicarious
experience of an eyewitness. In rcgard to the 1¢30's, Stott
feels that no other time so prized the "Thitmanian "I" and the
stance of being there as » criterion of authenticity. The tech-
nicue of participant reporting, in which the events are filtered
through the narrator's emotions, is ~nalyzed as it was used in
the radical reportnge of John Tpivak, John Dos Fas-sos,; lialcom
Covley, ilary Heaton Vorse, and others, such as the renorters
sympathetic to the Tpanich Loyalists, like Tirnest emingway,
Iicrtha Gelhorn, Herbert .latthews, and Dorothy Parker. “ince
“to*t wishes to give a full picture of the documentary in the thir-
ties,and early forties, it ie eurious th~t in his digcussions of
the literary nature of the genre he makes no mention of the docu-
mentary's =i idlarity to the ballad., Likewise, althouch ample
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cpace iz given to the vicarious method as found in radic2l re-
portaze ~nd in the numerous 'conservative" "I've seen “merica’
(cnd it's o.k.) books of the prewnr period, “tott mekes no men-
tion of fi~ures like 'oody Guthrie, who not only vrote and sang
document-ries bui »resented hl]“Olf as the epitome of the thirties
authentic eyewitness. '

"he dustiest of the dust bowlers" manifested; both in his nar-
r~tive so s and hic persona, that tendency in the "werican char-
acter that Philip nahv called “the cult of experience" and that
“i1linm Stott finds so crucial to the documentary stance of the
thirties. The fact that, as Ctott notes (p. 25), “thirties social
documentary in general is nou ag dead 2s the sérmons of the Social
Gospel™ is all the more reason to =2nalyze the "folk" music com-—
ponent of the documentary expression of the thirties. As the folk
nmusic revival of the 1950's demonstroted, Guthrie and his means

of vicarious narrative provided one of the few examples of thir-
ties documentary that was able to survive as a notent creation
apart from the social context of the neriod. ’

The second tendency of documentary, the indirect or vicarious
method, is understood by.ftott to have been influenced by the -
pulp confession literature -f the twenties. Thus, he finds that
vicarious docume*tary uses the -same "I am the man, I ouffer'd, I
was there" formula as the confession magazines. Although “tott
does not mention it, the use of the author's vicarious "I" in
documentary reportage wag a significont characterl tic of the jour—
nalism of the 1820's. Ctephen Crane, Josiah Flynt, Lillian Fet-
tenzill, and Owen Klldﬂre, to name a few, experimented in misery

in order to document social crnditions. Stott is nrobably cor-
rect in noting that the nulp'oonf gseisns influenced the style of
thirtieg vicerious documentary. Hovever, in order to be adecuately
understood, the vicarious method itself must be seen as a signi-
ficant development of the fin de siecle sensibliity.

In the second nart of the book, “tott examines tne motive common.
to all the docunentary works of the thirties, namely, the attempt
to portray the texture of reality, to dr-matize the "authentic,
and to clarify the essential stuff of imerica. The WP art,
Lderard R. Hurrow's brOﬁdc%ots from London. in the Dlitay; Roosevelt's
use of the concrete and hum~n experience to illustrate a point in
‘his speeches, lartha Craham's 'mericen Document ballet, and the

American Guide Series of the Pederal. lUriters nrogect, are all..
understood as having. the same wotlv tions,

cf 1ntere >t to regional folLlorl ts is Stott's praise-of the Guide
“eries ~s the flnest monument of the 'PA. He finds that the guides
revealed an ‘meric. of nuances; of subtle cultural wealth, and
docunented "raw cultural reality.” He cuotes with approval the
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order -~iven to the director of tihe .innesgota _uide who ridiculed
~tae iden-that crevstote or resion was romantically different from
~ny other. Prom Yaghinston come the order to !innesotr: “You say
vou hnve no folkleore other than Indian ~nd Faul _upyan. e ad-
vise that you interview prisoners in the penitentiary" (p. 112).

“tott ~n2lyzes the nonfiction documentary writins of the thirties
in terms of its form 2nd the technicues used to approach »nd ge-
scribe the lived experience of the ‘‘common man." The three basic
documentary technicues of direct cuotation (informent narrative),
case study, -nd firsthand or participant observation are critically
ex mined ars theyv anpear in the social ~cience writing of the de-
c2de =nd in the radic2l 2nd liber 1 reportare of the day. " orker"
~and other informant narratives, the "I've seen .merica" firsthand
reporta e, and books that used photo,r:phs -nd text to move the
emotions of tle punlic ~re ~lso studied.

Folklorists will be cratified to find th~t in the chapter on “In-
formant Narrctive;" B... Totltin, editor of the slave narr-tives
of the Feder>l ilriters TProject is compared to /.T. Couch, editor
of These Are (ur Lives: As Told by the People :nd ritten by liem-

bers of tho FedeTQ1 Irlters' Jrgggct qi Eﬂi ﬁorlo }rovress dw1n-
1“trat1ﬁn in 'orth C“pollnﬂ, Tennessee, ~nd Georflq (Chapel Hlll9
1(30) Poth amen had =n imiense body of m: Feri-l to edit. Otott
finds that unlike Couch, vho h>d no philosophy, LDotkin's folk-
loristic principles 2llowed him to detect any narrative that hinted
2t being retouched or chowed ~igns of the writer's nrejvudices and
syapathiec. Unlike “ouch's work; “tott finds Dotkin'e Loy liy
Furden Doun (Chicago, 1C45) sucessful in bringin; the reader face
to frce with ~n inform-nt. ~tott's comnendation for Lotkin's
nrincinles of editorship nisht well stond this generation of folk-
loriste in 7ood stead come the W.P. A. of the se.enties.

flfred Kezin has ev-lunted the text and photographic "documentary
bosk" in his On Hrtive Grounds (U ew Tork, 1C€42). John Crierson

(uggggfgp'gg_ggpggggﬁg TV, Tondon, 1¢66) hae written on documen-
tory filwm., . illiam Bluem has al so surveyed docunentery in sev-

- eral media, including televison (Documentapj ond Americ-n Tele-
vigion: Form, Function, .ethod, "ew York, 10657 “Tom 'olfe has
recently ~dded to the criticnl 11ter“the on the development of
documentary in our oun time (gi;ﬁlfis Dec., 172, pp.l152-5¢, 272-80).
However, illiam “tott's Documentory Txpresgion "nd Thirties Amer-
ica is the first work to ~nalyze dooumentﬂrv 2.8 2 genre, Becﬁuse
“tott provides » full critical expocition of the literary cote-
cories and the technlcues of docuient ry, we are nble %o gain a
better understanding of the generic context in 2nd ngrinst which
the ‘“documentary book™ Tet Us Fow Praise Fgmgpﬁ_ﬁgg.(ﬁoston, 1€60)
U M“de. Ais Jilliam “tott demonstrates, the work of Jaies igee
and nlker I'vang was not only the culminction of the documentary
exprefs1on of the thirties but was also the work th't transcended
and showed the genre up.
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Stott enalyzes Jomes zee's text, methcd of compogition, ~nd social
and moral philosophy in order to explain igee's writing rose sbhove
the nice condescension and :demeaning conventional sentiments of

the Pest of the documentary expressions of hic day. As iunortent
s his comnents on “gee's text are the issues that tott raises

in regard to the achievement of ‘Talker Tvans that moke hics book

so edifying.

Since the uaorality of nhotography is sep~rnble from the intentions
of the photorrapher, =ppeals to scientific,; philonthropic; or re-
formist intention become irrelevont when an individual, caught by
the camera, is deprived of his full human complexity and is used
as 2n illustration of a problem; or worse yet, as arresting "mat-
erial." The sin becomes rrecter when "cimple people;" as Agee
called the ten-nt farmers of his book, are exploited. The poor,
like the young, are very visible. ‘s “tott remarks (pp. 274, 275)
the Gudgers 2nd the Rickettses live lives that are wholly exposed.
"What one sees, looking at them and the things they touch, is an
incapacity to dissemble. . .George's shoes 2re choes for work—-
they have no other pretension." Their disguises are thin and trans-—
parent because they lack the middle class means and purposes of
deception. "Their lives, though not bare, ore uncovered to view
ands in them, the essentials of the human condition.” Stott shows
us how Ualker Hvans' work demonstrates a respect for his subjects
and their vulnerable situstion, and how Ivans lets his subjects
compose themselves before the unknowable audience behind the cam-
era and retain and transmit their human diznity.

Evens' taste ond concern for the worth of his subjects is contrasted
to the dramatic emotiinalism and cmart exploitation of the more
highly praised and popular documentary photographers of the thir-
ties, such ag linrgaret Bourke-ilhite. S

Documentary Expression and Thirties America is more than a literary
and historical analysis of the past. Stott; I believe, like

Agee and Tvang hag gone beyond the bounds of his genre. His book,
permeated ~o it is with the cuestion of mor~lity, challenges its
recders to weigh themselves against the best efforts of the thir-
ties. Tolklere, which uses documentary technicues to study the
same class of individuals who were the ‘subject of the thirties
documentary, requires aesthetic openess, moral sensitivity, and
even religious introspection, if the cruel and beautiful lives

of the people whom we ""document’ is to be understood.






