
Documentary Photography Project.pdf


STUDENT NONVIOLENT COORDINATING COMMITTEE 
8 1/2 Raymond Street NW 
At lanta, Georgia 


PROPOSAL FOR 


A DOCUMENTARY PROGRAM IN PHOTOGRAPHY 


INTRODUCTION: It is a surprising fact in this age of instant 


communication that the process of social change 


going on in the South today is not really being recorded. Beyond 


the standard news coverage of scenes of violence, an occasional 


television documentary, a book or magazine article, there has 


been no comprehensive attempt to register the real images of 


change--to fix in photographs and print a way of life that has 


remained stable for more than a century and is now rapidly 


dissolving. 


Such a record would be of incalculable value to future 


generations, not to mention the perspective and understanding 


it might bring to conteQporary Americans trying to solve the 


imponderable problems of race. 


In the absence of any serious effort at documentation, the 


Student Nonviolen t Coordinating Co~mittee is undertaking a 


pilot project in photography that will go far beyond the 


immediate needs of the organization. The project will attempt 


to document the struggle of Negroes for civil rights in the 


South, and to record the effec ts of segregation on both whites 


and Negroes. In its broadest conception, the project will 


attempt to record the manner of life that is southern before 


it changes beyond all reco gnit ion. 


-more-
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The documentary prcject will coordinate closely with SNCC's 


well established research program. The entire structure of 


southern life will be reviewed and a list made of t hose partic


ular aspects which may best be revealed through photographs. 


Here are some examples of the type of essays that may be 


undertaken: 


1. A portrait of Negro family life in the South 


done through a series of intimate documentary essays on Neg ~ oes 


living under different conditions in different parts of the 


South. Every attempt would be made to avoid the sensational 


in favor of a painstaking study of life as it exists. 


2. The sa~e approach to lower income white families. 


In both cases, SNCC would send a photographer to live for 


several weeks with a family, to become as much as possible a 


part of the fabric of their lives and to photograph them 


exactly as he sees them. 


3. A documentary on labor conditions in the South--


automation in farming, patterns of unemployment, the effects 


of industrialization, unions, etc. 


4. An essay on a Negro family moving North, starting 


in the i r home community i n Mississippi, and following them 


into a ghetto community in Chicago, Philadelphia or Detroit. 


The photographer would follow in their faces and actions the 


anxious search for a place to live, a job, a place on the 


rel i ef rolls, the uprooting of family patterns that occurs 


when a Negro family is forced to migrate. 


It is our hope, when the documentary project has proved 


its worth, that it wi l l be merged with efforts already under 
-more-
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way to establish a national documentary project to record 


American life in the sixties. Such a project would provide 


for the pub lic a tion of a series of volumes depicting American 


life throughout the country. Even tually, t he photographs 


would become part of a permanent record of the lif e of this 


nation, and would be preserved in the special collection of 


a private univ~rsity, museum, or t he Library of Congress. 


The SNCC documentary project will begin in June, 1964, 


with six carefully se l ected photographer candidates and a 


project director. At the end of the summer, each photographer's 


work will b e reviewed by a panel of photographers and editors 


appointed to evaluate the project. The project director will 


submit a report to the panel. On the basis of the summer's 


operation , the panel will make recommendations for the future 


operation of the p roj ect. 


For more than a year, SNCC has main tained a photographic 


department on a modest scale, with one or two photographers 


in the field and a poorly equipped but workable darkroom in 


the Atlanta off ic e. SNCC photographs have been used in hundreds 


of SNCC publications, as well as in national newspapers, 


magazines and books, by the FBI, and on the floor of the Senate . 


Plans for the documentar y p roject are a direct result of the 


deconstrated potential of this operation. 


THE TRAINING PROGRAM: Such an ambit i ous project will 


inevitably depend for success on the 


efforts of exceptional photographers--men with gu ts and 


de t e r mination, willing to travel all over the South, risking 
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their necks and living under c ond itions of hardship in order 


to complete their assignments. They must, moreover, be men 


who see supremely well--and have the insight to interpret 


and understand the events that unfold before the ir cameras. 


This is a big order. It demands a great deal more than 


mere technical proficiency from those who undertake it. It 


requires that th ey become visually expressive, emotionally 


lucid individuals totally committed to a professional as we11 


as a social ideal; that they learn the elements of the craft 


of communication so thoroughl y that the i mages they produce 


will have significance lonp, after the struggle for civil 


rights has passed into our history books. 


In keeping with SNCC policy, all photographers associated 


with the program will be pa id a forty dollar per week sub-


sistance wage, out of which they mus t provide their food and 


lodging. Add itional expense ooney for travel and photographic 


materials will be provided. 


The training program will be no academic exercise in 


photography. The classrooms will be the fields of Mississippi, 


Alabama , Louisiana and Georgia. The students will be asked 


to perform th eir assignments under the most arduous of cond-


itions. Hardship and committment will play an importan t 


role in developing exceptional photographers, but field 


training will be supplemented by a carefully worked out cours e 


of visual and technical instruction. 


Photographers who r e c eive thei r training in the SNCC 


documentary project will be thorou ghly qualifi ed to move on 


to responsible jobs in the communications field. They will 
-mor e -
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be oble to photograph and function visual l y under adverse 


conditions. They will understand the dynamics of a pic tur e 


s tory sequence and have the editorial knowledge to translat e 


a g iven action into a me~ningful series cf photographs. 


Moreover , their train ing will take place in the midst of e 


social revolution--a period of g reat si g nificance in our 


national history. It will test their strength, resolution . 


~nd integrity as no academic pro g ram could ever do . The 


men who emerge from such an exp erience may well have a profound 


effect on th e who le medium of picture coomunication. Such 


wn s the experience of that remark~ble team of Farm Security 


Administration pho t ographers \rho recorded the bitter struggles 


of dust bowl f ~rmers during the thirties. The development 


of magazine pho t ojournalism during the followin g decade 


reflected in lar g e measure the new vision th ey brought t o 


photog raphy. One o f t hose phr to g rsph e rs, the only N e ~ ro in 


the FSA project, is among th e top ten photogra phers in th e 


nation today. His name is Gordon Pa rks. 


The training progr am sh ould not b e looked upon as a formal 


cours e conducted by the project director for t he photo g raphers, 


but r ather a s a mutual se~rching in wh ich everyo ne par ticipa tes. 


The teachin~ a nd le a rning uill b e done by all. Here is a roug h 


outline ~f some of the specific steps that will be taken. 


The basis £1 ~ teachin~ program li!ll ~ intensive 


analvsis £i actual assignmen ts. E~ch photo r, rapher will study 


his own uork with three g oals in mind--to improve his picture 


vision, to e xp a nd his technic~l competance, and to broaden 


his und e rstanding of the picture story as a form of communic


ation. 
-more-
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Picture vision: Photographers will practice specific 


exercises designed to develop habits of concentration and visual 


awareness until they can enter a state o f mind where they see 


mo re, and thus pho tograph more, perceptively than normally. 


The c o rne rsto ne of this study will be the pho t o grapher's 


own work . In the darkroom he will learn the art of printing 


in order t o bec0ne intimate with his work in a way that d o es 


no t ha ppen whe n o the r p e op le print fr on his nezatives. Und er 


the g uidance o f the project director, he will spend lonr 


h ours c o ntec.plating and analyzin~ his best p h o tos raphs, seekin~ 


t c d evel o p a sense o f form and c o ntent s o in~ rained that 


it will functi r n intuitively when he has a camera in his hands. 


Once a ~onth, the entire ph~ to~r aphic staff will ~ ather 


in Atlanta t 0 analyze the month's wo rk, criticize each 0 ther's 


ph o t o9 raphs and ~ lan future assi ~ nments. The p roject will 


invite o utst and in~ teachers, edit o rs and ~ho t o?raphers to 


c o n d uct seminars in their s p ecial areas o f c o n p etance. 


Technic a l pr o ficiency: Technique is alwa ys an a d junct, 


n e ver a substitute f o r ins~ired s eein~. It will always be 


d iscussed in the c o ntext o f th e wh o le act o f n akinp a r.ho to


~ ra ph. Pho t o ~r a?hers will learn the Zone Systen of ex7o sure, 


no t o nly because it q iv e s then r, reater technical c o ntrol 


over their me rl ium but because in th e process they become 


more aware o f tonal values in their p h o t o?, raphs. 


Special attenti o n will b e ~ iven to the technical prob le~ s 


attendant on p h o tc r rap hinB in a h c stile environment--use o f 


l on~ lenses, infra-red p h o to oraph y , c o ncealed came ras, etc. 


-mo re-
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Underston,linp, ~ picture s t o ry: It is n u t c nou !-r h t o 


r ho t o~ra?h wi th clarity ~nd en0 ti onol ~owe r. The SNCC 


do cume ntary p r o j ect wil l be o r 1; anized aro und c ohe r e nt ~ r oups 


of p hcto r raphs--extendeJ ? icture essays which depe nd u pon 


r e l a ti onshi ps b~ twee n phc t op r aphs t o c ornnunicate Meaninp~ The 


edi t c ri o l unde rstand in" necesso ry t o pho t op r aph wit h a coherent 


theme in Mind wi ll be a n i npo rtant ?art of the edu cation of 


SNCC r>ho t on; r a;>hers. 


The project d ir e cto r an~ t he phu t o~r opher wil l ana l yze 


each ass i ~nnen t in terns o f : whot t he ~~ t ont ial nf ea c h 


s i tua t i v n w.n s; ~) ic tu rc s t ho pho t op,rapher n i s s e~1 an~l l<lays he 


rn i z ht have impruve:.l th e <• n es he oo t; unusu.3.l elements in th e 


sto ry thot n i ~ht be used int e r pret i ve ly. Typica l story 


situatio ns u ill be a na lyzed visu n l ly a nd the photo .., r a:)her 


will practic e ~ent a lly translatin~ i d eas into p ictures. F·r 


eac h a ssi pnncnt, a shoo t in~ script will be urepared in advsnce. 


In the fiel:l, t he :~ hc: t or rapher will keep in c nns t a nt t o uch 


with the p r o ject d irecto r and proofs of his da i ly sho o tinP wi l l 


be na il eJ t~ him s o he nay eva lu a t e t he st0 r y as it devcl~ps . 


In ac .!i ti on t o tr a inin~ project photcp r aphe r s , the 


J ir Gcto r l-Till ~riv .a t e chnica l P ui .~ ance i n p ho t 0~'> r a~>hy t o ten 


SNCC field secre taries, th e most 11r'Jn isinp n f whoPl l:!lc!\Y l·e 


r ec ruited f o r the ~ r o ject. 


THE BUDGET: Whe n th e p r 0 j ect was dis cu sseJ bef o r e the 


Anericon Sc cinty o f Maoazin ~ Pho t~ ~ r aphers 


a few weeks a~o , indivic!un l plw t or, rar>hers r es:;>onded with 


r• ifts c.'f e qui ;,:m\::lnt a nJ nnney t (lta llin" ne arl y a thousand 
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dol lars. Pr f'•Dises <'f n o re equipnent, non0y an(~ siP.nificant 


traJe discounts have Lee n ~ iven, anJ a numbe r u f leadin ~ phot ~ -


~r a?hers hove indicated their interest in takinr ~ art in the 


educati onal aspects o f the pr o jects. Neverthe le ss, the 


p r c ject will have to Jep end f o r its r.1ain su :)port u pJ n 


foundation e rants. 


THE BUDGET 


ESTABLISHMENT OF OPERATION 


Purchase Qi equipnent: 


f 'J r .~ arkr oor.1 : 
$350 useJ ?3c o o r Bessler Jrye r 


$75 enlar ~ in P lens es 


TOTAL: 


$100 trays, ti~er , t~nks, re e ls, etc, 
$100 dehur.1i J ifier 


$75 dry mount ~ - ress 


$700 TOTAL 


c~nera ~qui:nent: 


$4,640 


$600 
$180 
$240 
$200 
$200 
~_300 


6 N i k c- n F c an e r a ~ <-'eli e s an rl 6 t! i k . 1 r 1 e r. s e !': 


3 stro~ e units (lOOW/sec) 


$1720 


6 li ~-r ht n et e rs 
ncct!ss o ries 
10 inzx; >cnsive c::tne ras f·) r fiel J :•ers ·.; nncl 
t r a v e 1 in rr f i ,.,; 1 d 1 a L , ': i t h D u r s t en 1 r-\ r ~ c r in k i t 
TOTAL 


·ffice equipnen t : 
$24 0 4 file c n~ inets 


$ 3 50 t y ') e 1i7 r i t c r 
$500 2 r1esl.;s 
$180 4 offi c e chairs 


$ 6 0 4 f <' 1 J in p c h Q. i r s 
$175 li ~ ht t able 


$60 2 lamp s 
$80 netnl st o ra~e cabinet 


_jll misc. (stn:J ler, nencil sharpener , e tc.) 
$1720 TOT.t\ L 


cons t ructi o n o f facility: 
$150 car ;-antry 
$100 !: lun:,in,:> 
ll2.Q. lun~Jer and o the r n:1. teri n ls 
$500 TOTAL 
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ContinuinP e xp e nses: 


Lab and o ffice su p? lies: 
$300 filn 


$75 chemicnls 
$150 paper 


9 


$100 o ffice supplies 
__j2.Q_ telepho ne 
$675 MONTHLY TOTAL 


rental o f 4 c.1rs 
~ as, etc., f 0 r cars 


yearly t o tal $29,415 


Tr nvel: 
$400 
$600 
$500 
$600 


o ven fund f o r rail and air travel 


$2100 


Salaries: 
$8000 


$12,480 
$2080 
$2080 


$24,640 


personnl expe ns e s f o r trav e linp pho t o r,raphers 
t10NTHLY TOTAL 


(yearly) 
pr o ject d irecto r 
6 ~ho t v~ ra~hers (SNCC sub sistancc, $40 week) 
lab chief ($4 0 we ek) 
assistant ed ito r ($40 week) 
YEARLY TOTAL 


Emer e ency fund : 
$2000 leoal expenses, bail, e tc. 


Bud~ et f o r establishnent o f operatio n 


O p eratin~ exp enses p er year 


TOTAL BUDGET 


$4,640 


$29,415 


$34,055 






