
Witnessing History Through Lenses: The
Unforgettable Documentary Photography
From The Great Depression And World War II
The power of photography lies in its ability to freeze a moment in time, capturing
the raw emotions and realities of the world. Documentary photography, in
particular, has played a vital role in showcasing historical events and the human
condition. Two periods of great significance that saw remarkable documentary
photography are the Great Depression and World War II.

During the Great Depression, which took place in the 1930s, the world witnessed
unprecedented economic hardships. Millions of people lost their jobs, poverty and
hunger became widespread, and the social fabric of society was tested. It was
during this time that photographers embarked on documenting the reality of
everyday life, giving a face to the struggles that many faced.

Dorothea Lange, one of the most prominent documentary photographers of the
era, captured some of the most iconic images of the Great Depression. Her
photograph titled "Migrant Mother" depicts a worn-out mother surrounded by her
children, embodying the desperation and resilience of the time. Lange's
photographs became a catalyst for change, shedding light on the struggles of
ordinary people and influencing policies that aimed to alleviate their suffering.
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As the world stepped out of the Great Depression and into World War II,
documentary photography continued to be a tool for both storytelling and
propaganda. The war, engulfing nations across the globe and taking away
countless lives, needed to be documented to ensure history would never forget
the atrocities committed and the sacrifices made.

One of the most renowned photographers of this era was Robert Capa. Capa's
photographs taken during the war captured the intensity of combat and the
bravery of soldiers. His photograph of a soldier storming Omaha Beach during
the D-Day invasion became an enduring symbol of the war's human toll and
sacrifice.

Beyond the battlegrounds, documentary photographers such as Margaret
Bourke-White and Lee Miller also documented the realities faced by civilians
during the war. Bourke-White's photographs of concentration camps shocked the
world, revealing the horrors that went unseen for far too long. Miller, on the other
hand, captured the struggles of women working in factories to support the war
effort, highlighting their crucial role in history.

Documentary photography from the Great Depression and World War II serves as
a poignant reminder of the resilience and strength of the human spirit. These
photographs transcend time, taking us back to moments that shaped our world.
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They remind us of the importance of empathy, compassion, and understanding,
ensuring that we learn from the past to build a better future.

The impact of these photographs was not limited to the times in which they were
taken. They continue to inspire and drive change today. The photographers
behind these images risked their lives to capture the truth and tell the untold
stories. Their work serves as an inspiration for current and future generations of
photographers and activists, urging them to use their cameras to bring about
social change and promote solidarity.

The legacy of documentary photography from the Great Depression and World
War II is one that cannot be overlooked. These images continue to shape our
understanding of history, offering glimpses into the lives and struggles of those
who came before us.

Through their lenses, the documentary photographers of these eras became
witnesses to history. With their click of the shutter, they captured the highs and
lows of the human experience, immortalizing moments and reminding us of our
collective humanity.

Documentary photography from the Great Depression and World War II has left
an indelible mark on the world. Through the lens of influential photographers like
Dorothea Lange, Robert Capa, Margaret Bourke-White, and Lee Miller, we gain a
deeper understanding of the challenges faced by individuals and communities
during these tumultuous periods. Their images tell stories that words alone
cannot convey, etching into our minds the resilience and spirit of humanity. It is
through these photographs that we continue to learn and remember, ensuring
that the lessons of the past guide us towards a better future.
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Compelling photographs of people and places throughout Maryland during one of
the nation's most anxious decades.

Between 1935 and 1943, the United States government commissioned forty-four
photographers to capture American faces, along with living and working
conditions, across the country. Nearly 180,000 photographs were taken—4,000 in
Maryland—and they are now preserved in the Prints and Photographs Division of
the Library of Congress. Constance B. Schulz presents a selection of these
images in Maryland in Black and White.

Maryland in the 1930s and early ‘40s truly represented a microcosm of America,
a middle ground where beach and mountain, north and south, urban and rural,
black and white, farmer and businessman, rich and poor, young and old met. This
period also witnessed a turning point in the state’s history. The pace and nature of
change varied from region to region, but even in areas that seemed most
resistant to it—the Chesapeake Bay, where oyster tongers harvested their catch
using methods unchanged for centuries, or the mountains and streams of Garrett
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County, where the seasons timelessly repeated themselves—the momentum
toward a modern economy, influenced if not dominated by urban and national
concerns, had significant impact.

Within these pages, the farms and coal fields of 1930s and '40s Western
Maryland, the tobacco fields of Southern Maryland, watermen in wooden boats
along the Eastern Shore, and smiling couples dancing at a wartime senior prom
come back to life. These photographs reveal places we know but scarcely
recognize and give us another look at the people of "the greatest generation."
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