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The aim of this essay is to discuss four photographs taken by Walker Evans during his work 

as part of the FSA photographic unit. It will consider the context in which these photographs 

were taken, how various elements within their construction work to provide a narrative, and 

how the attitudes of the photographer himself had an impact on the final images.   

  

Before discussing Evans' photographs, we must contextualise their place in American 

history. America, during the 1930's, became the victim of the Great Depression following 

the crash of the stock market in 1929. This resulted in high rates of unemployment and 

subsequent poverty. As the Country suffered, it was Franklin D. Roosevelt who created the 

New Deal Agencies by 1933, with the aim of providing employment and promoting 

economic growth. One such Agency was the Farming Security Administration. (FSA)   

  

Prior to the creation of the FSA, the Homestead Act was passed in 1862, resulting in the 

migrations of thousands of farmers to an area known as 'The Great Plains.' An area west of 

the Mississippi River that held great potential and promise, freely open for farming 

development. At first, those who settled on 'The Great Plains' experienced a period of great 

prosperity. The combination of new and industrialised methods of farming that provided 

such a wealth of wheat crops, combined with Americas involvement in World War One had 

created a huge demand for wheat production, with guaranteed payment from the 

Government. The combination of excessive production and drought, resulted in the 

eventual destruction of top soil, culminating in a man-made ecological disaster that turned  

100 million acres of land to dust. “Associated Press Reporter Robert Geiger created the term 

'Dust Bowl' to describe what the region had become.” 1  

  

Photography as a medium was less than a century old, and was one that found itself 

entangled in a debate that questioned the very photographs it produced. It was however 

considered by many to be a tool capable of producing an objective image, one that could be 

studied to provide a powerful educational reference and commentary. Roy Emerson Stryker, 

who headed the photographic division of the FSA, was one such advocate of this approach 

                                                      
1 SANDLER, M.W. The Dust Bowl Through The Lens: How Photography Revealed and Helped Remedy a National  

Disaster p. 24  
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to photographic material, and indeed his previous experience with photographer Lewis Hine 

on the book ‘Men at Work’, served to reinforce this ideology. “Stryker began to think of 

himself as a national historian accumulating images for future generations.” 2 Stryker began 

hiring photographers and tasking them with creating socially charged photographic material 

that would be centrally gathered and then drawn upon for publication. This mass gathering 

of photographic images in the 1930’s was to firmly cement the genre of documentary 

photography in this historical period.   

  

Walker Evans was one such photographer who contributed to this huge photographic 

record. In order to deconstruct and understand his images referred to in this essay, it’s 

important to consider who Evans was as an artist. He had explored other creative forms 

through literature and painting, but it was in the late 1920’s in New York when he began to 

embrace photography as an artistic medium. What arguably makes his photographic work 

so powerful, reflective and thought provoking, is that in choosing photography, he hadn’t 

abandoned the influences he found in his previous explorations of poetry. Effectively, much 

of Evans skill and talent was the result of embracing the camera as a tool, to be used as a 

medium capable of constructing a highly narrative visual form of poetry. “Evans came to 

photography, then, with a poet’s vision and a prizefighter’s appetite for contact – attributes 

which defined his photographic style almost from the beginning.”3 Aside from the French 

poet Baudelaire, it can be noted that Evans took influence from the ideas and composition 

seen in the paintings of Edward Hopper, whose paintings featured alongside Evans own 

photography in 1933 exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art. This influence is evident 

when comparing Hopper’s oil painting ‘Early Sunday Morning’ from 1930 with Evans 

photograph taken in 1935. Also taken in the early morning, although possibly for technical 

as well as aesthetic reasons. “While several later Evans photographs resemble Hopper 

paintings, the similarity between their work is more in outlook than in specific style.”  

4Hopper, as with Evans, had a great adoration for America and were both interested in the 

idea of being able to create a visual representation of American identity. Hopper’s scenic 

paintings enticed the viewer to consider the interactions between civilisation and nature, 

                                                      
2 CURTIS, J. Mind's Eye, Mind's Truth: FSA Photography Reconsidered p. 10  
3 EVANS, WALKER. Masters of Photography: Aperture p. 6  
4 CURTIS, J. Mind's Eye, Mind's Truth: FSA Photography Reconsidered p. 26  



 

but both artists were able to create a visual symbolism of American identity through the 

observation of everyday objects.    

  

Evans also had exposure to the works of Eugène Atget, known for his compositional genius, 

“Evans responded to Atget’s straightforward recording of historic streets and buildings, as 

well as worn interiors and architectural detail that bespoke persistence of the past in the 

present.”5 He also found great inspiration from photographer Henri-Cartier Bresson, known 

for his decisive shots using the hand held 35mm Leica camera. “Evans and Cartier-Bresson 

have one essential point in common… they became artists by reinventing photography.”6 As 

Curtis noted, Evans did this by continually perusing and developing his own artistic style 

rather than heavily subscribing to the artistic trends and movements of the time. “Evans 

sought artistic identity by rebelling against the leading photographers of his day, Alfred 

Stieglitz and Edward Steichen.” 7  

  

By 1935, Walker Evans had established himself as both photographer and artist, his work 

had been exhibited, published and recognised, and he was well travelled. “By the time he 

began his extraordinary work for the Farm Security Administration, in 1935, the many 

influences on his personal style had been assimilated and transcended.”8  

The following photographs discussed in this essay were taken between 1935 and 1936 and 

concentrate on the interior work Evans conducted inside the homes of those in the ‘Dust 

Bowl’ region.  

  

                                                      
5 MARIEN, M.W. Photography: A Cultural History p. 279  
6 SIRE, A. and CHEVRIER, J. Henri Cartier-Bresson: Walker Evans Photographing America 1929 – 1947 p. 27  
7 p. 25  
8 p. 7  
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Figure 1: Unemployed Worker’s Home, Morgantown, West Virginia  

  

Figure 1 was taken in 1935, and shows one such interior. The rocking chair seems central to 

the image but the other elements within it create a finely tuned synergy, balanced 

beautifully by Evans through the use of natural lighting and composition. The main source of 

light spills into frame from the right, illuminating the chair especially, but also works to 

highlight the wooden surfaces, clarifying their geometric form. We can examine this light as 

it wraps around the banisters, the stairs and the smooth curves of the chair. Considering the 

arrangements of the objects Evans presents us with in this environment, we can perhaps 

find issue with the rocking chairs location. It sits in a place where it’s designed function 

would be compromised, but this is not what concerned Evans. What he aimed to capture, 

was a form of beauty. In the context of the situation, Caroline Henderson wrote of her 

experiences whilst living in the ‘Dust Bowl’,  

  



 

Dust to eat and dust to breathe and dust to drink. Dust in the beds and in the flour 

bin, on dishes and walls and windows, in hair and eyes and ears and teeth and 

throats, to say nothing of the heaped-up accumulation on floors and windowsills 

after one of the bad days. The wind-driven dust, fine as the finest flour, penetrates 

wherever air can go.9  

  

Many photographers working for the FSA aimed to explicitly capture the effects of the dust, 

and those images certainly support Henderson’s experience. “Rather than dwell on dirt, as 

so many documentarians did, Evans chose to concentrate on the potential for order and 

beauty in the tenants’ lives.”10 Evans however, presented a scene here that’s simple, clear 

and clean.  

  

  

Figure 2: Bedroom in Floyd Burroughs’s Home, Hale County, Alabama  

  

Figure 2, taken in 1936 at the Burroughs’s family home reinforces that, “Evans found dirt 

both a distraction and an aesthetic liability.”11 Here, he had employed darkroom techniques 

as a method of reducing the appearance of dirt to an absolute minimal. The objects in figure 

1 also serve as an indicator of the theme of ‘home’. The rocking chair possibly symbolic of 

                                                      
9 DUNCAN, D. and BURNS, K. The Dust Bowl: An Illustrated History p. 82  
10 p. 38  
11 p. 37  
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relaxation, or perhaps as a place of contemplation. There’s also a small picture above the 

mirror, which appears to be of a house, although it’s difficult to discern if it’s a photograph 

or an illustration. Its symbolism could be related directly to Evans’ photograph, reinforcing 

the love, appreciation and respect one has for the home. The mirror itself seems to be of 

importance, possibly as a direct reference to the concept of beauty, both in the context of 

art and this environment. The reflection of the rocking chair also adds an intriguing layer of 

depth.   

  

  

Figure 3: Washstand and Kitchen of Floyd Burroughs’s Home, Hale County, Alabama  

  

Figure 3 was taken in 1936 in the Burroughs family home, with similarities to that of Figure 

1. It was here in 1936, that Evans was on leave from the FSA whilst working alongside the 



 

writer James Agee. “He requested Evans as a photographer for the project.”12 The two had 

met previously in Greenwich Village, and their partnership, at the time Evans captured the 

following images, was to become a “…unique blend of Agee’s empathy and Evan’s 

realism.”13 The photograph in figure 3 is presented using a portrait orientation, the 

composition is of particular interest as it “…creates the impression of a cool, spacious 

room…”14 Evans’ photograph of this kitchen cleverly betrays the reality of space, as Agee 

wrote, “The room is small: very little more than big enough to crowd in the stove and table 

and chairs…”15 Although composed for technical reasons, allowing greater control of light, 

the effect of distorted space is evident when Agee’s account is taken into consideration. It is 

the combination of rearrangements and in this example, composition, which perpetuated 

the debate that questioned if this was art or document.    

  

Natural lighting illuminates the scene throughout. There’s a strong theme of functionality 

evident here, the objects presented where one would expect them. Perhaps one could find 

particular significance in the oil lamp on the kitchen table. Electricity was available in the 

1930’s, yet this photograph shows how poverty has reduced the Burroughs’s to the absolute 

basics. Regardless, Evans, in his rearrangement and careful composition, has both sensitively 

and artistically presented an image that’s capable of encapsulating a sense of dignity and 

respect for this family’s plight.   

  

                                                      
12 EVANS, WALKER. Masters of Photography: Aperture p. 9  
13 CURTIS, J. Mind's Eye, Mind's Truth: FSA Photography Reconsidered p. 23  
14 p. 43  
15 p. 43  
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Figure 4: Fireplace and Objects in Bedroom of Floyd Burroughs’s Home, Hale County, 

Alabama  

  

The photograph in Figure 4 is of the fireplace in the Burroughs’s bedroom. In comparison to 

the photographs previously discussed, Evans utilised a flash. The resulting aesthetic is 

immediately clear. The lack of a natural light source eliminates the spacious sense created in 

the previously discussed photographs, and instead, draws the viewer into an intimate space 

that perhaps no longer feels observational, but intrusive. Is this possibly a part of the reason 

this photograph isn’t as acclaimed as the previous two? The point of this photograph 

however, is that it focuses on an aspect of home life. The simplistic nature of what’s 

presented is not paramount, rather, it’s the objects that point us to a sense of familiarity. 

The mantel place was, and still is, a primary place for such things as ornaments and family 

photographs. Two photographs can be seen beside the calendar, and also in the upper right 

corner. Also noticeable are two muddy shoes beneath the fireplace, suggestive of resting  
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after work. The rearrangements carried about by Evans in this example were minimal, and it 

seems were only carried out for the benefit of aiding composition.   

  

These four photographs provide us with a strong contextual and historical narrative, 

reinforced by the observational approach conducted by Evans. The photographs in Figures 1 

and 3 are particularly strong as single stand-alone images. Due to his technical skill with the 

camera and his choice of using a large format camera as opposed to the 35mm camera, 

which provided such high levels of detail and clarity. Through his rearrangement of the 

everyday objects that he encountered, he was able to construct an image, perhaps in the 

same manner a painter would. But he also transformed the ordinary into becoming a 

symbolic representation that embodied the attitudes of those who found themselves in the 

midst of a geological crisis. Evans’ photography here, was the display of a refusal to be 

defeated and the defiance in the face of great adversity, and this was conveyed with great 

respect and consequently preserved dignity through his portrayal of beauty through 

simplicity.     

  

Evans had purposefully aimed to create a particular aesthetic, one that was an artistic 

representation of the beauty that he saw resonating from the arrangements of such objects 

within these environments. He took a unique approach to his work, embracing an ideology 

that combined elements of both the arts and the document. It is however, of significant 

interest that he chose to photograph the interiors rather than the exterior. Prior to his work 

for the FSA, Evans had lived, worked, and nurtured his photographic talent from the urban 

landscapes of Paris, to New York and Cuba. In fact, “…neither Roy Stryker nor his 

photographers had first-hand knowledge of agrarian America. In background, education, 

and experience they were urbanites; as the city spurred their ambitions and structured their 

professional lives, so it shaped their vision.”16 For Walker Evans, this is wholly reinforced by 

his subsequent publication of ‘American Photographs’ in 1938. Although it is without doubt 

that he was to produce some of the finest photographs that were to come from the FSA, 

one cannot help but question his true intentions. His lack of willingness to continue 

communication with Stryker, and the conflict between them in regards to what constitutes a 

                                                      
16 p. 6  



 

document, could possibly suggest that Evans involved himself with the FSA as a means of 

funding and furthering his exploration of America during the Depression era. Nevertheless, 

it remains without question that the FSA was instrumental in showing the world the 

communicative power of photography that was capable of excelling through the genres of 

documentary and photojournalism. Such power is exemplary, as its work, over 70 years ago 

now, still strongly resonates throughout the photography community, as Jae Emerling 

attested, “Of course, all documentary practice owes much to the work done as part of the 

Farms Security Administration (FSA)…”17 Perhaps too, it’s this widely recognised success and 

continuing circulation of the photographs produced, that the debate of documentary 

photography continues to this day. Liz Wells clearly explains the issue, “Some of the central 

contradictions of documentary photography are revealed here, for these photographs are 

seen as historical, but timeless; densely coded, but transparent; highly specific, but 

universal.”18 It seems we are no closer to answering the question that James Curtis 

presented when discussing the work of Evans, “…at what point does fiction begin to 

masquerade as truth?”19   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

                                                      
17 EMERLING, J. Photography: History and Theory p. 83  
18 WELLS, L. Photography: A Critical Introduction p. 82   
19 CURTIS, J. Mind's Eye, Mind's Truth: FSA Photography Reconsidered p. 32  
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