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In 1928, the year before the New York stock exchange crash that marked the beginning of the great depression, a group of American filmmakers and photographers set up an association called the Film and Photo League to document events of importance to society which were ignored by the big newspapers and magazines: protest marches against unemployment and for social security, strikes, picket lines, clashes between demonstrators and the police. In 1936 the photographers left the Film and Photo League to found the Photo League. They wrote a manifesto stating the principles that were to underlie their documentary work in the future: “Photography has formidable social value. It is the photographer’s responsibility and duty to record a truthful image of the world as it is today… The Photo League [works] in compliance with the principles established by Stieglitz, Strand, Abbot and Weston. For a long time photography has suffered from… the deleterious influence of the pictorialists…. The Photo League’s task is to put the camera back in the hands of sincere photographers, who will use it to photograph America.” The Photo League, the only significant photographers’ organisation in the United States to be concerned with social photography, set up a centre with an exhibition space and a school of photography. The league’s activities included courses in photography techniques and history, organisation of exhibitions and conferences and publication of a monthly magazine, Photo-Notes. The board of directors included Berenice Abbott, Robert Disraeli and Paul Strand. The Photo League studied and promoted the ideals of social and documentary photography. At the dawn of the Forties, its initial emphasis on documentation was extended to aesthetic issues. The Photo League attracted a large number of members, including, for example, Ansel Adams, Dorothea Lange, Barbara Morgan, Beaumont and Nancy Newhall, Edward Weston. Their ambition of forming a Center for American Photography was frustrated by the advent of McCarthyism. The Photo League appeared in its “blacklist” as a subversive anti-American organisation. In 1949 a former member accused the League of having ties with the Communist Party, starting a harsh boycott by the authorities, with the result that Photo League members could not get passports or work. The Photo League was dissolved in 1951. 

The exhibition includes 59 vintage black and white prints by some well-known and not so well-known members of the Photo League. Timberman, Weiner, Cooper, Mahl, Kanaga, Witt, Cole, Sievan, Disraeli, Morgan, Jaffe, Lepkoff, Engel, Kattelson, Liebling, Liepzig, Palfi, Grossman, Smith, Huberland, Yavno, Shanks, Siskind, Alland, Feinstein, Robbins, Libsohn, Ausubel, Weegee, Eagle, Abbott, Lessinger, Elisofon, Stettner, Bulkeley, Stoumen, Kerner, Pancoast, Langendorf, Weiner, Orkin, Rosenblum, Hine, Gilbert, Schwartz, Cherry, Stone, Russell, Wyman, Burckhardt

