
8.15 SkillBuilder: Analysing photos
8.15.1 Tell me
What are our main World War I photographs?
Many tens of thousands of photographs were taken during World War I, even though soldiers could be
court-martialled for taking photographs in battlefront areas. A large number of photographs was taken for
military reasons or to create a visual record of the war. Many of the best photographs were taken by official
war photographers like Australia’s Frank Hurley. The Australian government wanted to have official war
photographers so that Australia’s role in the war could be fully recorded. Hurley became the first official
photographer to the AIF in 1917 and was given the rank of honorary captain.

Why is it important to analyse and corroborate photographic sources?
Photographs can be very useful primary sources. Analysing a photograph is therefore a very important skill
when studying the history of periods in which photography existed. You might think that a photograph
is always an accurate record of what happened, rather than somebody’s impression of it. But that is not
necessarily true. Often when you take a photograph, you compose a picture, choosing the angle from which
you want to shoot, what you will have in it, what part of a scene you will leave out and whether it will be
taken close up or from a distance. Later you might edit it on your computer, altering such aspects as light,
contrast and colour saturation, and cropping the photo to cut unwanted parts.

Modern digital photography had not been invented until long after World War I, but even with the
cameras that existed at the time, skilful photographers could edit pictures in ways that changed their
meaning. During World War I, to avoid blurring, cameras needed people to stay still for much longer times
than are required with modern cameras. For that reason, action photos were sometimes posed. For dramatic
effects and to show more than one kind of action in one image, Hurley and other skilled photographers
also made composite pictures by combining two or more negatives. For such reasons we sometimes have
to be careful with their photographs to recognise features that have been altered to make them useful for
propaganda or to simply make them more exciting.

8.15.2 Show me
When you study a historical photograph you need to think carefully about the clues it provides and try to
evaluate its accuracy, usefulness and reliability. You need to ask questions such as:
1. The photographer.Who took the photograph (if known) and what is the source (if stated)?
2. Location.Where is the location and when was the photograph taken?
3. Editing. Has the photograph been posed or has the photographer simply recorded a scene? Can you tell

whether the photograph has been cropped and, if so, has this changed its meaning at all? Has the
photograph been changed by adding or removing any details or by combining negatives to make
composite images?

4. Composition. Is the photograph taken from close up or from a distance, or from a particular angle, and
does this affect the viewer’s reaction to it?

5. Subject.What is the main subject of the image? What background and minor details are shown? What
extra information do the minor details add?

6. Motive.Why was the photograph taken (if known)?
7. Usefulness. For what aspect of the topic does the photograph provide useful evidence?
8. Accuracy and reliability. Is the evidence it provides accurate and reliable and how can you tell?
SOURCE 1 is an example of a World War I photograph to which the above questions are applicable. To

evaluate the photograph’s accuracy and reliability, you could compare it with many other images. A good
image for comparison is SOURCE 2, which may well be a posed photograph.

Pdf_Folio:56

Jacaranda Humanities Alive 9 Victorian Curriculum, Topic 8

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



SOURCE 1 Australian soldiers pass along the Menin Road beyond Ypres,
Belgium, on 14 September 1917 during the Ypres battles. The photograph was
taken by Frank Hurley, an official Australian war photographer. It is held in the
collections of the Australian War Memorial.

SOURCE 2 An Australian soldier runs across the road through Chateau Wood
in the Menin Road area, in the Ypres sector, Belgium, on 5 November 1917. The
photograph was taken by Frank Hurley, an official Australian war photographer. It
is held in the collections of the Australian War Memorial.
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Questions about SOURCE 1 Answers

1. Who took the photograph (if
known)? What is the source (if
stated)?

The photographer was Frank Hurley, an official Australian war
photographer. The photograph belongs to the Australian War Memorial.

2. Where is the location? When was
the photograph taken?

The photograph was taken near Ypres. It was taken on 14 September
1917, which places it at the time of the Third Battle of Ypres.

3. Has the photograph been posed
or has the photographer simply
recorded a scene? Has the
photograph been cropped and, if
so, has this changed its meaning
at all? Has the photograph been
changed by adding or removing
any details or by combining
negatives to make composite
images?

There is no evidence that the photograph has been posed, although it
is possible that Hurley might have asked the soldiers to stand still for a
moment to avoid blurring. In contrast, SOURCE 2 is very likely to have
been posed, as it is improbable that a lone soldier would have been
crossing the road just when Hurley was ready to take a photograph.
There is no evidence that SOURCE 1 has been cropped, although it is
equally possible that it could have been cropped. Nor is there evidence
of any other tampering with the image, although there could easily have
been tampering.

4. Is the photograph taken from
close up or from a distance, and
does this affect the viewer’s
reaction to it?

The photograph has been taken close up to the dead horses, so that
we react first to the scene in the foreground, and that our eyes then
move to the soldiers on the road moving into the distance. This
photographer has a good sense of composition.

5. What is the main subject? What
background and minor details
are shown? What extra
information do the minor details
add?

The subject is the destructive power of the war and the experiences of
Australian soldiers at the time of the Third Battle of Ypres. The bloated
bodies of dead horses in the foreground are no more important than the
soldiers marching away from them in the background, possibly to share
their fate. The flatness of the land on both sides of the road provides
evidence of the type of landscape in which many battles were fought on
the Western Front. The bare trees and debris along the road contribute
to an image of devastation.

6. Why was the photograph taken
(if known)?

As the photograph was taken by an official war photographer, it was
undoubtedly taken for historical reasons, to document the conditions
experienced during the fighting around Ypres.

7. For what aspect of World War I
does the photograph provide
useful evidence?

It provides useful evidence for the effect of the war on the landscape,
animals and men.

8. Is the evidence it provides
accurate and reliable and how
can you tell?

The evidence in this photograph is accurate and reliable. We could tell
this by comparing similar photographs and written records of the
fighting at Ypres in 1917. SOURCE 2, which was taken almost two
months later in the same general area, can be used to support its
accuracy and reliability as it shows similar devastation and provides
evidence of the added effects of rain.

8.15.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

8.15 ACTIVITIES
1. Use the questions in the example in section 8.15.2 and repeated below to analyse SOURCE 3. You can use

SOURCE 4 as evidence for the accuracy and reliability of SOURCE 3.
(a) Who took the photograph? What is the source?
(b) Where is the location? When was the photograph taken?
(c) Has the photograph been posed or has the photographer simply recorded a scene? Has the photograph

been cropped and, if so, has this changed its meaning at all? Has the photograph been changed by
adding or removing any details or by combining negatives to make composite images?
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(d) Is the photograph taken from close up or from a distance, and does this affect the viewer’s reaction to it?
(e) What is the main subject? What background and minor details are shown? What extra information do the

minor details add?
(f) Why was the photograph taken?
(g) For what aspect of World War I does the photograph provide useful evidence?
(h) Is the evidence it provides accurate and reliable and how can you tell?

SOURCE 3 Two soldiers of the Australian 5th Division crossing
a frozen trench by a duckboard bridge at Bernafay Terminus on
the Western Front in January 1917. The image was taken by an
unknown official war photographer. It is held in the collections of
the Australian War Memorial.

SOURCE 4 An Australian officer plodding through the frozen
mud in a trench near Gueudecourt, in France, during the winter
of 1916–1917. The image was taken by an unknown official war
photographer. It is held in the collections of the Australian War
Memorial.
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2. Based on what you have learned in this SkillBuilder, apply your skills in analysing photographs to answer the
following questions.
(a) Give two reasons why photographs were taken on the battlefronts during World War I.
(b) In what ways could photographs be altered to change their meaning?
(c) Who was Frank Hurley and what was his role as Australia’s first official war photographer?
(d) Why would Hurley’s photographs be more questionable for reliability than photographs taken by ordinary

soldiers?
(e) What general conclusions about conditions on the Western Front can you draw from the four

photographs used in this SkillBuilder?
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