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A young woman and her kids in a rural shacktown near Klamath Falls. Lange took this 

photo in 1939. With unemployment soaring, it may be heart-wrenching to see Dorothea 
Lange’s photographs of Oregon taken near the end of the Great Depression in 1939. Her 

photographs of struggling migrant 
workers, farmers and their families in rural 
Oregon may revive collective fears of 

indigence during this, the Great Recession.  
 

Still, the work by one of documentary 
photography's heroines, currently at 
Portland State University’s Littman 

Gallery, are soothing in other ways. These 
are beautifully persuasive political images. 

They also remind us that America's most 
important -- and only limitless -- resource 
is dignity.  

 
You may not have known about Lange's 

Oregon photographs. But surely everyone 
has seen a reproduction of Lange's 
“Migrant Mother” from 1936, one of 

photography's most legendary images and 
a kind of preamble to her Oregon work.  

 
This photograph of a 32-year-old migrant worker, Florence Thompson, would achieve iconic 
stature, with her sorrow-etched, angular face epitomizing Dust Bowl poverty.  

 
By the time she came to Oregon, Lange had been laid off and rehired twice by the Farm 

Security Administration, the New Deal program that tried to help families and farmers. 
Lange was one of several great shooters of the early 20th century hired by the FSA to 
provide a photographic history of the Depression and the people who survived it. Among 

them: Walker Evans, Arthur Rothstein, Gordon Parks, Ben Shahn.  
 

 



 

 

And, of course, Lange, the determined bohemian born into middle-class comfort in 

Hoboken, N.J. As a child, Lange contracted polio, which left one of her legs twisted. That 
might be one reason she identified strongly with society's outsiders, the impoverished, the 
forgotten.  

 
You feel that sympathy in Lange's photographs of Oregon and the people in them, many of 

whom came to this state from different parts of the country to start a new life. Lange 
apparently produced a few hundred images from her travels through the Willamette Valley, 
along the Columbia River and in Josephine, Klamath and Malheur counties. If the 40 or so 

photos at the Littman are an accurate indication of this project, Lange was not after drama 
-- the harried, sad flight of the dispossessed, for example.  

 
Rather, Lange's camera observes pointedly the course of humble lives trying to re-emerge: 
hop farmers and lumber workers laboring, or conversely, idling; young children hanging out 

or similarly working next to their parents in fields; and the desolate, dirt-strewn canvas 
cities where these lives were being reshaped.  

 
On the surface, Lange recorded the daily rhythms of her subjects. Even in these shanties 
and other structures bereft of life's conventional comforts, domesticity thus prevailed: 

women fold quilts and tidy up cellars filled with provisions; doctors examine children in 
small trailer clinics; couples go to church services. And so on.  

 
Of course, there's despondency. It's the Great Depression, after all. But despair is an 
oblique presence. It's sensed, rather 

than witnessed, in the tired, leathery 
skin of many of these subjects and in 

their alternately forlorn and tight 
smiles hiding what must have been 
quiet desperation.  

 
A migratory boy photographed by 

Lange. Apparently, the boy had been 
working in the fields since 5 a.m. Much 
has been made of the documentary 

power of these and other images by 
Lange. That's understandable. These 

are beautiful, unfettered images of a 
style that would be taken to new 

heights by a generation of subsequent 
documentary photographers, as well 
as filmmakers from John Ford to the 

socially conscious American cinéastes 
of the '60s and '70s, such as Arthur 

Penn.  
 
And as historical footage, they are 

fascinating, proving that time may move but things don't necessarily change. Look around 
Oregon today -- 70 years later, itinerant workers still inhabit areas visited by Lange, for 

example. The Amalgamated Sugar Co. building she photographed looks virtually the same. 
As do rhapsodic views of the world's longest water carrier, a siphon tube in Malheur 



County.  
 

But don't be confused or convinced that these photographs are objective documents, as 
some argue. There is much truth in them, of course -- we see life as it was lived and 

presumably without interference by the photographer.  
 
Obvious agendas  

But they aren't impartial images. No photograph ever is. We see particular moments. We 
see what Lange wanted us to see.  

 
We also see what the FSA wanted the public to see.  
 

"It was our job to document the problems of the Depression so that we could justify the 
New Deal legislation that was designed to alleviate them," said photographer Arthur 

Rothstein.  
 
As a critic, and ultimately fan, of these images, I've no problem with that reasoning. It 

happens to restate why photographs are powerful weapons for discourse, and it's not 
because they communicate through the most compelling, accessible terms, namely an 

image that suggests the physical tangibility of people and things.  
 

It's because photographs allow us to see events through the lens, or eyes, of other 
storytellers -- things we otherwise would miss.  
 

But there's also this to consider: "To photograph people is to violate them, by seeing them 
as they never see themselves, by having knowledge of them that they can never have," 

wrote Susan Sontag, who theorized convincingly about photography, in particular Lange 
and "Migrant Mother." "It turns people into objects that can be symbolically possessed."  
 

 
The FSA's intent  

Through Lange's lens, that symbolic possession wasn't a bad thing. Roy Stryker, who 
administered the FSA's photography project and hired Lange, wanted the farmers and 
migrant workers to be portrayed with dignity.  

 
If you think that's rose-tinted cliché or hackneyed subjectivity at work, you're cynical.  

 
To me, the most powerful image in this exhibit shows a young woman standing in the 
middle of a dirt road. Her hands are gently clasped near her chest; she wears a skirt and 

her bobbed hair is slightly ruffled. She smiles shyly, as if slightly embarrassed. She's just 
finished washing up, apparently.  

 
Even in the Depression, when many Americans lost everything, from life possessions to life 
savings, they didn't lose the image of their best selves, their composure.  

 
Let's keep thinking that way.  

 
– D.K. Row 

 



 

 

Portland State University Vanguard – 2nd Story on Dorothea Lange Exhibition 

Note: Rachel Baker-Reinertsen pictured in the 1939 Dorothea Lange photo taken in Malheur County 

and 70 years later at the opening  at Portland State University’s Littman Gallery in October 2009 

 



 

 

Current Exhibition 

Now available – contact: 

encanto@ochcom.org 



Heroic portraits of sweat and skill 

Capital Press staff writer Steve Brown, Capital Press, October 23, 2009    E-mail: sbrown@capitalpress.com. 

My dad grew up on a farm in Oklahoma in the 1920s and '30s. I asked him once, "What did y'all raise?" 

His answer: "Dust, mostly." 

I never saw any pictures of him doing chores or working the fields, but a recent exhibition of photos from that era 

brought to mind what his life might have been like. They're not pretty pictures. 

Dorothea Lange was one of a dozen photographers assigned by the Farm Security Administration to cover the 

lives of rural Americans in the 1930s. The team covered the map to produce a quarter-million images of migrant 

workers, hardscrabble farmers, share-croppers - a cross-section of hardship. 

Faces etched by harsh climate, deprivation and discouragement peered into the lens of Lange's camera. Many of 

those eyes - the windows of the soul - say a weary "I'm just tired." Others reveal a strength and resolve that dust 

and mud and sweat cannot hide. 

As part of Portland State University's photo exhibition, Linda Gordon, author and professor of history at New York 

University, lectured on Lange's life and work.  

Lange was self-taught in photography, Gordon said. Her portrait studio in San Francisco catered mostly to the 

wealthy elite, who were attracted to Lange's focus on individuality. As Lange's growing social consciousness drew 

her into the streets and soup lines of the Depression, those same skills put a human face on inhuman conditions. 

Lange's assignment brought her to the rural Pacific Northwest, where her subjects were often pictured in the 

midst of their work, prying a living from the land with sweat and skill. The women, Gordon said, are shown 

"creating civilization amid primitiveness." The children are at once carefree and desperate. 

Young and old, smiling and grimacing, worn out and vibrant, these faces are dirty and treated with dignity. 

"To Lange, these people were the salt of the earth," Gordon said. 

I call them heroes. Amid dust and mud, poverty and hunger, these were people who kept getting back up on their 

feet. Whether it was strength of character, work ethic or faith, they found a reason to keep moving. 

Times are hard again. Many folks are under more pressure than they've ever known, whether their tribulation is 

economic or moral or spiritual. But looking at the faces of heroes in the midst of Depression, hope stirs. 

Four dozen of Dorothea Lange's photos are on display through Nov. 25 at Portland State University's Smith 

Memorial Student Union. 

After that, the exhibition will be available for touring to other communities, not only in Oregon but also 

throughout the Pacific Northwest. David Milholland, of the Oregon Cultural Heritage Commission, says interested 

groups are encouraged to contact him at encanto@ochcom.org 

mailto:sbrown@capitalpress.com
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