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Lange later described her impressions as she walked into [Roy] Stryker’s office for the first time, 

during the summer after she began working for the FSA: “You speak of organization; I didn’t find any. You 

speak of work plans; I didn’t find any. I didn’t find any economics professor. I didn’t find any of those 

things. I found a little office, tucked away, in a hot muggy summer, where nobody especially knew exactly 

what he was going to do or how he was going to do it. And this is no criticism, because you walked into an 

atmosphere of a very special kind of freedom.” It was this quality of freedom and the sense of responsibility 

shared by the staff—a responsibility to themselves as photographers, to the people they photographed, and 

to all those who would ever see their work—that enabled them to make photographs of lasting power. 
 
 

Dorothea Lange and the Documentary Tradition, Karin Becker Ohrn, pgs 51-52 

 

 

Lange and Dixon thought their work should take 

priority over home life. However, the decision was 

extremely difficult for Lange. She had worked hard to 

provide a secure life for her husband and children, and 

this separation recalled the pain of her own childhood, 

when her father had abandoned the family. 

But the strain had its positive side; it drove 

Lange’s work into new areas. She felt the world outside 

her studio offered a “bigger canvas,” and she turned to 

it, in part to ease the pain of separation from her sons. 

“I worked then as I would not have done, I am sure, if I 

had gone back to my habitual life. There in my studio 

on Montgomery Street, I was surrounded by evidences 

of the Depression.” The abrupt change in her life 

enabled her to accept the challenge she saw outside her 

studio. “If the boys hadn’t been taken from me by 

circumstances, I might have said to myself, ‘I would do 

this, but I can’t because…’ as many women say to 

themselves over and over again, which is one reason 

why men have the advantage. I was driven by the fact 

that I was under personal turmoil to do something.” 
 

Dorothea Lange and the Documentary Tradition, 

Karin Becker Ohrn, pgs 22-23  
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 There is no attempt to conceal her apparatus, Miss Lange merely appears to take as little interest in the 

proceedings around her as is possible. She looks at no individual directly, and soon she becomes one of the familiar 

elements of her surroundings. Her subjects become unaware of her presence. Her method, as she describes it, is to 

act as if she possessed the power to become invisible to those around her. This mental attitude enables her to 

completely ignore those who might resent her presence. 

Perhaps we can arrive at a better evaluation of her work in terms of a future observer than as contemporary 

critics. We ourselves are too poignantly involved in the turmoil of present life. Much of it is stupid, confused, violent, 

some little of it is significant, all of it is of the most immediate concern to everyone living today—we have no time for 

the records, ourselves living and dying in the recording.  

We can assume the role of the future critic by looking back to the work of Matthew Brady, who in the dawn of 

photography made a heroic record of another crisis in American life. Brady and Lange have both made significant 

use of their common medium—they differ mainly in terms of the technical advancement of the medium itself. Lange 

can photograph the split-seconds of the dynamic surges about her—Brady, carrying a complete darkroom about 

with him on the northern battlefields of the Civil War, sensitizing his own plates before each shot, making twenty-

minute exposures, had to wait for the ample lulls between engagements. The implications of his record are 

retrospective, the scene after the battle, the dead that were once living, the ruins that were once forts, faces still and 

relaxed. Both Lange and Brady share the passionate desire to show posterity the mixture of futility and hope, of 

heroism and stupidity, greatness and banality that are the concomitants of man’s struggle forward. 
  

 

Willard Van Dyke in an article on Lange for Camera Craft, October, 1934 
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 She was engaged in propaganda photography, yes, but she reasoned there was nothing wrong with it in this 

case. She knew conscientious people had to draw a fine line when it came to propaganda: “Everything is 

propaganda for what you believe in, isn’t it? I don’t see that it could be otherwise. The harder and the more deeply 

you believe in anything, the more in a sense you’re a propagandist… But at any rate, that’s what the OWI [Office of 

War Information] was.” 
  

Dorothea Lange: A Photographer’s Life, Milton Meltzer, pg 246 

 

For me documentary photography is less a matter of subject and more a matter of approach. The 

important thing is not what’s photographed but how… My own approach is based on three considerations. 

First—hands off! Whatever I photograph, I do not molest or tamper with or arrange. Second—a sense of place. 

Whatever I photograph, I try to picture as part of its surroundings, as having roots. Third—a sense of time. 

Whatever I photograph, I try to show as having its position in the past or present, But beyond these three things, 

the only thing I keep in mind is that—well there it is, that quotation pinned up on my darkroom door. 
 

It was the passage from Francis Bacon: “The contemplation of things as they are, without error or confusion, 

without substitution or imposture, is in itself a nobler thing than a whole harvest of invention.”  
  

Dorothea Lange: A Photographer’s Life, Milton Meltzer, pg 286 

 

 I find that it has become instinctive, habitual, necessary, to group photographs. I used to think in terms of 

single photographs, the bulls-eye technique. No more. 

 A photographic statement is more what I reach for. Therefore these pairs, like a sentence of 2 words. 

 Here we can express the relationships, equivalents, progressions, contradictions, positives, negatives, etc. 

etc. Our medium is peculiarly geared to this. (I am just beginning to understand it.)   
  

Dorothea Lange: A Photographer’s Life, Milton Meltzer, pg 352 

 



Comments on Dorothea Lange in Oregon Exhibition 
 

 



 



 



 



 
 

 



 



 



 



 



 


