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Dorothea Lange (1895-1965) was an American documentary photographer and photojournalist.

She was most well-known fo r taking photos during the Great Depression, a time in America

during the 1930s when people struggled to f ind work and make money. Asyou read, take notes

on what Lange took photographs o f throughout her career.

{1] Every day after school, Dorothea Lange

walked through the streets o f downtown

Manhattan, heading for the library where her

mothe r worked. She moved so quietly that no

one really noticed her at all. Dorothea didn't

mind going unnot iced ? it gave her a chance

to see the things she wanted to see.

Dorothea had a hard chi ldhood because she

felt d i f ferent f rom other people. She had a

physical disability. When she was seven, the
disease calledp o l i o ! had left her with a l imp.

Also, when she was twelve, her father

abandoned the family, leaving her mother to

care and provide for them. Dorothea grew to
bea solitary? child. She spent many hours

alone, watching o ther people going

about their lives.
a n dh e a r t . "b y Courtesy o f the Library of

Congress is used with permission.
A Wor ld Ful l o f Images

Over time, Dorothea developeda special gift ? she saw beauty in things tha t others didn?t even

notice. As she walked the streets of New York City, she discovered a world full of images. She

saw poor immigrants® struggling to make lives for themselves in America. She saw the

homeless walking the same streets as the wealthy. Even before she held a camera in her hands,

1. anin fec t ion disease that can cause nerve damage

2. Sol i tary (adjective) done or existing alone

3. I m m i g r a n t (noun) a person who comes to live in a foreign count ry
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Dorothea captured these pictures in her mind and heart.

One of Dorothea's journeys led her to the door of Arnold Genthe, a portrait photographer.? She

didn?t have much experience with photography, but in 1914, she convinced Genthe to make her

his assistant. He taught her how to take portraits and work with cameras, studio lights, and

negatives. She watched everything he did and soon became an accomplished photographer.

Photos Worth Taking

in 1919, camera in hand, Dorothea Lange traveled to San Francisco. She set up her own por t ra i t

s tud io and became successful photograph ing the rich and famous. Ten years later, when the

Great Depression began, things changed fo r everyone, including Lange.

People all over the country lost their jobs. Businesses closed, and fewer people could afford

Lange's portraits. Her business suffered, but she saw this as a mixed blessing. She realized that

she wasn't very happy only creating portraits for pay.

Lange s t r u g g l e d t o d e c i d e w h a t t o do next . She t o o k a v a c a t i o n t o h e l p h e r m a k e a dec is ion .

W a l k i n g a l o n e in t h e m o u n t a i n s , she r e m e m b e r e d t h e p i c t u r e s she h a d f i l ed a w a y in h e r h e a r t

from her childhood, of bustling? markets and hard-working immigrants. Suddenly, she knew

what to do.

?| had to take pictures and concentrate upon people, only people,? she said. ?All kinds o f people,

people who paid me and people who didn't.?

Lange wandered the streets of SanFrancisco, j u s t as she had done as a child in New York City.

She watched people around her going about their lives. One day, she took a photo o f people

wai t ing in a bread line. She hung that photo in her studio with the portraits, and realized that it

was more powerfu l than all o f the work she had done before.

Struggles a n d Strength

The state of California soon hired Lange to photograph the living condit ions o f migrant farm

workers.© She traveled out of San Francisco to the camps where migrants f rom the Midwest
came to t ry to f ind work. In one camp, she came across a woman and her family on theb r i n k ?

o f starvation. ?| saw and approached the hungry and desperate® mother. She said that they had

a person who takes pictures o f people, especially of people's faces

Bus t le (verb) to move in an energetic or noisy manner
a worke r who moves f rom place to place for seasonalw o r k

on the edge
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been living on frozen vegetables f rom the surrounding fields, and birds that the children killed.?

Lange was appalled? by the way these families were living. She took photographs of the woman
and her children, and o f o ther people in the camp. When people saw those photographs, they

were shocked as well. In fact, the federal government rushed 20,000 pounds of food to the

workers in that camp, mainly because Lange had brought attention to them.

The pictures Dorothea Lange took during the Great Depression captured people's despair and

their hopelessness. But the photos also captured their pride and honor. She saw in these

people a determinat ion that even the Great Depression could not take away. Using her camera,

Lange kept a record o f people who would have otherwise been forgotten. When President
Franklin Roosevelt began a program to help those people most affected by the Depression,

Dorothea Lange's photographs played an important role in bringing aid to many migrant

workers.

T h r o u g h o u t h e r l i fe, Lange be l ieved t h a t ?a camera is an i n s t r u m e n t t h a t t e a c h e s p e o p l e h o w t o

see.? She h u n g h e r c a m e r a a r o u n d her neck a l m o s t eve ry day. The p i c t u r e s she m a d e decades

ago a r e sti l l t e a c h i n g us t o see t h a t b e a u t y can a lways be f o u n d in t h e s t r e n g t h a n d

d e t e r m i n a t i o n o f t h e h u m a n spir i t .
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8. Despera te (adjective) very sad and upset because of having little or no hope

9. Appal led (adjective) affected by a strong feeling o f shock and alarm


