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Interview with Dorothea Lange 
Conducted by Richard K. Doud 
In New York, New York, May 22, 1964 
 

 
 
Preface 
 
The following oral history transcript is the result of a tape-recorded interview with Dorothea Lange 

on May 22, 1964. The interview took place in New York City, and was conducted by Richard K. Doud for 
the Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.  

 
Interview 
 
RICHARD K. DOUD: This is a tape recorded interview with Dorothea Lange in New York City, May 

22, 1964. The interviewer is Richard K. Doud. Now I have read, and I don't remember where, that you 
decided to become a photographer when you were about seventeen years old. I wanted to ask you first, 
why, if you were interested in a visual communication medium, you picked photography rather than say, 
some form of graphic arts, or something like this. It seems to me that at that time photography would be 
a very unlikely choice for a woman to suddenly decide to pursue, because I don't think that photography 
was really that commonplace when you decided to become a photographer. I was wondering why? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Well, I have no convincing answer to that. Many of my decisions, I don't know 
where they came from. I can't really place them-all of a sudden I know what I'm going to do. I was 
young, and faced with the question of how I was going to maintain myself on the planet. I had to earn 
my own living; my mother was a librarian, taking care of myself and my brother and seeing us through, 
and the family thought that the quickest way for a woman to earn a living was to go into teaching, which 
I didn't want to do at all. I didn't argue it; but my mother and grandmother used to use the phrase, "But 
it's something to fall back on," you know. And that, I think, is a detestable phrase for a young person. I 
decided, almost on a certain day, that I was going to be a photographer. I thought at the time that I could 
earn my living without too much difficulty. I'd make modest photographs of people, starting with the 
people whom I knew. I had some sort of a general idea. This was before I even owned a camera. I had 
never owned a camera, but I just knew that was what I wanted to do. Maybe I was one of those lucky 
people who know what they want to do without having to make these hard decisions, but I didn't know 
any photography.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: What did you do then? Once you decided this was it, how in the world would 
you go about getting started? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: In what free time I had-I wasn't yet through school-I got myself a job at a 
photographer's and I worked in quite a few studios, commercial studios, where they did portraits. And I 
got some very valuable experience. I did spotting, and I did retouching, and what you call it when you-
solicitation, I did telephone solicitation all day sitting at the telephone. I can give you the speech, you 
know. I went on jobs, and arranged the bride's veil, and changed plates, was a receptionist, dark-room 
girl, all kinds of things. That's when I was quite young. Which was a lot for me. It was interesting, it was 
exciting, and I learned much about people's foibles and their vanities, which the professional 
photographic portrait business teaches you very quickly. And so I got a-I guess the word is grass-roots 
experience. Yesterday I was at the Museum of Modern Art looking at the exhibit that opens Monday 
night, that big opening of the new museum. They have the new enlarged photography department and 
they have on those walls the finest photographs that have ever been made. They've been selected. There 
are some that aren't there, and some maybe that shouldn't be there, but anyway this was the basis of the 
collection. On those walls I saw photographs that I remember poring over in the library when I was a kid 
in high school. I remember one special day when-here I am, you see, looking at a portfolio of work, and 
there on the wall yesterday I saw it. It took me back in a minute to this half-baked kid that I was, but I 
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understand this at that time in the same way that I understand them now. Certainly they were great 
pictures then, and they are today. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: After this initial experience, then, they have written about you that you and a 
friend decided to work your way around the world with a camera, and wound up in San Francisco and 
lost your money or something, and you started a studio out there. You were taking portraits, I 
understand, until you became interested in the people on the street. 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Well, it wasn't in a direct line. I did get as far as San Francisco, and I did get a 
job the next morning. I would go, of course, to something that had to do with photography, so I went to 
a store on Market Street, which is like Broadway, and got a job in a kind of, not a variety store, but they 
had luggage and umbrellas and stationery, and a photo-finishing counter where the people brought in 
their things and took them out at night, developed and printed, you know. I got a job there right away. I 
got interested in the snapshots and I realized that at that time something that's never left me, and that is, 
the great visual importance of what's in people's snapshots that they don't know is there. I mean, what 
great photographs that there are in snapshots. I'd say that many great photographs are in people's top 
drawers, with deckle edges, you know, pictures of their relatives, and they never see them in any way but 
personal. One of the things that guided me finally into documentary work as I see it now, I didn't realize 
at the time, but from that over-the-counter experience, I worked making photographs of people whom I 
met, doing the work in the San Francisco Camera Club. Through the San Francisco camera Club I met a 
lot of people. There was one young man there who was a very talented fellow, better than most of the 
people that you meet in camera clubs, and he suggested that I go in business as a photographer with him. 
I thought this would be a very fine thing. I was just about to do it when I was offered the opportunity to 
do it alone. My first backer said, "All right, you go ahead." And I did. I was a portrait photographer in 
San Francisco for oh, well; I still occasionally do it for some of those old customers. It was a good little 
studio, it was a fine little studio, and the things that I made there through that period were not empty 
portraits, they were not. As I look back, I struggled hard with it, and some of my longest, hardest 
working years were those years, up to the limit of my strength. I worked to maintain that place. It was 
quite a venture because it was a rather expensive place and I had what they called the cream of the trade. 
I learned all this, you know, in my early days. It was no-I could have gone on with it, and enlarged it, and 
had a fairly secure living, a small personal business, had I not realized that it wasn't what I wanted, not 
really. I had proven to myself that I could do it, and I enjoyed every portrait that I made in an individual 
way, but it wasn't really what I wanted to do. I wanted to work on a broader basis. I realized I was 
photographing only people who paid me for it. That bothered me. So I closed that place, and dismantled 
my darkroom and took it to another big, empty, loft -like place. There I settled down to work for a year, 
where I wasn't caught up by all the excitements of that business, and so on. What I'm trying to say is, I 
really had to face myself. I was married in the meanwhile and my first son was born in that period. I 
didn't live there, I worked there. Edward Weston subsequently used that same place. In fact, he used it 
two or three times while I was away. Then came the Depression. Meanwhile I had moved my work 
downtown for other reasons. But I was still sort of aware that there was a very large world out there that 
I had not entered too well, and I decided I'd better. I never had any sense in making a career out of it. It 
was more a sense of personal commitment; in fact I have never had a conscious career. People hand it to 
me, but I don't feel that way.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: That's strange. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: I don't feel that way at all. I feel myself more like a cipher, a person that can be 

used for lots of things and I like that. But I don't feel that I personally stand for anything so great, you 
know. That is the way in which I kind of slid into this. You asked me about deciding to be a 
photographer, but over everything, I think, all my decisions right along, even working in the field when I 
was doing documentary work, have been instinctive; and I trust my instincts. I don't distrust them. They 
haven't led me astray. It's when I've made up my mind to be efficient that is when I have gone wrong.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: Maybe too many of us don't follow our instincts.  
DOROTHEA LANGE: I have, I have. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: Might be better is more of us did that. I want to ask you about when you 

somehow became involved with the problem of the migrants-I think before you started working for the 
government. Is that correct? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Yes.  
RICHARD K. DOUD: And I wanted to ask you, in connection with this, whether or not the work of 

Louis Hine had any influence on you, and did Hine make you aware of say, the sociological implications 
of photography? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: No. 
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RICHARD K. DOUD: You weren't aware, consciously aware, of any influence at all? That's interesting 
that you would start up there, what he had done pretty much, I think, along the same- 

DOROTHEA LANGE: No, that's nothing. I later saw the connections, as now I see connections 
between what other people do: I understand their work, but I-it may sound like an immensely egotistical 
thing to say, I'm not aware photographically of being influenced by anyone.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: That's very interesting. Particularly in this case.  
DOROTHEA LANGE: Perhaps I would have done better had I been. But I haven't. Not now, either. It's 

my own handwriting. Sometimes it's a very weak statement that I make about something but I always 
have the feeling that it's mine. It isn't anything that I got from anyone else. That's why it's very easy for 
me to enjoy other people's work as much as I do.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: Sort of look at it with fresh eyes, and you feel it- 
DOROTHEA LANGE: yes, I feel it. I don't say I'm highly original, but after all these years of work, I 

have a certain, well, not exactly a style, but a tonality that I recognize as my own. Now, I begin to 
recognize it. I'll say, "Well there's a Lange for you." I'll show you one. I just did one that I know is. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: Good.  
DOROTHEA LANGE: But it's only lately that I have begun to recognize this quality. People have told 

me about it. But I thought, well this is more of a, you know, as the Arabs say, "caloose caloose caloose 
caloose," that means talk talk talk talk.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: I think other people certainly can recognize a Lange. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: They tell me so, but I couldn't. Now I begin to be able to. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: This is part of your growth. Well, how was it, if you were working with the 

problem of say, the lower one-third, how then did it happen that you became aware of what these people 
in Washington were trying to do along these lines? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: They weren't.  
RICHARD K. DOUD: This had not started yet? When did it start? What part did you play perhaps, in 

starting it? 
DOROTHEA LANGE: I've listened to many accounts of this, and none are the same.  
RICHARD K. DOUD: We want your account of this.  
DOROTHEA LANGE: I assure you that I don't say that this is the way it was. This is the way it seemed 

to me it was. And of course there were many things that were going on that I, in California, was not 
aware of. But I had made some photographs of the state as people, in an area of San Francisco which 
revealed how deep the depression was. It was at that time beginning to cut very deep. This is a long 
process. It doesn't happen overnight. Life, for people, begins to crumble on the edges; they don't realize 
it. But this particular section was not far from the place where my studio was and I observed some things 
that were happening. My powers of observation are fairly good, and I have used them; I like to use them. 
Sometimes I'm aware of what's going on behind me, you know. My angle of vision was almost 360º. 
That's training. But I have done some photographs of this. One of them is my most famed photograph. I 
made that on the first day I ever went out in an area where people said, "Oh, don't go there." It was the 
first day that I ever made a photograph on the street. I made the old man with the tin cup first, but that 
was life. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: The White Angel bread lines. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: Yes. I had struggled along for months and months with this material, but I saw 

something, and I encompassed it, and I had it. Which was an impetus. I put it on the wall of my studio, 
and customers, people whom I was making portraits of, would come in and just glance at it. The only 
comment I ever got was, "What are you going to do with this kind of thing? What do you want to do this 
for? What are you going to do with this thing?" That was a question that I couldn't answer. I didn't know. 
I knew I had to earn my living. I knew that I wanted to earn my living, put it that way. I was married, I 
had two children, and I could have stayed home. But I felt differently. I wanted to earn money. You 
know, I was independent. I wanted to help. So that was the question: How was I going to do it? What was 
I going to do? But I knew my picture was on my wall, and I knew that it was worth doing. Well, there 
were Communists, and mass meetings, and demonstrations going on at this time. There was a good deal 
of social ferment. And May Day came along, and I heard there was going to be a big-you see, I'm doing 
exactly as I did on that other tape, you didn't ask me this, did you? 

RICHARD K. DOUD: If it's relevant, if it ties in, we want to hear it.  
DOROTHEA LANGE: But I'm talking about myself, not about Farm Security. Does this tie in?  
RICHARD K. DOUD: I think it does. This gives us a background picture of why you were doing the 

kind of work you were doing.  
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DOROTHEA LANGE: I thought I better go there and see why these people were demonstrating, what 
it was about. I had more confidence then, because I had gone down with the dregs. This was a social 
demonstration. So I said, "I will set myself a big problem. I will go there, I will photograph this thing, I 
will come back, and develop it. I will print it, and I will mount it and I will put it on the wall, all in 
twenty-four hours. I will do this, to see if I can just grab a hunk of lightening that is going on and finish 
it." I couldn't run two things together consecutively, and two sides of my life. I couldn't, but I could take 
this piece and isolate it, which I did. A friend saw these photographs and said, "They're valuable, they're 
useful," and made some connection with a magazine called Survey Graphic. Survey Graphic was what the 
Reporter magazine is today. It was more a social welfare magazine, more connected with settlement 
houses and social welfare problems, not political commentary so much. It was more, you know, of that 
time. And they bought one of that series of photographs and they printed it full page. It was a street 
speaker talking into an old-fashioned microphone. It's still printed occasionally, I see it. Underneath 
they put the slogan, "Workers of the world, unite!" Which was no favor to me. But that's what they did. 
Made me a Communist right away, quick. It accompanied an article made written by a man who was a 
professor at the University of California. I've forgotten the subject of his article. At any rate, he 
telephoned me about this picture. I can't remember exactly what he said but at any rate, he suggested 
that if there was any possibility that I could do field work, he had a grant from the state of California to 
investigate agricultural labor, and he'd want photographs as visual evidence to accompany it. This was 
beginning to become a political issue. He asked whether I could do this. Well, a way would have to be 
found, and a way was found. I was offered a job on the state payroll as a stenographer. He knew they 
couldn't get it through as a photographer, and I, who can hardly read and write-that isn't true, but I 
mean to say I'm no stenographer. At any rate, I was taken on as a stenographer. I went on several field 
trips to photograph what this social scientist and his crew were investigating. And that was the first time 
I saw how trained people in a field like this operated. That was the way, and they made a report. The 
report was illustrated, and it was that report that fell into Tugwell's hands in Washington as he was 
setting up the Resettlement Administration. Roy had already been invited to go to Washington to do a 
graphic history of American agriculture, as I understand it. And somehow or other these-Roy, who is a 
natural picture-lover, saves pictures like some people save string. Right in there, I don't know exactly 
what happened, but it was being set up and the next thing I knew, I was married to the man who was the 
head of the team, and from then on I was connected with more formal ways of using-now how can I put 
this?-not working way off somewhere unrelated to the uses of such materials. There was a connection, 
you know. Which is a hard connection to make for many photographers. Now in New York I see them 
struggling, what to do with what they want to do? Where can they place it? The market is no market.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: You didn't have this problem then. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: At that time they weren't felt. I had sort of initiated it. It was new. There was no 

photo-journalism. Photo-journalism, they tell me, grew out of this work we were doing. You never-I 
mean, the fellow who can trace these things in a direct line and make a neat little graph or a neat little 
pattern of it, he's apt to prune off the truth, you know. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: Yes, very often. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: I can't tell you just what happened there, but I know that I was asked whether I 

could do this work in California but with a federal connection. In the early days of the New Deal, all 
manner of unprecedented things were done; things that now would have to go through the works. There, 
it was a decision that: we're going to do this, and they found the way.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: What were your first impressions of doing this job under the Federal 
government? Did you personally disapprove of what might be considered a propaganda device, your 
own work being used perhaps with any particular slant? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Never. There was no question of that at all, and I was very grateful for the 
openings that I saw of an expanding world, and it never had that kind of a reaction, it never entered into 
the picture at all. With me, I was active, interested, and responsive, and I found myself-I wasn't in 
Washington as much as some of the others because their headquarters were Washington. Mine were, 
formally. Informally, they were not. I had five children and the center of my life was in California. I came 
to Washington but I operated more in the west. Though I did work in the East. Roy arranged it, as much 
as he possible could, that I'd work in the west.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: How did you feel about the organization of this thing? I'm not quite sure of what 
I'm trying to get you to say. For example, on your first trip to Washington, when you were first 
introduced to the people who were going to do this; perhaps a good deal of discussion about what was to 
be done, and how it was to be done, what were your reactions to the whole thing other than your initial 
excitement that something was to be done along the lines of photo-journalism perhaps? How did you 
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feel about the actual organization of the work, being a part of Farm Security or Resettlement 
Administration at the time; working for a man who wasn't a photographer, who was an economics 
professor, working in conjunction with other photographers whom you might or might not have known, 
or heard of?  

DOROTHEA LANGE: You're describing something that I can see logically that you would expect to be 
that way. I mean, your good sense tells you that this situation must have led to that situation. You know, 
it wasn't like that at all. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: I was afraid of that.  
DOROTHEA LANGE: For me, it wasn't like that at all. 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, early 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; anyone who tells you anything else, and 
dresses us up in official light is not truthful, because it wasn't that way. That freedom that there was, 
where you found your own way, without criticism from anyone, was special. That was germane to that 
project. That's the thing that is almost impossible to duplicate or find. Roy Stryker was a man with a 
hospitable mind, very hospitable. He's not organized, but he has a hospitable mind. He had an instinct 
for what's important. It's instinct. And he is a colossal watchdog for his people. If you were on the staff, 
you were one of his people, and he was a watchdog, and a good one.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: O.K. We'll talk a little bit more about this aspect of it, but before we do that, I 
want to get back into the work you eventually did in the field. I've always been intrigued by the fact that 
you people could go out in a part of the country that you'd never seen before, you knew nothing (or very 
little) about, and could do such a sensitive job, and such an all-encompassing job of photographing it. I'd 
like to know a number of things. First, how did you approach a specific assignment, and once you were 
there, and this is hard to say, I know, but how did you decide what pictures to take? You couldn't take 
everything; you couldn't take every person. Yet it seemed that each of you had a knack of always taking 
the right things. Was there a secret formula there, or was it again your instinct you mentioned before? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Well, you've put your finger on the heart of the Farm Security Administration 
venture. Because it's almost inexplicable, that particular-you know there is a word élan. There was 
something that I would understand better myself if it applied to one of us only. But it didn't. It caught. 
And it caught like it was contagious. When you went into that office when it was a little office and later 
on when it was a big office, you were so welcome, they were so glad to see you; did you have a good trip, 
was everything all right? What you were doing was important. You were important. Not in the way in an 
organizational chart, not that way at all. Which made you feel that you had a responsibility. Not to those 
people in the office, but in general. As a person expands when he has an important thing to do. You felt 
it. When you were out in the field - you asked me the question of how you went about it, because you 
were almost always alone, unknown, very often unprepared for, turned loose, really, with a background 
where something is expected of you. Not too much. You found your way, but never like a big-shot 
photographer, not as the big magazine boys do it now. Not that way. We found our way in, slid in on the 
edges. We used our hunches, we lived, and it was hard, hard living. It wasn't easy, rather rough, not too 
far away from the people we working with. We had better food, and we slept in better beds and so on; we 
weren't deprived, really, but you didn't ever quit in the middle of anything because it was uncomfortable. 
And with the actual people, you worked with a certain common denominator. Now if they asked who 
you were, and they heard you were a representative of the government, who was interested in their 
difficulties, or in their condition, it's a very different thing from going in and saying, "I'm working for 
Look magazine, who wants to take pictures of you." It's a very different thing. That is, your whole, I 
would say the key in which it's written, like a musical sheet, is different. We were not spotlighting, but 
more unobtrusive. That applies to me and I'm sure to the others. We photographers were somewhat 
picked at random, we weren't hand-picked. We were educated on the job. The United States 
Government gave us a magnificent education, every one of us. And I don't know any that's really fallen 
by the wayside, do you? 

RICHARD K. DOUD: No, I don't. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: They all remained distinct people, every one of them. For the education they 

had- the government invested that in us, you know. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: This I wondered too, since looking at it today, the people ho worked in the 

group then have done very, very well in the field, and I have often wondered whether- sort of which 
came first, the chicken or the egg? 



 7 

DOROTHEA LANGE: That produced it. And the genius of Roy Stryker is somewhere in there. But it's 
not the way it's generally spelled out. He didn't hold the seminars you read about. He's incapable of that. 
It's a question of attitude. You see, I'm back with that, still. But I'm now in the throes of trying to find 
someone who can take his place on another project, dissimilar to the Farm Security, but based on it. And 
that particular genius is something you can't write specifications for. It was unsatisfactory in many ways 
you know. I mean, the letter follows and the letter never followed, and he wrote you lots of very cheerful 
notes and said, "Now when I get time I'm going to write you an analysis of this, that, or the other," and so 
on and so forth. But it did take, and the people who worked for him couldn't help being loyal to him. He 
was a protectivist at everything. If there was a blight, or if there was trouble or something, Roy took it on, 
we never could. We were like his children.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: An amazing relationship. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: It was. It was. And that is the real one. The one I'm spilling out to you now, or 

trying to, not very well, that is the heart of the matter that I don't hear anyone else remember. They 
remember it the way the reporters have told it back to them.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: I think this is part of our whole trouble. It's been what- close to thirty years, 
twenty-five years, and they've read so many little accounts of this thing, and pretty soon fact and fiction 
start to blend. It's really a gray area. It gets so many people. Well getting back just for a minute to your 
working with the people on field assignments, I've always found it rather strange that you could 
photograph individuals in some of the distressful conditions I know you found them in. Were you ever 
refused permission to photograph? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Oh yes. Oh yes. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: you found certain areas of resentment toward- 
DOROTHEA LANGE: Not areas, individuals. Naturally that couldn't be avoided, but you almost 

always sensed that, before it became explicit. I mean, you go into a room and you know where you're 
welcome; you know where you're unwelcome. You- well, here I am talking about instincts again. But you 
find your way. Sometimes in a hostile situation you stick around, because hostility itself is important. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: That's right. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: The people who are garrulous and wear their heart on their sleeve and tell you 

everything, that's one kind of person, but the fellow who's hiding behind a tree, and hoping you don't see 
him, is the fellow that you'd better find our why. You know, so often it's just sticking around and being 
there, remaining there, not swooping in and swooping out in a cloud of dust; sitting down on the ground 
with people, letting the children look at your camera with their dirty, grimy little hands, and putting 
their fingers on the lens, and you let them, because you know that you will behave in a generous manner, 
you're very apt to receive it, you know? Those kinds of things. I don't mean to say I did that all the time, 
but I remember hat I have don't it, and I have asked for a drink of water and taken a long time to drink 
it, and I have told everything about myself long before I asked an question. "What are you doing here?" 
they'd say. "Why don't you go down and do this, that, and the other?" I've taken a long time, patiently, to 
explain, and as truthfully as I could.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: And people generally would accept that you were trying somehow to help? 
DOROTHEA LANGE: They know that you are telling the truth. Not that you could ever promise them 

anything, but at that time it very often meant a lot that the government in Washington was aware 
enough even to send you out. And there were timed along then when the photographers were used in 
Congress, so that you could truthfully say that there were some channels whereby it could be told. Not 
about them, but about people like them. So it wasn't- but you didn't have to do that all day long. People 
are very, very trusting; and also, most of us really like to get the full attention of the person who's 
photographing you. It's rare, you don't get it very often. Who pays attention to you, really, a hundred 
percent? You doctor, your dentist, and your photographer. They really look at you, and it's nice, you 
know.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: I'd sort of like, if you don't mind, and you might, and I'll understand if you do, 
to ask you to recall just one or two really memorable experiences, or the first thing perhaps that comes to 
you mind when you think of Farm Security in relation to the experiences in the field, or whatever 
experience might pop out when you think of Farm Security now, and what it means to you in retrospect. 
Is this asking too much? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Well, I think I've been doing it in a way. There are so many levels on which I 
could answer that. One of the weekends that I find I think of often with some satisfaction, is a weekend 
in April of 1934 or '5, I don't remember which now, when I went down to Imperial Valley, California, to 
photograph the harvesting of one of the crops; as I remember now, it was the early peas or the early 
carrots. The assignment was the beginning of the migration, of the migratory workers as they start there 
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in the early part of the season and then as they moved op. I was going to follow it through. The story of 
migratory labor in California is an old story. I had completed what I was going to do, and I started on the 
way home, driving up the min highway, which was right through the length of the state, and it was very 
rainy afternoon. I stopped at a gas station to get some gas, and there was a car full of people, a family 
there at that gas station. I waited while they were getting there gas, and they looked very woebegone to 
me. They were American whites. I looked at the license plate on the car, and it was Oklahoma. I got out 
of the car, and I approached them and asked something about which way they were going, were they 
looking for work, I've forgotten what the question was at the time, And they said, "We've been blown 
out." I questioned what they meant, and then they old me about the dust storm. They were the first 
arrivals that I saw. There were the people who got up that day quick and left. They saw they had no crop 
back there. They had to get out. All of that day, driving for the next maybe two hundred miles- no, three 
or four hundred miles, I saw these people. And I couldn't wait. I photographed it. I had those first ones. 
That was the beginning of the first day of the landslide that cut this continent and it's still going on. 
Don't mean that people haven't migrated before, but this shaking off of people from their own roots 
started with those big storms and it was like a movement of the earth, you see, and that rainy afternoon I 
remember, because I made the discovery. It was up to that time unobserved. There are books and books 
and books on that subject now.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: This was the American exodus? 
DOROTHEA LANGE: Yes. It's still going on today. The war came, and the war of course gave another 

big jolt, like an earthquake jolt. But I went home that day a discoverer, a real social observer. Luckily my 
eyes were open to it. I could have been like all the other people on that highway and not seen it. As we 
don't see what right before us. We don't see it till someone tells us. But this I discovered myself. This 
thing they call social erosion. I saw it. It was a day. That was a day.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: Indeed it was. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: Oh, I could tell you many things, but no one helped me, and no one told me. It 

was unexpected, and it was so severe.  
RICHARD K. DOUD: How long then did you have this working awareness of this? I'm sure that it 

stuck with you always, but from this time on, how long were you actively working with this particular 
problem on California? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Oh, on and off. Every time I went home I worked on it again. There were a few 
positives where Roy said, "I think we have enough on that, Dorothea." And I argued with him on that. 
This business, this movement toward the West which eventuates in migratory labor, has been a very 
revolutionary thing in this country. Not revolutionary. I mean, a major upheaval, if the population of 
this country and Roy now sees that, too, and he saw it quite come time ago. But there were periods 
where nobody here in the East was particularly interested. This was a Western problem, you know, 
California problem, California economics, and that's the way they were solving it, and that was it. Now 
it's taken a different pace. But I've watched it all the way though. But I wasn't on this all the time. This 
was one of the themes we had, when you work under a theme which is a theme that you almost chosen 
for yourself. It has many contributory, contributing- I'm not speaking of like facets- but many things go 
into it and it had tributaries, many tributaries. The art under which you work of course was people in 
trouble, that was the big art and you can't do people in trouble without photographing people who are 
not in trouble, too. Because you have to have those contrasts.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: These migratory projects you were doing and perhaps other people were doing, 
have always impressed me perhaps more than some of the other areas that were covered. I think possibly 
because during the early thirties, mid-thirties, I was growing up on a mid-western farm and conditions 
were generally bad in the mid west, the rural mid-west at the time. They weren't as bad where I was, as 
they were in Oklahoma, Arkansas, northern Texas and all this. Still, things were tough enough as I recall 
that I seem to feel more of an empathy, perhaps, with the people photographed. I can see how close 
perhaps I came to being one of these people, and I can understand my strong attachment or attraction to 
these pictures. I'm not sure I can quite understand how someone who was born and raised in a city could 
do as sensitive and powerful a job of photographing these people as you did. I'm very sensitive to what 
you did, but I can't understand how you could have been as sensitive to the situation as you obviously 
were.  

DOROTHEA LANGE: Well, I declare, I didn't know a mule from a tractor when I started.  
RICHARD K. DOUD: Exactly. But who could tell it? Who could possibly tell it from looking at these 

pictures?  
DOROTHEA LANGE: I didn't do very much on the technology of agriculture. I did some; I got 

interested in it because I got interested in the way in which it was being mechanized. It looked as though 
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that was the way out, at the time. In a way, it has- what I didn't foresee, what I see now is the 
mechanization has brought about enormous problems.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: At that time it was part of the problem. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: Yes, but now, the problems are enormous. There is no place for people to go to 

live on the land any more, and they're living. That's a wild statement, isn't it? And yet, it begins to look as 
though it's true in our country. We have, in my lifetime, changed from rural to urban. In my lifetime, 
that little space, this tremendous thing has happened. These people on that rainy afternoon in April were 
the symbol; they were the symbol of his tremendous upheaval like an earthquake. Now of course, the job 
is just to photograph rural life. Those photographs don't exist. That what I want to set up if I can.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: I'm sure it would be a much different set of photographs than what happened in 
the thirties. It's a completely different social and economic structure. 

DOROTHEA LANGE: But still, it deals with our American people. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: It's part of the picture. An important part of the picture. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: And all are people. And we've built our own world. We have built this world, 

we've made it. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: Quite often, we don't know what were building. We go ahead and build and 

build- well, let me turn this off a minute. Again another question that you might not particularly want to 
answer, you don't have to. But, in an attempt for me to understand or know more about other 
photographer on the project, I'd like to ask if you would care to say something about what you consider 
their outstanding characteristics or their major contributions were to what you people were doing. It's 
pretty hard sometimes to say to a man like John Vachon, "John, what did you contribute to Farm 
Security?" These people will not hear you answer; they will not read your answer to this, if you'd care to 
tell me what you think some of these people did, how they helped make the file what it is today. What 
did they have in common other than this inspiration, and this élan you mentioned? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: In common, what they had in common so far as I know was the ability to work. 
They were all workers. Nobody lazy. Arthur Rothstein is a rather commonplace guy. Not an unusual 
fellow, but he has all the sterling qualities of a good, sound, solid fellow in the middle. Very much a city 
boy, and he had the ability to get in a car (and he learned to drive to do this) and go out in the country 
which- he'd been brought up down here on the east side, east side immigrant product, second 
generation, with the ambition to get to Columbia- you know, that's an achievement. And then he had a 
chance, he bumped into Roy, and found himself driving in the wilderness alone. A very challenging 
thing for a fellow. But he didn't turn turtle and come home, he stuck it out. Now he didn't go out for the 
long period that some of the others did, because he went alone. But he did do things which were a fresh 
look from a fellow who didn't grow up in the country, you know. And also, when he came back, he- one 
of his contributions was that he pursues the techniques of photography. Roy knew nothing. Arthur was 
always interested in the technical side of things. He introduced that. He talked cameras, he talked lenses, 
he bought cameras, he bought lenses, he kind of maintained a technical standard. That was a by-
product, that wasn't a main contribution. It made him valuable, if not as sensitive as some of the others. 
Not as sensitive; but enough, enough, because it was new to him. I don't think he would have done it for 
years and years. You know, his career has demonstrated his ability that he's able to. John Vachon is a 
very, very sensitive young man, and sees things, different things, in a different way. I don't know how I 
can explain John Vachon's work, but his work is much more interesting than Arthur's work is now. 
Arthur's is pretty local, pretty ordinary. Arthur is very proud of his Farm Security days, but he hasn't 
pursued it. John Vachon has kept it. He's always John Vachon, and he only can do what John Vachon can 
do. And it was there in the beginning. I would refer you to some photographs he made in Baltimore 
churchyards and some street things in Baltimore when he hardly knew hot to operate a camera. The 
exact imprint of what made it John Vachon I can't tell you, but I can tell you its sensitivity. Sometimes it 
gets to the place where it hurts a little. John can do that. Not Arthur. Arthur's pictures don't hurt you. 
Russ Lee is a great cataloguer of facts great. And he knew how to do it. He had one flash gun on the 
camera and he fired that flash gun, and got things in the greatest detail, and enjoyed the detail. And the 
detail is valuable. And Russ Lee did it, and did it for months on end, indefatigable, too. Just- he's an 
Illinois farm boy, you know, so- and he's rich besides, he didn't have to do this. He wasn't doing this for a 
living, he's a very wealthy guy, he owns lots of farms. He was doing this because of a great interest, 
personal interest, and did it with gusto, and with appreciation. A man said to me yesterday at the 
Museum of Modern Art, a man who has been getting some things together for the opening show- you 
should go and look at the rooms called "The Photographer's Eye." The other rooms with the classics are 
interesting, but The Photographer's Eye- that man said to me, "in collecting the material for this show I 
came to appreciate Russ Lee." Never really registered, seeing a little something here or a little something 
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there, but the bulk of his work is- how solid it is." You know, it's the fact of revealing the facts, not 
putting them down. It's opening them up and saying, "Here, look at me." You know that kind of thing? 

RICHARD K. DOUD: This is interesting. Going back to something that Ben Shahn said that at that 
time, at least, he felt that he himself was pretty much a purist about this whole thing of photography, you 
know, the use of a flash was almost immoral because it did expose things that the eye ordinarily would 
not see, and it's interesting that you feel that Russ, by exposing everything, by opening up something 
that you wouldn't ordinarily see, has contributed. 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Indeed he has. I couldn't use it. It isn't for me. It isn't for me at all, but I 
appreciate the way he did it. Because that's him. I've used flash but very reluctantly, very reluctantly, and 
when I do use it I disguise it, and try not to. Arthur helped him in working out that flash formula. These 
are the early days, the relationship between the amount of light and the amount of development, it was a 
very fine relationship, and they used to work over that. For weeks, they'd work, and fuss around, and 
make experiments, and do things, and everything.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: I was wondering how- what the relationship was between the photographers at 
that time. Whether there was any, oh, perhaps feeling of professional jealousy, or any antagonism, and 
that doesn't seem possible. I never felt anything of it, nor did I ever hear, from any of the others. Now 
you may get a very different tale otherwise. I'm not insensitive to this, and I know you could say, a 
family, its impossible for a family to live without quarreling. I never got any. I know that when- 
MacLeish did a book at one time, called, what was the name of MacLeish did a book at one time, called, 
what was the name of MacLeish's book?  

RICHARD K. DOUD: Land of the Free? 
DOROTHEA LANGE: Land of the Free. MacLeish announced he was going to do this book and use 

photographs, and he went up to his place in the country, and he took hundreds, maybe thousands, of 
photos. And there was a great deal of excitement about the fact that he was doing it. When finally the 
book came out, eight percent of the pictured were mine. Now, that was a situation, and I recoiled form it 
though because I didn't like it and I remember Arthur coming up to me in the hall, and he said, "Have 
you seen the book?" And I said, "Yes, I've seen it." And he laughed, and said, "Lots of pictures of people 
wandering." He walked down the hall. In the best good humor. And he was absolutely right. They were 
all pictures of people wandering, and I contributed the people wandering. That just happened. And when 
they opened "The Bitter Years" at the museum a year or so ago, that was the big thing, as I say of what 
happened. Eight percent of the pictured were mine. Now, the night that show opened, I was in 
California, and they all called me up. Every one called me up and said how fine the pictures looked and 
how glad they were. And the reason for that they understood, because Steichen put the exhibit together, 
and he has a special affinity for that kind of thing, and thought it was especially necessary at this time to 
show the American people to themselves again in that light. That was the explanation. That file is 
capable of a hundred interpretations. It had happened again, but I think that's true, that there was no 
jealousy. I'd just love to know if I'm not right about that. I'm sure I am. I don't think I would have missed 
it.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: As far as I can find, you are right about it, but it just seems too remarkable to be 
true, you know?  

DOROTHEA LANGE: I don't know how it happened. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: What do you know about Walker Evans? If I may ask about Walker Evans… 

What do you know about the work he was doing for Farm Security, for example? What seems to be the 
problem of his short, relatively short tenure there? What he's done since? He's sort of- 

DOROTHEA LANGE: A problem child. But I don't know whether he's a problem child to him- self. 
But when anyone asks me what I know about someone who's an artist, I can only answer, "Please, look at 
his work." Because if you want to know anything about a person, doesn't his work tell you? I mean, how 
can you know more? Walker Evans is, in my opinion, an extraordinary man. He had extraordinary 
eyesight. There is always a little twist in it somewhere, there is a bitterness, not always, I take that word 
out, and there is an edge, a bitter edge to Walker. That I sensed; and it's pleasurable to me. I like that 
bitter edge. He seemed very straight and very true. I don't care if he's a son-of- a-gun. He isn't very polite, 
doesn't know how to put himself out, but he wrote some of the finest criticism of Cartier- Bresson that 
I've ever read; Walker Evans could put down on paper. And a couple of years ago, he was asked to 
participate in a program on the subject of James Agee? I say, if you want to know what Walker Evans is, 
read that. He may be nasty, and a fop, and a dandy, and intolerant, all right, that what he is really is. Now 
on Farm Security, before I ever met him I heard Roy complaining - Walker had been out in the South for 
six weeks and they'd never heard from him, they didn't know where he was- "We haven't gotten a single 
thing, he's been out for six weeks, and when he comes back to the office I'm going to tell him!" Well, 
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nobody paid any attention to that, because that was just Roy blowing off steam, just like a big whale 
spouting, you know. But Walker would do that. He just would be completely oblivious to the fact that 
this was an office struggling to get established, and to justify its existence, and he just took his pay checks 
and disappeared. But where was he? He was down there with Agee, and the result of that was Let us now 
Praise Famous Men. You see? Walker is a small producer, he's not a big producer, he's small, slow 
producer, and I think he's a good American photographer, by Jove, I do.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: I think he is too. That's why sometimes it's hard to - well maybe it isn't… 
DOROTHEA LANGE: Did I answer….?  
RICHARD K. DOUD: Yes, very well. I think it takes a lot of different approaches to see any subject. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: He's personally an unpopular man. I don't know why. Maybe he finds life easier 

not having to associate with so many people, so he lops them off as he goes along. O.K.  
RICHARD K. DOUD: I'm sure a lot of us would like to do the very same thing. Since you've sort of at 

least partially answered what I want to ask you next, it's a dual question. You said earlier that there was 
no organization to this thing when you'd go back, things just sort of went along, and I know there was no 
big plan of expansion, or an operational chart, this sort of thing, and yet, from a fairly humble beginning 
this farm Security file grew into a tremendous thing and what proved ultimately to be a very worthwhile 
and even popular thing. How do you explain the success of this operation that had no plan and had no 
organization? It had a purpose for being, sure, but it didn't have a purpose for being hat it eventually 
became. What were the ingredients other then maybe a dedication on the part of a handful of people? 
What were the ingredients that made this a success? I'm sure it was a success. Even then at the end if the 
depression period, I think it would be called successful. What made this a going concern, and how much 
of a part did Stryker ply in this thing? Could this have been what it was with any capable man at the 
head? Could this have been what it was with any capable man at the head? Would it have been anywhere 
near what it was say, with Roy Stryker, had he had other photographers than the ones he had? This is too 
much of a question. 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Well, it's a question I have asked myself, and you know, during the years it was 
being formed it was not a success. Did Roy ever tell you of the many, Many trips he made to New York, 
with the pictures under hi arm, trying to peddle them to periodicals and to publications, and didn't make 
it? Did they never tell-  

RICHARD K. DOUD: No. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: That's the truth. It was a staggering load he carried, of building up this huge 

thing that he so believed in but nobody else wanted. And finding places where they would use the 
pictures, finding outlets, there were no outlets for those pictures, and they piled up and they piled up and 
they piled up, and Roy used to disappear and not come to the office. He made the rounds. He never told 
you about that? That's a little bit humiliating, and embarrassing to him. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: I think he would want me to know, but I think he would want someone else to 
tell me. 

DOROTHEA LANGE: There in Washington he was a big shot. But he had the courage to go up and try 
to do this. Either he was no salesman- but nobody cared. Nobody. Now, in the years since that has 
become the source material, used and values by people not for its immediacy, but by the kind of people 
who had a different sense of the values of things. He took the things, so far as I know, to the periodicals 
and so on, where it got mixed up with news, and current matters and so on. This was a state and a 
condition we were describing and had no appeal. But time of course is a very great editor, and a great 
publicist. Time has given those things the value, but he had none of that. As far as the importance that 
the photographic world places on this file, I dare to say that it's that the photographic world has not 
progressed. They cling to that file for want of anything else dignified to attach themselves to. 
Photography is an exploited thing and it isn't being handled by people with a mature point of view and 
insight, sufficiently. And young photographers and people who are interested in photography grab onto 
this. This is at least a talking point. And it is a reflection on what has happened to photography.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: Was this the "Golden Age" of photography - the 1930's? 
DOROTHEA LANGE: No, no. It wasn't the "Golden Age" but something was done about it. The record 

was made. We're not doing that now. Young photographers are jumping onto civil rights and it's a 
bandwagon, like jumping onto the bandwagon. And poverty. That is the big thing everybody's 
photographing now, it's almost a new style because the President's program to abolish poverty. All the 
young photographers are coming to me- "how do you photograph poverty now?" You know it's pathetic. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: Well, why don't these pictures they're taking now, why don't these pictures that 
certainly should mean more to me than pictures of something that is long since gone, why aren't these 
pictures reaching me the way your pictures did? Is it because I feel there's a deliberate attempt to exploit 
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the thing, or is it bad management, poor captions perhaps or is it- what is it? I see the pictures that 
people are taking of the distressed areas through the Appalachians, and I'm a little disgusted I think. I'm 
not touched with the poor that are shown, or I'm not moved by the conditions in which thy live. The 
pictures are more disgusting than they are, well, appealing to my sense of charity or something. Why 
aren't they successful? Maybe they are to other people; maybe I'm directly comparing them to something 
else. 

DOROTHEA LANGE: I feel the same way. There's no bridge. I feel it many times. I suppose I would 
answer you, but it would be such a long answer, and such a difficult one. I'd like to postpone that answer. 
If I come to it so I can clearly state it to you, I'll write it to you sometime. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: Well I'd like to know, because-  
DOROTHEA LANGE: If I can do it. I have the answer in me, I have it in me. But if I try to do it now, 

it'll come up in so many words that I'd want to take back. You see I'll be feeling it out, and I have to some 
time on that.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: I will wrote you and remind you that I have this problem that you're going to 
answer for me.  

DOROTHEA LANGE: I have it too, and that is the importance of recognizing that we have that 
problem, that we share it with millions of others. It takes a lot to get full attention to a picture these days, 
because we are bombarded by pictures every waking hour, in on form or another, and transitory images 
seen, unconsciously, in passing, from the corner of our eyes, flashing at us, and this business where we 
look at bad images- impure. I don't know why the eye doesn't get calloused as your knees get calloused 
or your fingers get calloused, the eye can't get… 

RICHARD K. DOUD: I hope were not losing any of our sensitivity. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: I think we are. I think we are. We are misusing the language of picture, and I 

tell you, it's an exploited medium. It is not a developing medium; it's being destroyed. That's what I 
meant. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: Well I think it's the responsibility of people like yourself to do something about 
it. 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Well I'd like to. I'd be willing, if I had the ability and the strength to do it. I'm 
going to try.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: Do you think that the file as it was growing and as it was being used- to 
whatever extent it was being used- was more successful in the thirties that the type of thing we're seeing 
today in making people aware of the condition, or -  

DOROTHEA LANGE: It wasn't used in those days. The file was not used. Not much. Not much. It was 
one of the problems, that it wasn't used. I tell you that Roy was a watchdog. He kept that fact away from 
a lot of people what actually came out was a trickle for what became a pretty big organization and quite 
expensive- for those days, not expensive now, but for those days the budget came pretty high, and what 
came out was not much. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: How could he justify this thing? 
DOROTHEA LANGE: Pure old fashioned faith. Enthusiasm. It's his hobby. He believes in the visual 

image. He believes in pictures, and he was right. He didn't fail. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: It's hard to understand though how, especially in government, perhaps 

government was much different then, I'm sure it was certainly not the same as it is today. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: You remember, it was New Deal. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: But it could go on and go on and go on with this thing and it seems to me that 

he would have been thrown out on his ear after a couple of years. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: He never dared to leave that desk in Washington. He never went in the field. He 

didn't dare. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: H had to be there? 
DOROTHEA LANGE: He had to be there. You know in Pakistan they have a man- if you have a house 

and you live in Pakistan you have what they call a "chokidar" Roy was really a royal chokidar. A chokidar 
is a fellow whom you employ, he never steps foot in the house, he is supreme yard man and gate man. 
No one can get through the gate but the chokidar. And the chokidar sleeps at the front door at night like 
a big dog. He's on twenty four hour duty, and watches the back fence, he watches the front fence, he 
watches everything only outside. What goes on inside nobody knows, because the chokidar is there. And 
Roy was a chokidar. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: I don't know whether he would approve of that- 
DOROTHEA LANGE: No I don't think he really would, but I've often thought of it. But an awfully 

good chokidar. Because he understood his people, you know. Oh, he understood those congressmen. 
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RICHARD K. DOUD: He must have been a politician of sorts. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: and he loved it. He loved it. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: He keeps saying he's retired, but he's not really, he can't retire, you know, he 

can't keep out of the mingling with people and problems and projects. 
Well, you sort of talked about some of the good things, the personal relationships, personal satisfaction, 
and things like this. I'm now going to ask you what were some of the things you didn't like about the 
project, the way it was run, what things would you have changed, had you been able to- supposing you 
were in charge, what would you have done differently? What were the weaknesses that were there? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: It was full of weaknesses. But that's what made it- this sounds just nonsense- 
but it was so full of weaknesses that it would have done something utterly different, but what I would 
have done wouldn't have had that stroke of genius, streak of genius, that Roy brought to it. I don't use 
that word lightly. And that cannot be unraveled. I can't unravel it. He had it. Now he was not paternal I 
didn't feel his hand on my shoulder, but I also didn't feel his eyes on my pictures either, like a critical 
editor. You never had any fear that, oh, well Roy wouldn't like this or this won't suit or this will get me in 
trouble. Never. Well that takes a really great administrator to bring that about. No matter what the other 
stuff was like, no matter how top- heavy or lopsided or what, or disorganized it was. Because the files got 
to be in a terrible condition, terrible condition, but then what did they do? They brought in Paul 
Vanderbilt. And Paul Vanderbilt did a beautiful job. There's only one in the whole world like Paul 
Vanderbilt for a photo-librarian. He's also an oddball but he was a great photo-librarian, boy! 

RICHARD K. DOUD: This whole thing, then sounds likes a series of happy accidents. You had in each 
slot the one individual that would make it go. 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Call it that if you want to. I have a little thing here to show you. I think that 
happy accident is an expression that we are apt to use very lightly. But it's a very meaningful expression. 
I think that my filing system is excellent, isn't it? I'm looking for something I'd like to show you, which of 
course I can't find. It's a handbill that I got in the mail the other day from somebody, it's the influence of 
Paul Vanderbilt on the State Historical Society having a photography exhibit and I can see Paul 
Vanderbilt's hand in it, and you would too if you could see it. But it's a long time ago for me to answer 
what I would have done differently or what I thought was a weakness, what I would have changed had I 
been able to. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: Well let me ask you something then that might be easier… 
DOROTHEA LANGE: I could probably dig up something on that, but I don't have right in the front of 

my mind what I would want to say about that, because I myself view this all as a very extraordinary and 
quite wonderful thing. You know, there is a man by the name of Henry Allen Moe, whose America's 
president of the Guggenheim foundation. Now he's another man who has methods like no other. His 
foundation is conducted on the basis of simple faith, and talented people. No questions asked ever if you 
get a fellowship. Never. And you never get a line from him that questions what you're doing, but you'd 
get a line encouraging you, and you get these forever if you've ever been a fellow, he keeps you a fellow 
for life. He's a most extraordinary man, with a most wonderful pair of ears in the world, best listener in 
the whole world. You're not bad as a listener. Henry Allen Moe is a very good listener. No one else could 
run a foundation the way he could, and this foundation has gotten bigger and bigger and bigger, and 
more and more important. But always that way. And he says, "Our big successes have been where we 
placed our bets on uncertain qualities." That's what he says. He's given me courage in this, you see. I 
mean, I operate my life on that basis. I've learned that. I've learned that this is the way to do it. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: What do you feel, since you did have this opportunity to travel the length and 
breadth of the country in the thirties to see people at their best and at their worst, to see the good times 
and the hopeless conditions, what do you think is the most significant thing you learned about 
Americans, or about man in general? Are there any qualities that were more or less exposed to you that 
you hadn't been aware of in Americans before? What did you learn new about the country? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Well, I many times encountered courage, real courage. Undeniable courage. 
I've heard it said that that was the highest quality of the human animal. There is no other. I've heard that. 
I think it was Mr. Freud. No, Mr. Jung. One or the other of early psychoanalysts. Alfred Adler or 
somebody. Well, I encountered that many times, in unexpected places. And I have learned to recognize it 
when I see it. Though that, I dealt with people in a very sharp extreme. I am not sure that that quality is 
not dissipating in us as a people. I think there's been a nig change. I sense it. Now I have no proof, but if I 
were to go out in the field again, I sense that the quality that I might find would be a different one. The 
predominant quality would be a different one. But I did experience to then. I would like to go out in the 
field and see. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: It might be disappointing to you. 
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DOROTHEA LANGE: I'm sure it would be. I'm sure it would be. I'm not very optimistic right now 
about the directions in which American people are going. I'm baffled by it. Maybe I'm just old, but I 
don't think it's my years that are troubling me, I don't think it is.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: Let's hope you're wrong. I'm not sure that you are, but it's not a very bright 
picture you're painting for us here. 

DOROTHEA LANGE: Well, you see, I've lived abroad a lot in the last few years. I've lived all over the 
world since, and I have a third eye in my head now, which living in Asia and the Middle East gives you. I 
see the different perspective, and I see us in a different relationship than I did when I was working just 
within the country. This was the world. And Paris was a place where you went on a vacation, if you were 
lucky enough. I didn't go, but now I have been all over. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: Did you find courage a universal quality? 
DOROTHEA LANGE: Not in Asia. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: Is that right? 
DOROTHEA LANGE: well, you're asking me two big questions right there. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: Well, listen I'm sure I'm taking up too much of your time. I'm not quite through 

but you do have a dinner appointment, and I want to ask you one last thing, which in a sense you started 
to answer before. And that is, I'm very curious as to what you think of another project. Not another Farm 
Security, but the value of another project to photograph rural America, and what do you feel are the 
main obstacles to such a project, and what you feel are the biggest hopes for this kind of thins. Can it be 
done again? Should it be done? 

DOROTHEA LANGE: That's why I'm here in New York. To see if I can find a way, and I think it can 
be a very important matter. I believe it should be done. I very much believe it should be done. I think the 
focus should be urban life, and it should not be patterned after or a repetition or a rerun of Farm 
Security. The Farm Security Administration's file is a proof of the value of such an undertaking, if that is 
necessary. But a resource file on the way the American people lived for a period of five years, then it 
ends! We should take a period of time, so that what has preceded it is measured against this, and what 
follows is measured against it. If it begins on June 30 of a year, it ends on June 30, and it becomes the 
property of the United States government, but in the meanwhile it's not used. It is developed, and built, 
and it is protected against any onslaughts of use by anybody. That keeps it clean.  

RICHARD K. DOUD: That's a very good point, too. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: And the difficulty is to find a director and also to find the money. In that order. 

And the reason that it's difficult to fin the director, I think you will understand from what I've said about 
the Farm Security Administration director. This was a very special kind of person. Not to fund his 
duplicate, but find someone with quality. To find the photographers is, in my opinion now, not a 
problem. It may be- it may take time, but it's not a problem. I very much think we need it in this country. 
No country has ever closely scrutinized itself visually that I know of. How well we could use that abroad. 
I know, because I've lived abroad. I know what use we could make of it if people if only thought we could 
dare look at ourselves. 

RICHARD K. DOUD: It might surprise a lot of us. Well, I want to wish you every success- 
DOROTHEA LANGE: If you encounter anyone who is an extraordinary pictureman, let me know. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: I'll do what I can. And I want to thank you - 
DOROTHEA LANGE: It doesn't have to be a photographer. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: Thank you very much, it's been most enjoyable, and I think you've made a real 

contribution. 
DOROTHEA LANGE: I hope it will be useful. 
RICHARD K. DOUD: I'm sure it will. Thank you. 
 
End of interview.  
 
This transcript is in the public domain and may be used without permission. Quotes and excerpts 

must be cited as follows: Oral history interview with Dorothea Lange, 1964 May 22, Archives of 
American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 

 


