Migrant Mother
by Dorothea Lange, March 1936

March 1936 the stock market had crashed, there was economic crisis throughout the world and, to add insult to injury, there was a catastrophic drought from American's Heartland to the West Coast.  One in four U.S. workers were unemployed and millions of others were underemployed.   Thousands of workers were streaming into California daily looking for any type of work.   A relatively unknown portrait photographer from San Francisco was assigned to obtain photographs of this economic and social disaster in an attempt to humanize the consequences of the Great Depression.
This iconic photograph of a female migrant worker and her children became a metaphor for human suffering .  Dorothea Lange had been out on assignment for the Farm Security Administration (FSA) this dreary, rainy March day of 1936.  She drove past a migrant pea-pickers camp of about 2,500 people in Nipomo, California, tired and anxious to get home.  Twenty miles down the road she knew she had to return to the camp, so she turned around.  She took only six images of this migrant woman with four of her seven children.  Lange never asked her name or the names of the children, the whereabouts of her other children or husband.  We know that the harvest was poor and Lange stated that "most of the people in the camp were destitute".    After these six images, she left the camp.  Lange later stated, "I did not approach the tents or shelters of other pea-pickers.  I knew I had recorded the essence of my assignment."  
THE PHOTOGRAPH:  This is a black and white portrait of a migrant worker.  Dorothea Lange approached the family carefully, taking six images as she slowly moved closer to get this portrait which was the final image she captured.  The framing is very narrow so that the tent in the background is barely visible.   In previous images the children had been "posing" but now they turned their faces away from the camera.  Dorothea preferred natural light to bring out the tones and texture of the subject.  The facial expression and particularly the eyes of the subject set the emotional tone of this image.  The strong vertical lines with the range of tonality help create the tension in this image.  There is controversy with this photograph as the original negative has the woman's thumb on the tent pole, which Lange removed two years later. 
This photograph's impact was immediate and enormous.  Lange sent this image to the  San Francisco News and they published it immediately.  As a result, the federal government rushed 20,000 pounds of food to this camp within days of her visit.  After viewing this and other Dorothea Lange images, John Steinbeck began to write his classic The Grapes of Wrath.  This image has been published in books, magazines, periodicals, and was a 32 cent US postal service stamp.  It is the most cited image of our century and is part of our collective memory.  During the 1955 "The Family of Man"  exhibit, this photograph became known as "Migrant Mother."  Subsequently, others have referred to it as  "Migrant Madonna" or "Madonna for a Bitter Age" as a comparison to Renaissance paintings by Raphael or Giovanni Bellini.
THE SUBJECT:  Her identity was not known for over forty years until she was located by a newspaper reporter in 1978.  Florence Thompson was 32 years old at the time of the photograph.  She had seven children at that time (ten total), had been married at age 17, widowed at age 23, remarried and had just set up a temporary camp in this migrant settlement.  Her husband and two sons had taken their car to get a radiator repaired (and had not sold their tires for food as Dorothea had written in her field notes).  
After her discovery, Thompson is quoted as saying "I wish she hadn't taken my picture.  I can't get a penny out of it.  She didn't ask my name.  She said she wouldn't sell the pictures.  She said she'd send me a copy.  She never did."  However in late 1983 Thompson was hospitalized for cancer.  Her family appealed for financial help from the public and collected over $25,000 in donations to help pay for her medical care.  She died September 16, 1983.  Her gravestone reads: "Florence Leona Thompson  Migrant Mother - A Legend of the Strength of American Motherhood."
THE ARTIST:  Dorothea Lange was born in Hoboken, New Jersey on May 26, 1895.  Two traumatic events had major influence on her life.  First, she contracted polio at age seven which left her with a weakened right leg and permanent limp.  Secondly, her father abandoned the family when she was twelve.  These events left her with a lifelong physical disability and significant emotional scars.  She informally apprenticed with several New York studios after high school and attended a few classes at Columbia University taught by Clarence White.  By 1918 she had developed a solid reputation as a portrait photographer in New York when she moved to San Francisco.  She found similar success on the West Coast.  Two years later (1920) she married noted western artist Maynard Dixon and had two sons during the next ten years.  The onset of the Depression lead to a slowdown in her business, but also an awakening of her empathy towards the unemployed and homeless.  She turned her camera lens to the street and captured haunting images of the tragedies of the depression.  Following her divorce from Maynard Dixon in 1935, she married Paul Taylor, an economics professor at the University of California, Berkley.  Together they documented the plight of the homeless, the destitute, and migrants workers.  From 1935 to 1939 she worked for the Resettlement Administration (RA) which later became the Farm Security Administration (FSA). She had a tumultuous relationship with her FSA boss Roy Stryker despite their mutual respect and identical social mission.  He hired her three times, but also fired her three times in their four year relationship. He was a political bureaucrat and she was a headstrong, independent artist.  Both seemed to be fairly controlling individuals and they battled constantly over the use of the negatives from her assignments and quality of the prints that were to be shown.  She wished to print them as art without flaw and he wished to produce documentary prints.  After finally leaving the FSA she continued her career advocating for social justice by photographing society's injustices.  She is recognized as one of America's most outstanding and  influential documentary photographers of all time.
QUESTIONS:   

1.  Look at the eyes.  Are they of despair or determination? 
2.  Look at the composition.  Would seeing the faces of the children help or hurt the image?
3.  The migrant woman's thumb on the tent pole was edited out several years later by the artist.   Is this OK to do?  Does removing the image of the thumb matter in the composition of the picture?  Can documentary photographs be altered?
4.  Would this picture be better in color?
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