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Monday, December 14, 2015, at 11:00 A.M. 

Mary Coin, by Marisa Silver 

Discussion Leader: Edna Ritzenberg 

Inspired by Migrant Mother, the iconic Depression-era photograph snapped by Dorothea Lange 

in 1936, Silver reimagines the lives of both the photographer and the subject. Interweaving the 

stories of Mary Coin, a young mother grappling with the cruel realities of raising a family during 

an enduring economic crisis, and Vera Dare, the brilliant young photographer facing life-altering 

decisions of her own, this dual portrait investigates the depths of the human spirit, exposing the 

inner reserves of will and desire hidden in both women.  Though their paths cross for a brief 

moment, their fates---stretching into succeeding generations---are permanently altered by the 

meeting.--Margaret Flanagan, (Booklist) 

Monday, January 25, 2015,  at 1:00 P.M. 

A Constellation of Vital Phenomena, by Anthony Marra 

Discussion Leader: Ellen Getreu 

In a small rural village in Chechnya, eight-year-old Havaa watches from the woods as Russian 

soldiers abduct her father in the middle of the night and then set fire to her home. When their 

lifelong neighbor Akhmed finds Havaa hiding in the forest with a strange blue suitcase, he makes 

a decision that will forever change their lives. Vivid characters and compelling narrative will 

keep you reading this award-winning novel.  

A Knowing Eye: The photographer Dorothea Lange and her most enduring 

portrait inspired Marisa Silver's novel.  

By Antoine Wilson, New York Times Book Review, April 14, 2013. 

WE know the photograph. A seated woman - hand at her jaw, skin etched with worry - looks into 

the middle distance. Children rest their heads on her shoulders, faces turned away; an infant lies 

bundled in her lap. By capturing the plight of California's Depression-era migrant workers, 

Dorothea Lange's "Migrant Mother" transformed a nation's attitudes toward the poor from the 

moment of its publication in 1936. Today, its immediacy dulled by time and fame, it functions 

mainly as a visual metonym for the Great Depression. We look at it, but we no longer see it, to 

borrow a distinction made in Marisa Silver's phenomenal new novel, "Mary Coin."  



Inspired by Lange's image, Silver's novel unfolds through the viewpoints of three characters: 

Walker Dodge, a present-day professor of cultural history who takes pleasure in exploring 

forgotten corners of quotidian history; Vera Dare, a poliostricken photographer who ends up 

working for the Resettlement Administration, shooting portraits of people in poverty; and Mary 

Coin, an impoverished Cherokee mother of seven, subject of the famous photograph.  

For Vera and Mary, Silver appropriates biographical details from the lives of Lange and her real-

life subject, Florenee Owens Thompson. Renaming these historical figures allows Silver to 

engage in a bit of speculative fiction - Walker's present-day research culminates in the discovery 

of a family secret related to the image. But this discovery plot only provides an armature to lend 

underlying shape to an otherwise entirely supple work of art. In rendering this alternate universe, 

Silver is clearly interested not in the question "What if?" but rather "Who?"  

As we follow Mary from her childhood in Oklahoma to California through a series of births and 

deaths and couplings, we experience a portrait of poverty not through the dreary accumulation of 

gritty detail, but via a series of direct shots to the heart. Silver, author of two short-story 

collections and two previous novels, including "The God of War," writes with an unadorned 

impressionism that never feels self-conscious or fussy. And she handles the passage of time - one 

of the central themes of "Mary Coin," photographs stopping time as they do - so deftly it feels 

like magic. Part of what makes this novel so good is Silver's unwillingness to write facts free of 

the people living through them.  

Vera's sections trace her development as an artist in search of a subject, from her childhood polio 

to her pseudo-bohemian life in San Francisco as a portrait photographer and so on. When she and 

Mary cross paths at the midpoint of the novel, they are divided not only by the significant 

difference in their material circumstances, but also by the lens that defines them as photographer 

and subject. And yet, in Silver's sharply humane reconstruction, we are privy to the concerns that 

bind them: survival, self-determination, the fate of their children.  

Near the end of the novel, a museum visitor says of the iconic image, "You can see it all in her 

face." But what is it we see? Silver's novel breathes new life into "Migrant Mother" by reminding 

us that it is only a photograph, a glance fixed in time, a blip compared with the lives behind it. 

Or, as Mary puts it: "A person was just feelings that came and went like clouds drifting across 

the sky and decisions that sometimes ended up to be good and sometimes bad. But this woman in 

the picture was someone who looked a certain way and would never change. Like a table or a 

shoe."  

History is not a succession of icons or frozen moments but of messy lives lived, of people doing 

what they can with what they've got. Therein lies the power of this novel, and the Novel; Silver 

wields it here with grace and devastating effectiveness.  

Antoine Wilson's second novel, "Panorama City," was published last year, as was his first book 

of photographs, "Slow Paparazzo."  

 



Lange's 'Migrant Mother' Inspires The Story Of 'Mary Coin' 

Fresh Air Philadelphia: National Public Radio. (Feb 28, 2013) 

MAUREEN CORRIGAN: I shied away from Marisa Silver's new novel because of its book jacket: a 

reproduction of Dorothea Lange's iconic Depression-era photograph called "Migrant Mother." You know it: 

The woman's strong face is worn and worried. Her children lean protectively into her. Lange took the photo at 

a pea-pickers' camp in California in 1936. The name of the destitute mother of seven, who wasn't identified 

until the 1970s, is Florence Owens Thompson. The photo on Silver's book jacket is colorized. I feared that 

Silver's novel might be colorized, too, punching up its account of the meeting between Lange and Thompson, 

and in particular, sanctifying Thompson's maternal ordeal, to make the story appealing to women's book clubs 

across the land. But curiosity trumped cynicism, especially since Lange's photograph - even in this altered 

form - always commands attention. What I found is that, far from romanticizing the suffering of the Great 

Depression, Silver stares at it hard, square in the face, just as Lange must have done that March day in 1936 

when, on assignment for the Federal Farm Security Administration, She drove into the migrant workers camp, 

took six photos of Thompson and her children, and then drove away. Silver is an evocative, precise writer, and 

her story - really interlocking tales - takes readers deep into the callous realities of life during the dirty '30s. To 

acknowledge the imaginative leeway that she does take - indeed, that all artists, even documentary 

photographers, take - Silver renames her famous subjects here. Dorothea Lange becomes a photographer 

named Vera Dare, and Florence Owens Thompson is the title character, Mary Coin. Both women, as they were 

in real life, are mothers. But Silver doesn't strain to make them sisters under the skin. Dare's background is 

immigrant, urban; she contracts polio as a child in the early years of the 20th century, and that handicap - as it 

would have been called then - sets her apart and makes her a sharp observer. As Lange did, Dare begins her 

photographic career taking pictures of society women in San Francisco; these are women who, with a smug 

glance at Dare's dress or the furniture in her studio, excel at making her aware of what her life was and what it 

was not. In Coin's world, such subtle class messages are unnecessary; everybody knows their place, and that 

place is at the bottom of the heap. She grows up in Oklahoma in a sod house whose walls were alive with 

worms and centipedes and colonies of ants. Silver smoothly integrates ephemeral period details, like the fact 

that the 17-year-old Coin, in preparation for her wedding day, collects tin cans from the neighbors so that she 

can cut them into thin strips and wind her hair around them, making ringlets. But soon enough, Coin's husband 

dies of TB, and as the Depression worsens, we readers are taken into the desperation and meanness of the 

migrant worker hiring lines, where Coin stands for hours while her kids stay behind out of sight in her old car, 

a Hudson. Here's a quick description of one such hiring line: When she reached the front, the foreman looked 

her over, judged her wizened frame and her bone-thin arms, then pushed the air with his hand as if the wind he 

created would be enough to blow her away. By the time of that momentous meeting with photographer Vera 

Dare, Coin and her kids are living off vegetables blighted by frost and any small birds that they catch and kill. 

According to historical sources, Florence Owens Thompson and her family - along with countless other 

http://search.proquest.com/pubidlinkhandler/sng/pubtitle/Fresh+Air/$N/55393/DocView/1313236221/fulltext/FB1E54DEF9D247ABPQ/4?accountid=11387


Americans of the time - were subsisting on the very same diet. In touching on some of the images that give 

atmosphere to this story, I've made "Mary Coin" sound more melodramatic than it is. I can't avoid it: Lange's 

photograph and the world it conjures up are inherently melodramatic. But Silver's writing isn't: she's restrained 

and smart. Throughout her novel, Silver tackles big questions about the morality of art and, in particular, the 

exploitation of subjects in photography. Indeed, Silver herself exploits Lange's famous photo here for her own 

powerful ends. Sometimes artists have to be selfish in that way. To paraphrase one of the greatest and most 

selfish of them all, Pablo Picasso, artists are trying to create lies that tell the truth.  

DAVIES: Maureen Corrigan teaches literature at Georgetown University. 

The Woman Behind Dorothea Lange’s ‘Migrant Mother’,  

by Jane Ciabattari, (www.thedailybeast.com) 

Marisa Silver became transfixed by a woman’s face on Dorothea Lange’s famous photograph. So she 

wrote a novel about her, she tells Jane Ciabattari. 

Marisa Silver’s wickedly insightful stories and novels (Babe in Paradise, The God of War, Alone 

with You) have been drawing attention since she was featured in The New Yorker’s “Debut 

Fiction” issue in 2001. 

In Mary Coin, her third novel and her most transfixing work to date, Silver weaves together the 

stories of the photographer Vera Dash (based on Dorothea Lange), the “Migrant Mother” 

(dubbed Mary Coin) whose portrait by Lange came to represent the Great Depression, and 

Walker Dodge, a contemporary cultural historian. In a feat of storytelling, she renders these lives 

with idiosyncratic authenticity while evoking broader philosophical considerations—“how 

history is made, how it is preserved, and what happens to the vanished moment when we 

interpret it,” as Silver put it to me. Our conversation wandered from Silver’s first job, at 20, with 

documentary filmmaker Richard Leacock, which led her to see for the first time the fraught 

relationship between subject and image maker, to her creative friendship with Rachel Kushner 

(the two shared an ongoing dialogue while working on Mary Coin and The Flamethrowers; their 

novels are coming out within a month of each other). 

What drew you to write about a photographer like Dorothea Lange and her most famous 

subject? 

A few years ago, I went to an exhibit focusing on photography of the West at The Museum of 

Modern Art in New York City. Lange’s famous photo was part of the exhibition. I had seen the 

image many, many times and was always drawn to the woman’s face, which seems to me such a 

mixture of strength and resignation, as well as to the curious composition of the photograph—the 

way the children face away from the camera. But what struck me seeing the photo this time was 

not the image itself but what was written on the curatorial label next to the image. The 

description noted that the woman in the photograph did not reveal who she was until she was 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/1313236221/fulltext/FB1E54DEF9D247ABPQ/4?accountid=11387
http://www.amazon.com/Babe-Paradise-Fiction-Marisa-Silver/dp/0393323846/
http://www.amazon.com/God-War-Novel-Marisa-Silver/dp/B003E7ET2G/
http://www.amazon.com/Alone-You-Stories-Marisa-Silver/dp/1416590307/
http://www.amazon.com/Alone-You-Stories-Marisa-Silver/dp/1416590307/
http://www.amazon.com/Mary-Coin-Marisa-Silver/dp/0399160701/
http://www.amazon.com/Flamethrowers-Novel-Rachel-Kushner/dp/1439142009/


sick and dying, when she appealed for help from the public in order to pay for her medical care. 

This fact struck me powerfully. Here was a woman who was the subject of, arguably, one of the 

most famous images of the 20th century and who, for the better part of her life, did not lay claim 

to this legacy. I was immediately filled with questions. Did she choose her anonymity or was it 

chosen for her? Was there something about the taking of the photograph, and its subsequent 

ubiquity that troubled her? And what must it have meant to her, nearing the end of her life and in 

a time of physical duress, to have made the decision to finally reveal herself? 

What research did you do for the character Vera Dare, who, like Dorothea Lange, had 

polio as a child, worked in San Francisco as a society photographer, married an artist, and 

left her own children to travel for the WPA, photographing migrant workers? 

There is a lot of information about Dorothea Lange’s life in biographies, scholarly articles, and 

interviews. There are also some wonderful filmed interviews that I watched that really enriched 

my sense of her. I found much about her life both fascinating and resonant—her childhood 

illness, how she parented, her decision to stop photographing society women and focus on the 

world around her—and I used many of these details to form a kind of framework for the life of 

Vera Dare. But once I began to imagine Vera’s interiority—her feelings and her thoughts—she 

became a pure invention for me. 

The photograph taken by Dorothea Lange, “Migrant Mother,” was rooted in time and place. 

Then the photo began its journey. It became an inadvertent icon and made its way down through 

the generations in all sorts of forms—as an exhibit in museums, as a document in textbooks, 

even as a U.S. postage stamp. The life of the original object was interpreted and reinterpreted, 

and, as a piece of history, it adopted meanings and values that were different from those in play 

at the moment of its making. I based the characters of Mary Coin and Vera Dare on Dorothea 

Lange and Florence Owens Thompson, actual people in history. But I was less interested in 

trying to document the real and verifiable facts of those women’s lives than I was in exploring 

the nature of interpretation. 

How did you go about researching the “Migrant Mother” character, Mary Coin? 

As much as is known about Dorothea Lange is as little that is known about Florence Owens 

Thompson. There are numerous accounts to be found about the taking of the famous photograph, 

and all of these accounts essentially have the same handful of details to share about the life of 

this woman. She was born in eastern Oklahoma. She lived on a subsistence farm. She was either 

half or full-blooded Cherokee. She had six or seven children. I used these and a few other facts to 

imagine the life of Mary Coin. I spent time in Central California and I went to Nipomo, where 

the photograph was taken, but could really only get a sense of the land in its present state from 

these trips. I used a lot of archival photographs, oral and written histories and memoirs about life 

in Oklahoma in the early 1900s and California in the twenties and during the Depression. 

I learned a lot of information about how the government interacted with the WPA photographers, 

and while this information is not highlighted in the novel, it informs certain key story points. For 

instance, Vera Dare never learned Mary Coin’s name when she took the photograph because the 

WPA photographers did not take down the names of their subjects. They did not want to put the 



migrant workers in danger of losing work or being considered troublemakers by the farm owners 

and so they protected them with anonymity. 

And Walker Dodge, the contemporary cultural historian who finds an unexpected 

connection to Mary Coin? Is this character wholly fictionalized? 

I knew I wanted to have a contemporary figure to round out the trio of main characters in the 

book because the book is about history and retrospection. I needed a character who was, in 

effect, looking backward in time. I wasn’t sure how this character would be related to the other 

two, and I only discovered that through the writing. 

I was taken with your nuanced descriptions of Dare finding her vision as a young girl, 

shifting from studio work to outdoors in New Mexico, and finding her material in the 

streets of San Francisco teeming with desperate menlooking for work. 

I was quite interested in the idea of how someone stakes a claim for herself as any kind of artist. 

I think it’s not an easy thing to do because it requires that you embrace a notion of yourself as 

having a singular point of view that is worth exploring and worth exposing to others. So there is 

a kind of inherent arrogance to it, as well as an acceptance of the value of difference, which is 

something we give great lip service to in our society but sometimes do everything we can to 

squash. Vera’s attempts to embrace herself as an artist are stymied by the fact that she has 

allowed others to draw boundaries around her—her society patrons, her husband, her mother. 

But most importantly, she has drawn boundaries around herself in her effort to erase her obvious 

physical differences—the limp imposed on her by her childhood illness. So the moment of her 

stepping out of bounds is kind of a birth for her, a declaration. 

Discussion Questions  

 

1. Were you familiar with Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother photograph before reading Mary 

Coin? If so, what assumptions did you bring to your reading experiences about the photograph? 

The photographer? 

 

2. When readers are first introduced to Mary, she is in the midst of her adolescence. How would 

you characterize her as a teenager? Do these personality traits stick with her throughout the 

novel? How does her grandfather’s legacy as the “Cherokee Murderer” impact her? 

 

3. After being photographed in the Indian princess garb, Mary remarks that “she felt the queer 

nature of her power, how it made her feel strong and diminished all at once.” (46) How is this 

sentiment echoed throughout the novel? Relate this statement to Vera’s perspective of power 

behind the camera. 

 

4. On page 6, Walker asserts that he tells his children “all his foundational stories, no matter 

howhumiliating.”  When considering his relationship with his own father, why does Walker 

approachparenting in this way? Is it  effective? Explore other ways that his childhood has 

influenced his personal and work-related decisions in adulthood. 



 

5. Mary and Vera both contend with economic hardships throughout the course of the novel, 

eventually becoming the breadwinners for their families. How do these experiences affect their 

self-image? Their relationships with their children? Their spouses? 

 

6. The words “For sure, you’ll be lame so” echo in Vera’s mind throughout the novel, yet on 

page 119 she also notes that her limp is one of her greatest advantages. How does photography 

help her overcome her self-consciousness? 

 

7. Vera initially views photography solely as an occupation, while Everett is an “artist.” How 

does her conception of her career change over the course of the novel? Does she ever see herself 

as an artist? Discuss her ambitions in relation to the expected gender roles of the time. 

 

8. Compare the marital history of Mary and Vera. Are their marriages borne out of love? 

Necessity? What do they learn from their failed marriages? How do they assert independence in 

their relationships? 

 

9. On page 224, Walker states that “his image of his grandfather must be a construct derived 

from largely from photographs” rather than his own recollections. What does this imply about 

the influence of objects and photographs on memory? Do photographs manipulate—or even 

create—memories? Relate to modern-day culture. Does our constant documentation via cell 

phone photography and social media manipulate memory? 

 

10. Walker, Mary, and Vera all express guilt over how they have raised their children. Discuss 

their concerns and characterize their parenting styles. How do they interact with their children? 

What do they celebrate about parenthood? What do they regret? 

 

11. When Mary travels to the Goodwill in Chapter 31, she realizes “how silly the idea of owning 

was in the end.” (272) Given this, why do you think she buys back all of her items? Explore this 

in connection with the culture of poverty that Mary was raised in. 

 

12. On page 184, Vera admits that she is “embarrassed” by her most famous photograph. Why 

does she have that reaction? Is she ever comfortable with her fame? 

 

13. The scene where the famous photograph is taken is described twice in the novel, once from 

Mary’s point of view, once from Vera’s. Discuss the differences in the way the two women 

experience this encounter. What are the ethical ramifications for both women? 

 

14. When Mary visits the gallery in Chapter 36, she is looking at the photograph when she 

overhears someone say “You can see it all in her face.” Discuss the irony of this arrangement. 

What does this assert about the relationship between the viewer and the subject in art? About 

perception and truth? 

 

15. Discuss the last line of the novel: “There is no erasure.” Why do you think the author chose 

to end Mary Coin on this note? 

(Questions issued by the publisher. ) 



Interview: Marisa Silver (with Eliot Treichel)(www.midwestgothic.com) 

Native Ohioan Marisa Silver is an author, screenwriter and film director whose most recent 

novel is Mary Coin, a New York Times Bestseller. Her novel, The God of War, published in 2008 

by Simon and Schuster, was a finalist for the Los Angeles Times Book Prize for fiction. She talks 

with us about her time in the Midwest, childhood memories, her film career, and more. 

Midwestern Gothic: First things first, tell us about your Midwestern roots. 

Marisa Silver: I was born in Cleveland, Ohio and spent the first seven years of my life there 

before moving to New York City with my family. My father was born and raised in Cleveland, 

and my mother in Omaha, Nebraska. The memories of those early years in Ohio are strong, 

perhaps because they are the impressions of a child who has not yet made intellectual sense of 

the place in which she lives. So every memory is very specific and tied to very sensory 

experiences of early childhood – the smell of wet leaves raked to the curb in the fall, the taste of 

honeysuckle sucked right from the bud, the low hanging winter sky… 

MG: Mary Coin connects Dorothea Lange’s photograph, “The Migrant Mother,” to a 

fictitious story of both the photographer and the woman photographed. The story takes 

place on the west coast, true to the story it is loosely based on. Do you see elements of place 

affecting the plot of your story? 

MS: I think character is inextricable from the place in which that character lives. Decisions a 

person makes about small things such as what to wear on any given day, and big things like what 

kind of work will he find to support his family, as well as a character’s sensory experience of his 

or her body in is utterly effected by place. So when I develop characters and stories, I must know 

how people respond to the place in which they live. 

MG: Did you consider writing about other photographs? 

MS: No. I chose this photograph [because it] told the story of a fascinating time in American 

history and because it raised many questions for me. I learned that the woman in the photograph 

did not reveal her identity until late in her life when she was very ill and needed money for 

health care. I wondered why she chose anonymity until that final stage of her life. I wanted to 

explore what that photograph might have meant to her, or to a character like her. I wanted to 

explore what it means to be an inadvertent icon. 

MG: You’ve directed such feature films as Permanent Record (1988) and He Said, She Said 

(1991). How do you view setting in a film in relation to setting in a novel or short story? 

MS: The most obvious difference is that a writer has to visualize with words while a filmmaker 

makes use of images. As a writer, I cannot detail every single element of a landscape the way a 

camera can, and so I have to select the few details or images that I think will express the feeling 

of the landscape, and more important, the feelings the characters have existing in that landscape. 

A field in Oklahoma is going to impact one character differently than another. 



MG: While you were born and raised in Ohio, you have made your career primarily in 

Hollywood. Do you still feel a special connection to the Midwest? Whether yes or no, please 

elaborate. 

MS: I lived in New York City from ages 7 to 25, then moved to Los Angeles. I became a fiction 

writer while living in Los Angeles and much of what I have written so far is set in California. 

But writing Mary Coin gave me the opportunity to reach back not only to my childhood 

memories of that geography, but also to the novels set in the Midwest that I have always loved – 

Willa Cather’s My Antonia, for instance, or the novels of Wright Morris. I think I do feel an 

affinity with the landscape, the space, and the soulfulness of the region. 

MG: What do you think defines the Midwest? 

MS: I don’t have a good answer for that! I’m not sure I would venture to generalize about the 

Midwest or about any region. My sense is that no single place can be reduced to a few adjectives. 

Life in the Midwest is as various and diverse as it is in any region of the country. 

MG: One of the big things we focus on at Midwestern Gothic is how overlooked the region 

is, both from a cultural/literary perspective. Can you elaborate on why you agree or 

disagree? 

MS: It’s probably true that the majority of attention is given to the cultural and literary output of 

both coasts. The media is primarily based in those places and media attention can often focus on 

activity near at hand. The “regions” of this country are often overlooked or narrowly 

characterized. 

MG: Do you have a favorite book? 

MS: There are many books I love and admire for different reasons, but I would put Mme. Bovary 

up at the top of that list. I read it every couple of years and each time I am in awe. 

MG: Most influential book you’ve read? 

MS: Roget’s Thesaurus. It is a book of words and I live a life of words. 

MG: If you could ask any dead literary figure one question, who would you ask and what 

would you ask them? 

MS: I’d ask Shakespeare how he did it. And of course there would be no answer. No artist or 

writer can really describe how he does what he does. If he could, his work would probably not be 

powerful. 

MG: What’s next for you? 

MS: I’m working on a new novel. This one’s not set in California. My characters start in Europe 

and make their way to America but I’m not sure how far west they are going to get! 



Dorothea Lange 
"Dorothea Lange." Contemporary Heroes and Heroines. Vol. 4. Detroit: Gale, 2000. Biography in Context. 

Web. 7 Dec. 2015. 

"All my life I tried very hard ... to make a place where ... what I did would count." 

Born on May 26, 1895, in Hoboken, New Jersey, Dorothea Lange was an influential American 

documentary photographer. She died on October 11, 1965, in Berkeley, California. 

Through her photographs, Dorothea Lange created change in both photography and society at 

large. Her unsentimental pictures of those suffering from the economic effects of the Depression 

raised awareness about their situation and influenced the direction of social policy. Lange's 

photographic style was important in the development of photojournalism and social documentary 

photography. 

Lange was born Dorothea Margaretta Nutzhorn in Hoboken, New Jersey on May 26, 1895. She 

was the eldest child and only daughter of lawyer Henry Martin Nutzhorn, and his wife Joanna 

Caroline Lange Nutzhorn. Both of Lange's parents were of German descent. 

As a young child, Lange contracted polio. By the age of 7, the disease had left her with limping 

with her right leg. Called "Limpy" by other children, Lange was very ashamed of her disability 

throughout her childhood. It deeply affected her outlook on life. As an adult, Lange accepted her 

limp, and her handicap often made her accessible to those she wished to photograph who were 

themselves suffering. 

Another trauma beset Lange's childhood several years later. When she was about 12 years old, 

her father abandoned the family. There is some speculation he might have embezzled funds from 

a client and wanted to avoid the scandal. Lange never saw or heard from her father again. Lange, 

her mother, and brother Martin all took on Joanna Nutzhorn's maiden name, Lange. (Some 

sources say that Lange took her mother's maiden name years later.) 

After Lange's parents divorced in 1907, Lange, her mother and brother moved in with Lange's 

grandmother, Sophie Lange. Sophie Lange was a German immigrant and dressmaker, who ruled 

her home in Hoboken in a demanding, tyrannical manner. Lange did not spend much time at 

home to avoid the wrath of her grandmother. 

Joanna Lange had worked as a clerk and a librarian prior to her marriage, and she took up the 

latter profession again after her divorce. She found a job in New York City's Lower East Side, 

where Lange was enrolled in school. Lange felt like an outsider, in part because of her limp, but 

also because she was one of the only Gentiles in her school. 

Sometimes skipping school, Lange spent much time exploring New York City, observing the 

rich variety of life there: the museums, street life, etc. Lange saw a darker side when her mother 

became a social worker, doing investigations for a juvenile court judge. Lange would accompany 

her mother on visits to the Bowery and other harsh areas of the city. 



By the time Lange graduated from Wadleigh High School for Girls in 1913, she knew she 

wanted to be a photographer, though she never took a picture nor owned a camera. To make her 

mother happy, though, Lange attended the New York Training School for Teachers from 1914 

until 1917. At the same time, Lange did apprenticeships with professional photographers, 

including society lensman Arnold Genthe and theatrical photographer Charles H. Davis. She also 

took classes with photographer Clarence White, of the Photo-Secession group, at Columbia 

University. Soon Lange bought her own camera and two lenses. She converted a chicken coop 

into a darkroom for her use. 

In 1918, Lange and a high school friend, Florence Bates, decided to go around the world. Lange 

sold photographs along the way, though the pair only made it to San Francisco, California. 

There, they were robbed of all their funds. Lange ended up spending the rest of her life in the 

Bay area. 

To support herself, Lange soon found work as a photo finisher. She also became a member of a 

camera club. With funding from a friend, Lange established a photography studio at 540 Sutter 

Street in 1919 and slowly built up a clientele as a society photographer. 

Lange's studio was often a gathering place for many artist friends. Among them was a painter, 

Maynard Dixon, who was 21 years older than her. They married on March 21, 1920, and 

eventually had two sons together, Daniel Rhodes and John Eaglefeather. Throughout the 1920s, 

Lange supported her family with her successful business, taking photographic portraits, primarily 

of society women. 

The Stock Market Crash of 1929 marked the beginning of the Great Depression. For a while in 

this time period, the family lived in an artists' colony in Taos, New Mexico. On the family's 

return trip home, Lange noticed the troubling sight of migrants trying to escape their poverty. 

Lange soon became bored with taking pictures of the elite, and wanted to capture what was 

really happening in the world. 

By 1931, Lange's marriage was in trouble, and she and Maynard Dixon separated. Their children 

were put in a boarding school. With no responsibilities, Lange began to wander the streets of San 

Francisco, recording the effects of the Depression on the average man and woman. 

In 1934, Lange took one of her most important photographs, "White Angel Breadline." Her first 

social documentary photograph, it focused on a group of men gathered at a food line near her 

studio. When she exhibited "White Angel" and similar photographs, her work caught the 

attention of many people. 

Among them was a social economist and professor, Paul Schuster Taylor. He was embarking on 

a project to document the lives of migrant workers for the California State Emergency Relief 

Administration. Lange's pictures were used to complement Taylor's written word. Their work 

helped change the lives of migrant workers, as the agency procured federal funds for the 

construction of sanitary facilities for them. 



Lange and Taylor's partnership moved beyond work. After Lange divorced Dixon, Taylor and 

Lange were married on December 6, 1935. Taylor also taught Lange better techniques for 

dealing with her subjects, talking to them as she worked. Though her photographs were known 

as warm and sympathetic, Lange personally could be difficult. 

In 1935, Lange was hired by the Historical Section of the Federal Resettlement Administration 

(later known as the Farm Security Administration) to document the conditions of those most 

affected by the Depression in the second half of the 1930s: migrant workers, tenant farmers, and 

share-croppers. For much of the next five years, Lange traveled through the south and west, 

including the Dust Bowl, taking photographs of these people and their poverty. Lange's 

photographs continued to affect public policy and change the public's opinion. The 

administration of President Franklin D. Roosevelt used them to garner support for their New 

Deal legislation. 

One of the most poignant of Lange's photographs of this era was "Migrant Mother" (1936). For 

many, this photo, of this beat-down mother, a pea picker, and her starving children, summarized 

the Great Depression. "Migrant Mother" led to aid for the pea-pickers, and was also used on a 

world-wide basis to raise funds for medical supplies. 

After a brief stint photographing collective cotton farms in the southwest for the Bureau of 

Agricultural Economics in 1940, Lange received a Guggenheim fellowship in 1941. She was one 

of the first photographers so honored, and began using the funds to take pictures of the American 

social scene in several rural communities. However, when the United States became directly 

involved in World War II, Lange's work was cut short.Lange was hired by the War Relocation 

Authority to document Japanese-American internees in the early 1940s. Many American citizens 

of Japanese descent were put in internment camps during the war by the United States 

government. Lange took empathetic photographs of her subjects, which angered the American 

government. Her photos were essentially suppressed, and not widely seen until 1972. 

Later during the war, from 1943-45, Lange also took photographs for the Office of War 

Information. Many were used in Victory Magazine. She was then hired by the State Department 

to take photographs of United Nations conferences' delegates. Her work was cut short when she 

became seriously ill with ulcers and had to be hospitalized. Lange did not take many pictures 

again until the early 1950s.Lange's professional output after this point was focused on her family 

and everyday people. She took many pictures of the familiar, and did some photo essays for 

magazines such as Life. Lange also accompanied her husband on his work-related trips to Asia, 

Africa, the Middle East and South America in the late 1950s and early 1960s. She took pictures 

when she could, but was often still suffering from ill health.While Lange worked on a one-

woman show for New York City's Museum of Modern Art in 1964, she was diagnosed with 

cancer of the esophagus. Despite her poor health, she continued to work on the show, entitled 

"The American Country Woman" and put together a related book Dorothea Lange Looks at the 

Country American Woman. However, Lange died on October 11, 1965, in Berkeley, California, 

before the show's opening in 1966.Though many admired and were inspired by Lange's 

photographs, she did not regard her work as art. Her gift was greater than that. As Louis C. 

Gawthrop wrote in Society, "The legacy of Lange, the visionary change agent, is a national 

portrait of unity through diversity." 


