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Daring to Look: Dorothea
Lange’s Photographs and
Reports from the Field

“Daring to Look exemplifies Spirn's particular combination of genius, hard work and
humility. The idea of following up on Dorothea Lange’s field notes, and revisiting
and re-photographing the places Lange made into icons of the depression years is
ingenious, so simple that one wonders why no one thought of it before, and brilliant
because no one has... By mobilizing the passage of time in Daring to Look, the
book brings out the artistic power of Lange's eye for the landscape and the society
shaping it, and the continuing relevancy of Lange’s insights as refocused through
Spirn's own lens.”

KENNETH OLWIG, Professor, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences

Daring to Look presents never-before-published texts and photographs by the
great American photographer, Dorothea Lange. Her images and words of 1939
are a mirror that reflects who we were, how we came to be, and what we were
in the process of becoming. In them, one can perceive practices and policies
of the past as the roots of today’s environmental challenges. “No country has
ever closely scrutinized itself visually,” Lange said at the end of her life, “I know
what we could make of it if people only thought we could dare look at ourselves.”
Lange did dare to look, and she raised questions that demand answering, still.
Lange ranks among the greatest American photographers, but, until now,
her rich architecture and landscape material was virtually unpublished. She has
been known almost solely as a photographer of people. Yet, in almost half of
the photographs Lange took in 1939, no people appear at all. “Nobody ever gave
me any credit for making any landscapes,” she declared in 1964. “I did make
landscapes, loads of them!” Lange photographed landscape in the original and
most profound sense of the word, in the mutual shaping of people and place.
This book is the first to restore Lange’s work to its full context by
reproducing the text of her field reports (which she called general captions)
together with the images she captured on film. Collectively, Lange’s words and
images reveal her ambition: to document “people in their relations to their
institutions, to their fellowmen, and to the land.”
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Lange made notes in the
field, then transformed them
later into stories, which she
linked to her photographs.
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Daring to Look has won awards from diverse organizations: EDRA recognized

it as a book that “advances critical understanding of place and helps foster

the design of excellent environments”; the Foundation for Landscape Studies
honored it for its basis “on original research” and for “breaking new ground in
method or interpretation,” and the American Association of Publishers for its
excellence in scholarship. The book has reached a broad audience , including the
entire freshman class of Bryant University who read it for a course required of
all freshmen.

SPONSORS

U.S. Library of Congress
Charles Warren Center for American History, Harvard University
University of Chicago Press
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In 2006, I revisited all the Lange used her camera as “a tool of research.” To accomplish this, she grouped

places that Lange worked in photographs by subject, then cross-referenced and “buttressed” them with
1939 and met some of the

people she photographed. words. She first developed the general caption in 1939 as a framework within

I assembled notebooks that which to cross-list individual photographs and field notes and give them context.

contained all 3,000 of the Each stands as a portrait of a moment, a place, a group of people, a theme;

photographs Lange took h h . it of 11and and . in A . d of th

in 1939, along with her together, they paint a portrait of rural land and society in America and of the

captions, and carried these forces transforming them at the height of the Great Depression. In all these

with me in the field. places, Lange saw and recorded the processes reshaping American lives and
landscapes.

Daring to Look has three parts: an analysis of Lange’s innovations and
methods and their significance, Lange’s groupings of images and words, and an
account of my own journey to all the places she portrayed in 1939 and what I
found there.
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In Nyssa, Oregon, I found
the faded mural that Lange
had photographed in 1939.
But where businesses were
thriving in 1939, many were
failing in 2003.

Lange’s words and photographs speak eloquently to the present, for the forces
she saw and recorded in 1939 are still in play, of that particular moment, but not
of a moment only. In my travels to the places she photographed in 1939, I found
much that was different, but also much that was the same. Her images have past
sources and future manifestations. They reveal the heartrending consequences
of shifts in jobs and decline in industry and their impact on the environment,
the human stress of migration and resettlement. They show that all large-scale
events, policies, and plans have a human face. ‘If you see mainly massed human
misery in my photographs and decry the selection of so much suffering,” Lange
wrote, ‘I have failed to show the multiform pattern of which it is a reflection. For
the havoc before your eyes is the result of both natural and social forces. These
are my times, and they, too, are my theme,’” she said. They are mine as well,
which is what drew me to Dorothea Lange, to her “lost” photographs and texts,
and led me to revisit all the places where she worked in 1939: to discover what
the changes between then and now might reveal about the nation.



Part 3 / The Eye Is a Door

+

Mot o the stump furms Lunge phesographed in 1939 are second-growsh forest
o, sy Lasted chirry pers o lews. Duiving north im remote northern ldsho,
fr0em Sandpoins 1o Bonners Ferry, | piss many gatst ranches, including one
ness where Mr, Dinchow, 3 Boemer mill worker, was clearing snamps in 1939
canitian from farming b vacation spot began in the eacly.
or ha, by b4, frw
inesk heer; sasny hisd abandoned heir stamp farre
d shipyards, Ochers came and bought kand. but
Ak, “echarics, truck drivers, office work-
then retursed 1o thelr ciy jobs with the pens-
pectof retiring some day new lasd When Davis and her husband sold
their sty farm in the they moved farsher noeth, seas the Canadian
Border, and bsught & guest ranch.* Even before | reached Sandgpsint, fsrmer
ome of the Humbind Lumiber Company and s locking relstively prasperous,
Lalee Pend Oreeille are lined with large vacarion homes
Sandpoint is 3 1oursa destination, and Priest Lake. north of where the Halleps
cheared theie Earm, is " premier vacation destination” with “spestacular seenery.
wunlimited recressional appertunitics, 8 tuc year-roand reson segion far both
buasiness anad plessuse,” scoseding i the Priest Like Webs site. ! Sige in Sasd
st ot the pomms paspalation s 6,835 and caution: “Sandpoint is a walking

e stop e prople in eravealia”

Iy Michigan WL Thursvéa Ciunty, W,
thei avamy farm hack in 1930, the wood Teast nhirty yeass ohd, possibly
forey (figares 123135, 1B, 185, There are few farms now, and [ saw o goest
farms like those in |.\¢ I

{figare 133} Thi
13408
drovaghe refugees re
fobs in munitions

etn, 30 miners.” who bogl

1rested that the shores of L

on, where the Armolds ceared

pasbuandls, Trees have sprng b

i), Thirs e ke of For S vigns
. and u fiow niew houaes, Despite Michigan
Hill bocation, abowst ementy-five miles south of the seate epied ..,m.-.-.p., ™
does o appear o be theiving, | peoph
Ll o 0 farees o0 small so suppart a family dd not abalish rural paverty.
Doum she road from the forme sires of governmen-sponsored famiy ls:
bor cams, such as the one Lange phetographed in Oregoeis Yambill Counzy,
are modermday rurad dhems wich dilsgidss ek ok kil shargd e .a.wp «
whacks (Egure 114), Builling labs

s, and day care had mes the mnm.lu:a -m(r'.:»w bur fatled Io sddress d-r
sauses of probless migrant agriculniesl workers Eaced: henee, usprediceable
and shoet-term employment, huzsrdoss work, and chibd lsbor peesiss today*

A. Lange dum‘lm the early wms the Mml:la—n ol "migratory lahor™ she
migha have e eruade
[hase'pd .....mm yesaendey, This is a m:;}uyml(lm:mtlmw Mo snany

91

hings don't change i wenty yesrs, not many shings

™ et TR

Above Farms that had

been laboriously cleared
and planted in the cut-

over forests of eastern
Washington in 1939, were
reclaimed by forest by 2005.

Following pages Lange is
regarded as a photographer
of people, but I discovered
that, in 1939, almost half
of her photographs were of
architecture and landscapes,
with no people at all. These
three photographs of
northern Idaho are part of a
much longer series.

“Dorothea Lange is one of America’s greatest documentary photographers. Daring
to Look is a very important book. It provides a fascinating insight into her FSA
photographs and writings during that time. Ms. Lange’s photographs, especially
the work she did for the FSA were a great inspiration for so many photographers,
including myself.” MARY ELLEN MARK, photographer

“As a historian, the first aspect of the book that leaps out at me is the thorough
and imaginative research in a variety of sources and the broad contextualization
in both public policy and social and economic history. The other aspect that leaps
out simultaneously ...
just to hold and look through. Anne Whiston Spirn’s introduction makes Lange
come alive, places her in her time, and just skewers those who would diminish her
achievements....And the end, returning to find the places she photographed, was a
brilliant idea, and Spirn draws the circle with great sensitivity.”

MICHAEL KATZ, Walter H. Annenberg Professor of History,
University of Pennsylvania

is just how beautifully it is produced. It is such a pleasure






130. October 22, 1939. Bonner County, Idaho 131 (Above) October 21, 1939. Bonner County,
Shaws character of land which new settlers Idaho. This farm has been occupied by four

are buying in the Priest River Valley different families since 1936:
132 {Facing, bottom) October 22, 1939 Claude Sargeant "36-37 failed
Priest River Peninsula, Bonner County, Lenny Davis "38 failed

Idaho, Shows log home. Farm established Roy Silton '38-39 failed

Davy Walker '39

The soil is sandy and the effort of clearing

has been wasted
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Interactive online maps
display the locations where
Lange took her photographs
of 1939. Other pages permit
visitors to compare views of
then and now.

DARING TO LOOK

A website, www.daringtolook.com provides a window into Dorothea Lange’s 1939
work and the fate of the places she photographed. “Lange” offers audio clips of
Lange discussing her approach to photography. “1939” shows photographs for
every day Lange was in the field during that year. “Stories” displays a selection

of Lange’s General Captions about places and families, along with my stories of
those families and places today. “Then and Now” compares Lange’s photographs
of 1939 with the same people and places today. The website has expanded the
audience further, especially among youth, like the high school junior from
Maryland who emailed on January 31, 2011:

“I was so moved by this website that I had to write to you. I just wanted to say thank
you so much for doing such important work. It is really inspiring—this website is
beautiful and was incredibly helpful for my research project on social boundaries
and quandaries during the thirties. I was surprised to read that we share all of these
interests—photography, but also environmental design and urban design. I am
considering both as a major for undergrad!

Your fan, Zane”
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What became of the places und the people Lange
portrayed in 19397

1 deckbed to sen for mysef. The jrumey wok me o
places 1 might never have gone, 1 people | would never
bave met.

My discoveries ase described fn the book DARING TO
LOOK: what 1 fownd, whom I met and what they tokl
me, what happened to fumibies Lange photographed,
what as wasl has oot chansged over the iterveniog
decades, and what significance Lange's work of 1939
halds for the present day.

Here are some of the photographs 1 ook, alongside
those Lange made of the mme plices in 1939,

To see the photographs side by side, select view all. To
exphore the photogrplhs on « map, choase » rghon.

CLICK HERE o0 view image gallery.

CLICK HERE to view images located o 2 map.

DATE: May 17, 2005
LOCATION: Nyssa, Malheur
County, OR
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The book was widely
reviewed in print (e.g. LA
Times, New York Review of
Books), online (e.g. New
Yorker, Bookforum), and on
radio (e.g. NPR’s “All Things
Considered” and “Here

and Now”). The book has
reached a broad audience:
the hardcover edition (5,000
copies) sold out within nine
months, and the paperback
has sold more than that.

DARING TO LOOK
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“Dorothea Lange is known as one of the greatest American photographers, but she
was also a remarkable observer whose field notes have largely remained unpublished
until now. In Daring to Look, Anne Whiston Spirn, a landscape architect, photographer,
and writer herself, has edited Lange's field notes, adding her own interpretative
essays on Lange's work, and rephotographing some of Lange's sites. This is a very
important book deserving wide readership because it provides a wonderful
combination of the socially-conscious work of two gifted artists and writers.”
DOLORES HAYDEN, Professor of Architecture, Urbanism, and American Studies,

Yale University

“As a lifelong friend of Dorothea Lange, | was absolutely astounded and thoroughly
pleased with Daring to Look Anne Whiston Spirn has hit the nail on the head: she
knows the secret of understanding good photography—and of understanding
Dorothea Lange’s life as well. An astonishing book.

RONDAL PARTRIDGE, photographer and former assistant to Lange
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Russell Baker: Ted Kennedy’s Victory

The New'gnowl;k Review

November 18, 2008/ Vohene LV1, Number 15

JOOST
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Andrew Delbanco: Schools
Sue Halpern: Women & Power
David Cole: Prisons
Dan Chiasson: Wallace Stevens
Bernard Bailyn: Revolution
The Leonard Peltier Tragedy

“What a sui generis and beautiful imagination (and manifestation) of a book: paean,
recontextualization, historicizing, rediscovery, documentation, investigation and
collaboration. It is its own genre, and so lavishly produced; the writing is sharp as a
bird's beak, poetic and exacting. And Spirn's own photographs make good company
beside those of Lange. | loved reading her notes, feeling the picture take on even more
weight that way. My wife and | both lived in this book those last weeks of summer”

FORREST GANDER, poet and Professor of Comparative Literature,
Brown University
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