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If Dorothea Lange’s mark
on the history of photography
was profound, her pictures
have a continuing effect that is
not bound by the borders of
the art world. They define an
era of American history now
seven decades past. Some of
them have become universal
emblems of human need.

The Oakland Museum of
California possesses an ex-
traordinary trove of works by
the woman universally ac-
knowledged as one of the
most influential photogra-
phers of the 20th century. A
new exhibition, “Dorothea
Lange: Politics of Seeing,”
opens Saturday, May 13, with
the goal of reaching a new
understanding of the artist
and the 25,000 negatives,
6,000 prints and myriad other
materials she left behind.

No picture more aptly fits
the notion of that universal
emblem of human need than
“Migrant Mother,” one of
history’s most famous pho-
tographs. It is a portrait Lange
made of Florence Owens
Thompson in 1936, at a road-
side settlement called Nipomo,
about 20 miles south of San
Luis Obispo. Lange described
Thompson as a “destitute pea
picker,” a 32-year-old mother
of seven children. The woman
told Lange that her family
subsisted on gleanings from
the fields surrounding her
encampment and “birds that
the children killed.”

None of this is in the pho-
tograph. Lange made other
photographs of the woman
that same day; the biograph-
ical and geographic details
would apply equally to those
pictures, but none of them
have the same diagonal
rhythms of gesture, harmonies
of texture, rotations of heads.

The website of the Library
of Congress reproduces two
versions of “Migrant Mother.”
There’s the one we know, but
there’s also a print from the
original negative. That one
clearly shows a thumb that
was once visible at lower
right, later retouched to make
it less obtrusive. Once you
know this, it’s impossible to
ignore the amorphous, fleshy
knob left behind, but it is still
the much better picture.

Drew Johnson argues that
what we most value about
Lange — her instinct for clas-
sic composition amid the con-
fusion and devastation of the
Great Depression — misses a
more complex point. He has

cared for and studied her
work for 28 years, as the Oak-
land Museum’s curator of
photography and visual cul-
ture. He is working on a cata-
logue raisonné of her entire
body of work, and is curator
of the exhibition.

The exhibition will look at
“the photographer as activist,”
Johnson says. “She hoped that
people could be motivated to
work for change.

“She was all about sequenc-
ing and stories — throughout
the show you’ll see groupings
of works,” he adds.

Johnson is particularly keen
on providing historical con-
text, while keeping true to the
artist’s language, both visual
and verbal. “Some of her cap-

tions sound like excerpts from
John Steinbeck novels,” he
notes.

Lange was the only Califor-
nia photographer to be hired
by the Farm Security Admin-
istration, and the first woman
to be tapped for a photog-
raphy retrospective at New
York’s Museum of Modern
Art.

“My photographs are col-
laborations” with the people
depicted, Lange once said.
Johnson plans to show us
what she meant by that.

Charles Desmarais is The San
Francisco Chronicle’s art critic.
Email: cdesmarais@
sfchronicle.com Twitter: @Art
guy1
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Lange photos: history, art, activism

Dorothea Lange 1938

Above: In 1938, Dorothea Lange made the photo “Crossroads
General Store,” among her many riveting works that depict
simple human grit at a difficult time in U.S. history.

Dorothea Lange 1934

Right: Lange’s photo from 1934 titled “May Day Listener at
Rally.”

“Dorothea Lange: Politics of Seeing”: 11 a.m.-5 p.m. Wednesday-
Thursday; 11 a.m.-9 p.m. Friday; 10 a.m.-6 p.m. Saturday-Sunday.
Saturday, May 13-Aug. 13. $6.95-$15.95. Oakland Museum of Califor-
nia, 1000 Oak St., Oakland. (510) 318-8400. http://museumca.org

Activist photographer
Steve Cagan has never had
a solo exhibition on the
West Coast, and he wouldn’t
have had one still if he
hadn’t instructed Jeanne
Friscia in a class at Rutgers
University in New Jersey 30
years ago.

Friscia ended up on the
board of SF Camerawork,
and starting Thursday, May
11, her former professor’s
intense images will deck the
walls of the nonprofit gal-
lery overlooking Market
Street.

“Steve Cagan: Working
Pictures” covers four de-
cades of hard labor, from
the factories of Cleveland,
where Cagan lives, to El
Salvador and Nicaragua.
Plenty of documentary pho-
tographers have covered
these themes, but not in the
way that Cagan covers
them, which is to spend
eight-hour shifts on a facto-
ry floor or live for three
months in a Colombian
village in order to get hon-
est and unguarded portraits.

“Steve is not the kind to
jump out of a helicopter,
photograph a victim and
leave,” says Friscia, as she
hangs 160 images. “He gets
involved and becomes part
of the community.”

The operating precept of

Camerawork is to exhibit
the work of unrecognized
photographers, and Cagan
qualifies. Unless you were a
reader of the long-gone
Cleveland Plain Dealer Sun-
day magazine, you’ve prob-
ably never heard of him.

“The kind of work I do
has not been easy to publish
or get exhibited,” says Ca-
gan, 73, from his home stu-
dio. “My work is not com-
mercial. It’s not what the

photography art market is
looking for.”

“Working Pictures” pro-
vides a comparison between
a steel mill in Ohio and a
bicycle factory in Havana. It
also documents work that is
for more than a day’s wages.
Cagan lived among workers
for peace and social justice in
squalid refugee camps in
Central America, and civil-
ians dislocated by violence in
long-running civil wars.

He’s been been shooting
internationally since 1974,
when he visited North Viet-
nam before the end of the
war, in an attempt to human-
ize the enemy. Those six
weeks were a short trip for
him. He’s been to Columbia
16 times since 2003, to make
sure the people he is pho-
tographing remember and
trust him.

He’s got a lot of stories,
and he’ll be telling them at
Thursday’s opening reception,
scheduled for 6 to 8 p.m.,
and again Tuesday, May 16.

“All of the work is about
portraying people who are in
struggle,” he says. “My goal
is to make photographs that
can be a contribution to
those struggles.”

Sam Whiting is a San
Francisco Chronicle staff writer.
Email: swhiting@sfchronicle.com
Instagram: @sfchronicle_art
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“Bridge Rebuilding” (2006): Ironworkers Local 17 members on
the Third Street Bridge over Cleveland’s Cuyahoga River.

Activist delves deeply intoworking lives
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“Steve Cagan: Working Pic-
tures”: Opening reception 6-8
p.m. Thursday, May 11. Exhibit
runs noon-5 p.m. Tuesday-Fri-
day; noon-5 p.m. Saturday.
Through July 1. SF Camerawork,
1011 Market St. S.F. (415) 487-
1011. www.sfcamerawork.org
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