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he heart of the matter for somecone doing documentary

work is the pursuit of what James Agee called “human

actuality"——rcndcring and representing for others what has
been witnessed, heard, overheard, or sensed. Fact is “the quality of
being actual,” hence Agee's concern with actuality. All documenta-
tion, however, is put together by a particalar mind whose capacities,
interests, valucs, conjectures, suppositions and presuppositions,
whose memories, and, not leasr, whose talents will come to bear
directly or indirectly on what is, finally a presented to the world in
the form of words, pictures, or even music or artifacts of one kind
or another. In shaping an article or a book, the writer can add factors
and variables in two directions: social and culeural and historical on
the one hand, individual or idiosyncratic on the other. As Agee
reminds us in his long “country leteer,” his aria: “All that cach petson
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is, and experiences, and shall ever experience, in body and in mind,
all these things are differing expressions of himself and of one roort,
and are identical: and not one of these things nor one of these
persons is ever quite to be duplica[ed, nor rcplaced, nor has it ever
quite had precedent: but each is a new and incommunicably tender
life, wounded in every breath, and almost as hardly killed as casily
wounded: sustaining, for a while, without defense, the enormous
assaules of the universe.”

Such an emphasis on human particularicy would include the ups
and downs of a life, even events {both internal and external) in that
life that would seem to have nothing to do with the objectivity of,
say, the world of central Alabama, but everything to do with the
world of the writer or the photographer who will notice, ignore,
take seriously, or find irrelevant Alabama’s various moments, hap-
penings, acts and deeds and comments, scenes. Events are filtered
through a person’s awareness, itself not uninfluenced by a history of
private experience, by all sorts of aspirations, frustrations, and yeam-
ings, by those elusive, significant “moods” as they can affect and
even sway what we deem of inrerest or importance, not o mention
how we assemble what we have learned into something to present
to others—to edirors, museum curators first of all, whose personal
attitudes, not to mention the nature of their jobs or the values and
desires of their bosses, all help shape their editorial or curatorial
judgment. The web of one kind of human complexity (that of life
in Hale County, Alabama) connects with, is influenced by, the web
of another kind of human complexity (Agee and Evans and all that
informs not only their lives but those of their magazine and book
editors).

So often in our discussion of documentary work my students
echo Agee, emphasize the “actualicy” of the work—Iits responsibility
to fact, They commenly pose for themselves the familiar alternative

of fiction, as though we were dealing in clear-cut opposites: if not
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the true as against the false, ar least the real as against the imaginary
But such opposites or alternatives don't quite do justice either con-‘
ceprually or pragmatically to the aspect of “human actuality” that
has- to do with the vocarional life of writers, photographers, folk-
]0_1'15[;5, musicologists, and filmmakers, those who are trying to engage
with people’s words, their music, gestures, movements, and overagll
appeara‘nce and then let others know what they have learned, No
one going anywhere, on a journalistic trip, on a documentary as-
signment, for social-science research, or to soak up the atmosphere
of a place to aid in the writing of a story or a novel, will claim to
be able to see and hear everything, or even claim to be able to norice
aﬂ. that truly matters, Who we are, to some variable extent, deter-
mines what we notice and, at another level of intellecrual acrivity
what we regard as worthy of norice, what we find significant. Nor’
will technology help us all that decisively. I can arrive in America's
t/\]aba.ma or England’s Yorkshire, I can find my way to a South Seas
1sl‘and or to central Africa, I can go visit a nearby suburban mall
with the best tape recorder in the world, with cameras that take
superb pictures, and even with a clear idea of what I am to do, and
still T face the macter of looking and overlooking, paying instant'heed
and lerting something slip by; and I face the matter of sotting out
what I have norticed, of arranging it for emphasis—the mater, reall
of compasition, be it verbal or visual, the matter of re-presenting; an};
here that all-important word narrative enters, Stories heard or’seen
rfow have to turn into stories put together with some guiding intel-
llgefn:e and disecrimination: I must select whar ought to be present;
decide on the tone of that presentation, its atmosphere ot mood, Thesej
words can be as elusive as they are compelling to an essay, an
hebirion of pictures, or a film. " -
Even if the srficr limits of ora] history are never suspended (ol
the taped interviews with informants are used in a given article c;:
book, or any comments from the practirioner of oral history are
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confined to an introduction or to explanatory footnotes) there still
remains that challenge of selection, with its implications for the
narrative: which portions of which tapes are ro be used, and with
what assertive or clarifying or instructional agenda in mind (in the
hope, for instance, of what popular or academic nod of comprehen-
sion or applause). How does one organize one's “material,” with
what topics in mind, what broader themes? How does one deal with
the mix of factuality and emotionality that any taped interview pres-
ents, never mind a stock of them, and how does one arrange and
unfold the events, the incidents: a story’s pace, its plot, its coherence,
its character development and portrayal, its suggestiveness, its degree
of inwardness, its degree of connection to external action, and, all
in all, its dramatic power, not to mention its moral authority?

The above words and phrases are summoned all the time by
writers and teachers of fiction. Fictional devices, that is, inform the
construction of nonfiction, and of course, fction, conversely, draws
upon the actual, the “real-life.” A novelist uses his or her lived
experience and the observations he or she has made and is making
in the course of living a life as elements of a writing life. I remember
William Carlos Williams pausing, after a home visit, to wrire down
not only medical notes but a writer's notes: words heard; a revealing
moment remembered; the appearance of a room on a particular day,
or of a face brimming with surprise or happiness, a head lowered
in dismay, a look of anticipation or alarm or dread, fear on a child’s
face, those detatls of life, of language, of appearance, of occurrence
for which novelists are known, but which the rest of us also crave
or require, as readers, of course, but also in our working lives: we
all survive and prevail through a mastery of certain details, or fail
by letting them slip through our fingers.

A novelist has to have those details at constant hand. He or she
has had occasion in so-called rteal life to become aware of them but

now has to fic this personal learning into a story, a narrative chat
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requires both imagination and an idea of what will reach and touch
readers persuasively. Nonfiction involves the same process, though
we have to be careful of how we use words such as experience, obser-
vation, and, certainly, imagination when discussing nonfiction. A do-
cumentarian’s report will be strengthened by what has been
witnessed, but will be fueled, surely, by what those observations
come ro mean in his or her head: we absorb sighrs and sounds, and

they become our experience, unique to us, in that we, their recipients,

~are untque. What we offer others in the way of our documentary

reports, then, is our mix of what we have observed and experienced,

~as we have assembled i, that assembly having to do, again, with our.

- umaginative capability, our gifts as writers, as editors, as storytellers,

as artisrs, Oscar Lewis and Sruds Terkel, working with taped inter-
views, pages and pages of transcripts, put all of that together in such

. a way that makes us readers marvel, not only at what we're told but
- at how it gers told,—and, before that, at how it was eliciced from
- the various individuals these two mer and ftom anyone who worked

with them (Lewis trained a team of colleagues to help him out).
Orthers of us might have met the same people but obtained from
them different stories, maybe fewer in number or less interesting,
less revealing.

I remember well what one of my psychoanalytic supervisors, Eliz-
abeth Zetzel, who was a rather solidly conventional physician with
a mind George Eliot would have called “theoretic,” told me as she
contemplated my protocols (my daily notes of what I had heard
from a particular patient). Psychoanalysis, she said, is not only the
uncovering of psychological material; it is two people dotng so.
Therefore, anyone’s analysts, undertaken with a particular analyst, is
only one of a possible series of hypothetical analyses, depending on
who else might b.e the analyst, and whart might be looked at and
concluded on the basis of that ocher person’s prescnce as the analyst,
rather than the one now being consulted. I had been zealously on
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the prowl for cerrain memories that would, frankly, confirm my
clinical notion of what had happened earlier in a certain patient’s
life, and to what effect. Dr. Zetzel had realized (T would later realize)
that this was not only an inquiry, ot the “correct” inquiry, but my
inquiry—that someone else might have had other clintcal interests,
other kinds of memories to pursue, other clinical destinations tn
mind and, very important, would no doubt have engaged with this
patient in a different way. (Nietzsche's aphorism holds here: "It takes
two to make a truth.”)

Morcover, what I make of what I hear from any patient has to
do with what I've learned, and with what I have brought from my
life to what has been raught me. Psychoanalysis, then, is a person’s
continuing narrative, however “meandering” rather than formally
structured, as it is prompted by and shaped by his or her life, of
course, bur also as it responds to a particular listener or observer
who has his or her own narrative interests and capacities and inten-
tions (his or her observations, experiences, and, as with artists, talent
and imagination—ways of sensing and of phrasing what is sensed,
skill at putting him- or herself in another’s shoes), A profession also
has its narrative as well as its incellectual and emorional demands,
and ir, too, affects a particular pracutioner, here a psychoanalyst, in
influential ways: an agreed-upon language; an agreed-upon story
called a diagnosis or a clinical interpretation or summary, namely,
how we (are rrained to) tell ourselves what we're hearing before we
get around o lerting our patients know what we think. Put differ-
ently, we develop, as psychiatric or psychoanalytic listeners, a pro-
fessional narrative, which is offered in response to the narratives we
hear in that unusual room where marters of urter intimacy and pni-
vacy become a shared documentary experience limired to two people.
Others may be brought into the “act,” however, since patients talk
to people they know, and so do we, in our professional lives (at

meetings) and in our writing lives: we share case histories with our
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colleagues and stories with readers, and surely we tailor our stories

= . .
“to elicit readers’ incerest—a tradirion that goes back to Freud's first

books and accounts for those of the many who have followed
throughout this profession’s now hundred-year history.

All of the above is as intricate and knotty, but also as evident
and ordinary, as what happens every day when any two people talk
to each other. The words and the pictorial sense vary on both sides,

: depending upon who the people are; and if one or both of the two

talks to a third or a fourth person, that “report” will also vary
depending on the person then doing the listening. We have words

for the gross distortions of this process: rumor, gossip. We are less-

likely to account for the almost infinite possible variations on an
‘encounter that constitute a human exchange, or a human respotise

“to the non-human world of the landscape or the multi-human world

of a social scene. Naturally, a novelist does go one significant step

 further—reserves the right to use his or her imagination more freely
- than a documenrarian, and to call upon the imaginary as a matrer

of course,: personal fantasies, made-up voices given to made-up char-
acters with made-up names, and scenes described out of the mind’s
visual reveries, even as its verbal ones supply words. All of the above
has to be done with judgment as well as provocative ingenuity and
boldness. The imaginary life, like the real one, requires a teller’s
thoughtfulness, canniness, sensitivity, and talent for dealing with lan-
guage, or with the visual. What emerges, if it is done successfully,
is a kind of truth, sometimes {as in Tolstoy, George Eliot, Dickens;
we each make our choices from among these storytellers) an envel-
oping and unforgettable wisdom that strikes the reader as realer than
real, a cruth that penetrates deep within one, that leaps beyond ver-
tsimilicude or incisive portrayal, appealing and recognizable charac-
terization, and lands on a terrain where the cognitive, the emotional,
the reflective, and the moral live side-by-side. "I make up stories all
day,” I hear a wonderfully able novelist say at a seminar on "doc-
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umentary studies.” “Some people would say I tell lies—my ‘business’
is to write them down and sell them, with the help of a publisher.”
We all demur, but he rejects what he hears as an evasive politeness
on our part. “All right,” he provokes us further, "I do a good job,
so [ get published, and you like what you read. But there are talented
storytellers out there, ler’s call them thar, who spend their lives telling
stories, persuading people to get wrapped up in them, just like they
talk of getting wrapped up in a good novel. .. and they are telling
what you and I would call lies, a string of them, or falschoods, or
yntruths. Some of them do enough of it that they become known
chiefly, essentially, for what they tell as—they are ‘con artists.” Am
1 a version of such a person, a successful, socially sanctioned, ‘sub-
limated' version? Is that a useful way of thinking about stories and
novels—cleverly or entertainingly put together lies?”

This writer, this novelist who was also a teacher and an effective
conversationalist, was forcefully putting a big subject before us, He
had, after a fashion, constructed a small story about the matcer of
storytelling in which he highlighted the matter of fction as some-
thing made up—though often quite full of facts, observations, ac-
curately recalled happenings, and also made up, potentially, of truch,
even the highest kind of rtruth, as many of us would insist. Others
in the seminar, of course, spoke of journalism and social science,
their claims to another kind of truth, one that pertains to an ob-
served world unconnected to an imagined one; though, again, the
journalist’s, the photographer’s, the social scientist’s imagination can
all the time influence how a news story or a research project is done,
what is obtained in the way of information, remarks, photographs,
and how all of that is relayed to others.

I tried, in that seminar, to make sense of my own work, to figure
out its nature, and so did we all: this was the purpose of the seminar.
During the eacly 1g60s, as 1 mentioned earlier, I was trying hard to
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learn how Southern schoolchildren, both black and white, were man-
aging under the stresses of court-ordered desegregation in the South,
and how civil-rights acrivists were dealing with their special, often
dangerous, even farally dangerous lives of constant protest. T was
doing psychiatric rescarch and beginning to write up my findings for
presentation to professional audiences and journals. By then, I'd also
been interviewed by newspaper reporters, because T was immersed in
a serious educational, social, and racial crisis. I was privileged (I only
gradually realized) to be watching a moment of history. Soon I was
not only taking what I heard from children, teachets, parents, and
:young activists and heting it all into a language, a way of thinking,
a theoretical or conceptual apparatus of sorts (lists of defense mech- .
.anisms, signs of varfous symptoms, evidence of successful adapta-
‘ton); T was developing a general thesis on what makes for collapse
in children under duress and what makes for “resiliency.” I had
developed a list of “variables,” aspects of a life thar rended to make
a child worthy of being described as such by me: a resilient child.
Eventually, with enough knowledge of enough children, T had in

mind a broader claim, a more ambitious one, a statement on ‘the
resilient child.”

I was also seeing, in some newspapers, quotations correctly at-
tribured to me thar weren't always my words, and that seemed a bit
foreign to me because they had been hurriedly scribbled as I ralked.
Even my exactly transcribed words, taped words, sometimes seemed
strange to me, because they appeared out of context; they were de-
prived of the exPIanatory remarks, the narrative sequence, that had
preceded and followed them. My wife would say, “You said thar?”
I would say yes, and then the refrain: “but the reporter used whar I
.sa'id for his purposes”——and I wasn't necessarily being critical. I had
tFlEd to explain something, had tried to speak with some qualifica-
uons or even with skepticism, second thoughts, or outright misgiv-
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ings about my own thoughts, themselves being constantly maodified
by interviews, by conversations with colleagues, by consideration of this
or that matter, the reflective aspect of what gets called experience.

The reporters, needless to say, had their own purposes to con-
sider, their own experiences; they had gradually accumulated manners
of hearing and remembering, of listening to tapes, based on nations
of what they were mcant to do professionally. I was meant to move
from hearing children talk about what was on their minds to think-
ing about the projections these children summoned, the denials or reac-
tion-formations to which they resorted; a journalist is used to hearing
me, and soon enough, asking me pointed questions that aim for an
opinion, an explanation, stated as plainly and unequivocally as pos-
sible. Why is this child doing so well, given the pressures she has o
endure? Why is that child not doing so well> What is your expla-
nation for the difference? If my explanation was too long-winded,
evasive, abstract, or, finally, unconvincing, the reporrer pressed, re-
phrased, got me to reconsider, to say things differently—until what
I said helped him or her understand the subject at hand (and would
presumably help his or her editor and readers, who inhabic his or
her mind, understand.) Sometimes I was not only surprised, by the
printed result, as my wife was, but grateful. Those reporters pushed
me to think (and to put things) in ways not familiar to me, and
when I remembered what 1 said, seeing it presented in the context
of a story, a part of the reporter's own take on the subject, I found
myself learning something, regarding matters with 2 different em-
phasis or point of view, responding, it can be said, to the “truth”
of that particular interview. All interviews, one hopes, become jointly
conducted!

The harder I struggled to make sense of my work, never mind
make sense of what others might make of it, the more confused 1
became: what was 1 doing, what was I learning, what was I trying
to say? 1 was a child psychiatrist and was learning to be a psycho-
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analyst, but T wasn't working with patients in an office or a clinic;
I was visiting children and their parents in cheir homes, talking wirh'
teachers in schools, and, through SNCC, doing things regarded by
cities and states of the South as illegal, a challenge both to laws and
to long-standing customs. On the one hand, I had to answer to a
certain kind of psychiatric voice in me: why are you doing all this?
- On the other hand, T had to answer to the collective vaices of civil
rights workers: why are you concentraring your cnergies on s, when
there’s a “sick” saciety out there; for example, look at your own
-_.pro{:ession, the ucterly segregated universities, medical schools, resi-
'dency training programs, psychoanalytic institutes—why don't you
study all that! Then, T had to contend with my great teacher Dr.
W. C. Williams, to whom (1961, 1962) I'd sent some drafts of my
psychiatric reports. “For God's sake,” he told me once, “try to find
a: cure for chat passive voice you use, for the third person, for all
hat highfalutin technical language—it's a syndrome!” My apologies
nd chagrin and self-pity only clicited this: “Take your readers in
hand, take them where you've been, tell them what you've scen, give
;:"them some stories you've heard. Most of all, write for them, the
ordinary folks out chere, not for yourself and your buddies in the
~profession of psychiaery.” I can still recall my sense of futility and
inadequacy as I thought about those admonishing remarks. I had
“always known that Dr. Williams could be irtitable with people he
“knew and wanted to help (I'd seen him be so with patients), but

-now I felt critically judged, and unable to do anything in keeping

with the advice given me—Ilest I lose my last link with my medical

-and psychiatric and psychoanalyric life: my capacity to write articles

-that would earn me (not to mention the work I was doing) a hearing,

‘some acceptance.

What Dr. Williams urged, my wife, a high-school teacher of

English and history: also urged. She began listening to the tapes we'd

collected (she and I worked together, full-time, until our sons were
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born in 1964, 1966, and 1g70). She marked up certain moments in
the teanscripts which she found interesting, pulled them together,
and wrote from memory some descriptions of the scenes in which
those comments were made: times, places, details such as the weather,
the casual talk exchanged, the food so generously served us, the
neighborhood excursions we took—to churches, to markets, a world
explored with the help of embattled people who knew that if we
were really to understand them, we had to go beyond those clinical
questions that I wanted so much to ask them. In time Jane had
assembled “moments,” she called them, for me to read: a mix of
descriptive writing and ediced versions of interviews, with suggestions
for what she called “personal reflection” on my part. “You'll have
some old-fashioned essays,” she wrote. “Nothing to be afraid oft”
Plenry to be afraid of, I thought. It took me a couple of years
to overcome that apprehension and worry. 1 was raught and rallied
and reassured by Jane, badgered by Dr. Williams, until he died
(March 4, 1963), challenged by some of the friends I'd made in
SNCC, whao kept telling me I should “tell their stories,” not try to
“chrink” them, and encouraged by Margaret Long, a novelist wha
worked for the Southern Regional Council, an interracial group long
devored to standing up in many ways to segregation. In 1963 the
Council published my first nonprofessional piece (as 1 thought of it
back then) on the work I was daing: “Separate But Equal Lives."
The very title signified a break for me, a departure from the heav-
yweight jargon I'd learned to use as an expression of professional
arrival, Wich this new kind of wriring, began to think differently
about the very nature of the work I was doing. The point now was
not only to analyze what children said, or the drawings they made,
but to learn about their lives, in the hope of being able to describe
them as knowingly and clearly as possible to anyone who cares to
read of them rather than to my colleagues in child psychiatry.
In 1970, well along in such writing, I heard this from one of my
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old supervisors at the Children’s Hospital in Boston, George Gard-
ner: ' You're doing documentary work, documentary child psychiatry
I suppose you could call ir.” I was pleased, though also worried-—'-
haun:f:d by the judgmental self, its appearance ofren a measure of
careerist anxiety, When [ told my wife what Dr. Gardner had said
-she laughed and said, “When Dr. Gardner settles for ‘documenta ’
work’ alone, you'll be there!” But where is her “there™? We ncvz
‘discussed that question at the time. [ was almost afraid to think
‘about what she had in mind, even as I know in retrospect what she
‘was suggesting—that T try to respond more broadly (less clinically)
'.to these children, give them their due as individuals, as human beings
rather than patients. Afrer all, they weren't "sick,” or coming to rie‘
in a hospital or a clinical setting for “help”; they were “out there,”
Tiving their lives, and T had come to them in an effort to learn ho".v
they “got along.” Those two words increasingly became my meth-
odological description of intent, my rationale of sorts: to try to
ascertain as best 1 could the character of particular lives, the wa
they are lived, the assumnptions held, the hopes embraced, the fcar};
and.wom'es borne—in Flannery O’'Connor’s felicitous phrase, the
particular “habit of being” that informs this person’s existence, that
one’s, To render such lives requires that one take a stand with res:PeC[
to themn—rthat of the observer, first and foremaost, so that they can
bc_ f]pprchended, but that of the distanesd observer, the editor, the
cnt.:c (not of them, bur of them as the subject of a story). Wh;t of
their lives to offer others, and in what manner of delivery? As 1
asked that question I could hear one of Dr, Williams's refrains: “the
language, the language!” Williams was forever trying to do justice
both to whar he heard from others, and o what he heard in his
own head: the narrative side of documentary work, the exposition
of a particular effort at exploration. ’
Documentary work, then, ultimately becomes, for most of us,
documentary writing, documentary photographs, a film, a taped se-
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res of folk songs, a collection of children's drawings and paintings:
reports of what was encountered for the ears and eyes of others.
Here we weed and choose from so very much accumulated. Here
we connect ourselves critically with those we have come to know—
we arrange and direct their debut on the stage, and we encourage
and discourage by selecting some segments and eliminating others.
Moreover, to tepeat, some of us add our own twe cents (or more);
we work what others have become to s into eur narrative—the titles
we give to photographs, the introductions we write for exhibitions,
the statements we make with films. Even if our work is presented
as only about them, we have been at wotk for weeks, for months,
discarding and thereby concentrating what we retain: its significance
mighrily enhanced because so much else has been taken away.

It is not unfair, therefore, for an Oscar Lewis or a Studs Terkel
or 2 Fred Wiseman to be known as the one who is “responsible”
for what are supposedly documentary reports about all those others
who were interviewed or filmed. Those others, in a certain way, have
become “creations” of Lewis, Terkel, Wiseman-—even if we have no
explanatory comments from any of them about what they have done,
and how, and with what purpose in mind. The stories such docu-
mentarians tell us are, in a way, the surviving remnants of so very
much that has been left aside. We who cut, weave, edit, splice. crop,
sequence, in[erpolnte, interject, connect, pan, come up with our cap-
tions and comments, have our say (whenever and wherever and how-
ever) have thereby linked our lives to those we have attempted to
document, creating a joint presentation for an audience that may or
may not have been asked to consider all that has gone inte what
they are reading, heartng, or viewing.

I remember, a wonderfully enlightening afternoon spent with la-
bor economist Paul Taylor in 1972, while I was working on a bio-
graphical study of Dorothea Lange. Jane and I sat in Taylor's
spaciotis, comfortable Berkeley home, the one he and Dorothea
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- Lange occupied together until her death of cancer in 1965. He took
“me, step by step, through their work together, the work that cul-
minated in American Exodus (1939). We examined many of Lange's
P.hotographs, some of them prints that were never published or
shown. We were looking at an artist’s sensibility, as it informed the
s_g_lcctions she had made—which picture really wotked, really got
across what the photographer intended for us to contemplate.
I studied her iconic “migrant mother,” a picture known through-
out the world, a visual rallying ground of sorts for those who want
to be reminded and remind others of jeopardy’s pensive life (Fig. 1).
Ihere she sits, her right hand touching her lower right cheek, the
lady of Nipoma, caught gazing, in March of 1936, one of her children
';c_;_) her left, one to her right, head turned away from us, disinclined
tgi_:n look at the camera and, through ir, the legions of viewers with
f._vhom i connects, The three figures seem so close, so “tight,” it
would be said in the South, yet each seems lost to the others: the
___thilclren lost in the private world they secure by hiding their eyes,
the mother lost in a look that is seemingly directed at no one and
everyone, a look thar is inward and yet that engages with us who
_ look at her, and maybe with her, or through her, at the kind of life
she has been living, Bur only minutes before Lange took that famous
picture, she had taken others, At furthest remove (Fig. 2} we are
shown the same mother and her children in the makeshift tent that
is their home; two others, a bit closer, show her with another child
who has just been suckling ar her breast and now has settled into a
sleep. In one picture (Fig. 3) the mother is alone with that child; in
the next, (Fig. 4) another of her children has come to her side, its
face on her left shoulder. T return to the picture Lange has selected:
now the older children are alongside their mother, but her appear-
ance commands our attention——her hair lightly combed, her strong
nose and broad forehead and wide mouth giving her face authority,
her informally laycred plainclothes, her worker's arms and fingers
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Figure 1

Figure 1

telling us that this is someone who every day has to take life on
with no conviction of success around any corner.

Dorothea Lange has, in a sense, removed that woman from the
very world she is meant, as a Farm Security Administration (FSA)
photographer, to document. The tent is gone, and the land on which
it is pitched, and the utensils. The children, in a way, are gone, their
backs turned to us, their backs a sort of screen upon which we may
project our sense of whar is happening to them, what they feel. But
one child’s head s slighdy lowered, and the other has covered hec
face with her right arm—and so a feeling of their sadness, become

the viewer’s sadness, has surely seized so many of us who have stared
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Figure 3

and stared at that woman, who is herself staring, and maybe, as in
a Rodin sculpture, doing some serious thinking: struggling for a
vision, dealing with an apprehension, expericncing a premonition or
a mightmarish moment of foreboding, We are told by Lange that
she is a “migrant mother,” because otherwise she could be quite
another kind of working (or nonworking) mother, yet she has been
at least somewhat separated from sociological clues, and so she be-
comes psychologically more available to us, kin to us. A photogra-
pher has edited and cropped her work in order to make it more
accessible to her anticipated viewers. As a documentarian, Lange
snapped away with her camera, came back with a series of pictures
that narrate a kind of whirte migrant life in the mid-1g30s—and then,
locking for one picture that would make the particular universal,
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that would bring us within a person’s world rather than keep us out
(as pitying onlockers), she decided upon a photograph thar allows
us to move from well-meant compassion to a sense of respect, even
awe: we sce a stoic dignity, a thoughtfulness whose compelling sur-
vival under such circumstances is itself something to ponder, some-
thing ro find arresting, even miraculous.

Another well-known Lange picture that Paul Taylor and I studied
was “Ditched, Stalled, and Stranded,” raken in California’s San Joa-
quin Valley in 1935. Taylor first showed me the uncropped version
of that picrure (Fig. 5), with a man seated at the steering wheel of
a car, his wife beside him. He has a wool cap on, of a kind today
more commonly worn in Europe than here. He has a long face with
a sturdy nose, and with wide eycs he stares past his wife (the right
car door open) roward the viewer. The woman's right hand is in
the pocket of her coat, which has a fur collar, and she is looking at
an angle to the viewer. She has a round face, and seems to be of
ample size. A bit of her dress and her right leg appear beyond the
bottom limit of the coat. My dad, politically conservative, had seen
that version of the picture years ago, and had pointed out to me
that he was not impressed by Lange’s title: here, after all, in the
middle of the 1g30s, at the height of the Great Depression, a world-
wide phenomenon, were a couple who seemed well-clothed, well-
fed—and who had a car. Did I realize, he wondered, how few people
in the entire world, even in America, could be so described at that
time? An automobile and a fur-collared coat to him meant something
other than being “ditched, stalled, and stranded.”

Lange chose to crop that photograph for presentation in various
exhibitions and books (Fig. 6). She removed the woman, save a touch
of her coat (the cloth part), so the driver looks directly at us. Like
the migrant mother, his gaze connects with our gaze, and we wonder
who this man is, and where he wants to go, or is headed, and why

he is described by the photographer as so thoroughly at an tmpasse,
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Figure 5

 The photographer, in turn, tries to provide an answer. The man's
- left hand holds lightly onto the steering mechanism just below the

“wheel, and he seems almost an extension of that wheel, the two of

them, along with the title given them, a metaphor for a troubled
nation gone baa'_]y awry: whither his direction, and will he even be
able to gec going again, to arrive where he would like to be? Once
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Figur: 6
more, Lange turns a photograph into a melancholy statement that
embraces more than the population of a California agricultural re-
gion, She daes so by cropping (editing) her work, by denying us the
possibiliry of a matrted couple in which one spouse seems reasonably
contented, by reducing a scene to a driver who is readily scen as
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: forlorn, and also as deeply introspective, eager for us, his fellow
citizens, to recurn the intensity of his {moral) introspection,

I remember Paul Taylor gazing intently at the migrant mother
and the man who was “ditched, stalled, and stranded”—a return on
his part to a 1930s world, but also a moment's opportunity to reflect
upon an entire documentaty tradition, in which American Exodus frg-
ures importantly. No question, Paul and Jane reminded me, social

_observers and journalists have been journeying into poor neighbor-
hoads, rural and urban, for generations, and in so doing have con-
' nected their written reports to a visual effore of one kind or another.
Henry Mayhew’s sensitively rendered London Labour and the London Poor,
which describes nineteenth-century London, was accompanied by the
drawings of Cruikshank, the well-known English illustrator—an in-
quiry that included a pictorial response. When George Orwell's The
Road to Wigan Pier was fist published in 1937, its text was supple-
mented by photographs, poorly reproduced, their maker unacknow-
.edged——yet surely some who read Orwell’s provocative and
'uggestive text were grateful for a plimpse of the world this great
ssayist had visited.

By the 19305, under the auspices of the Farm Securiry Admin-
stration, and especially Roy Stryker, who had a keen sense of the
‘relationship between politics and public awareness, a number of
;photographers were roaming the American land eager to carch
sight of, and then, through their cameras, catch hold of a country
struggling mightily with the consequences of the Great Depres-
sion—in the words of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1937)
“one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.” So it is
that Russell Lee and Ben Shahn and Arthur Rothstein and Walker
Evans and Mation Post Wolcott, and, not least, Dorothea Lange
became part of a significant photographic and cultural moment—
he camera as dn instrument of social awareness, of political fer-
ment.
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