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Ordinary to Extraordinary: FSA Photographs from the 1930s

Ordinary to Extraordinary at the Channing Peake Gallery is a black and white photo-documentary of American life during the Depression Era.  Through the candid images of FSA photographers like Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, and Marion Post Wolcott, modern viewers will have an opportunity to witness the dignity, strength and courage of the preceding generation.

Photographs from the Farm Security Administration (FSA) have become iconic images of the struggle and perseverance of the American spirit during one of its most difficult decades.  Initially these photographers we hired by the US government to produce images that would visually support the need for government aid through FSA programs.  However, as these photographers traveled America and began to really understand the effects the depression had on rural life, their photographs changed into compassionate portraits of individuals in their most trying times. 

As FSA photographer and artist Carl Mydans had been quoted while discussing his work with the FSA, “You will know that of all things, these photographers felt strongly about the people around them.” This common sentiment is prevalent among all of the FSA photographs.  Though each individual photographer had their own distinctive style, their subjects were all treated with a similar sense of empathetic respect.   

This exhibition of the County Arts Commission’s permanent collection highlights ten FSA photographers. Although each of these artists came from very different backgrounds, they all became part of the Farm Security Administration’s photography division.  

John Collier was born is Sparkhill, New York but a majority of his artistic training was on the West Coast.  He formally studied painting at the California School of Fine Art but primarily taught himself the art of photography with some help from Dorothea Lange.  Collier was very interested in using a photograph to tell a narrative, he didn’t see his images as artistic pieces.  To him photographs were visual documentations of actual moments, not things meant for aesthetic appreciation.  Many of Collier’s photographs have an anthropological quality to them, especially his photographs of Indigenous Americans from Trampas, New Mexico.  Jack Delano was born in Kiev, Russia but moved to the United States during the Great Depression.  He had formal training from the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts and had an interest in documenting America. Directly after his graduation he made a proposal for a photographic project to study the mining conditions in the Schuylkill County, Pennsylvania coal mining area.  He was directed toward the FSA photography department soon after. 

Walker Evans was born in St. Louis, Missouri and was initially interested in a literary career.  He soon realized he had a real talent for telling stories using photographs.  Many of his most famous works are from the photographs he took for the FSA. Dorothea Lange was born in New Jersey but got most of her training through apprenticeships with photographers in New York and San Francisco primarily doing studio work.  Once the Great Depression started, Lange took her camera to the street to photograph the homeless in San Francisco and eventually was hired to the FSA.  Russell Lee was born in Ottawa Illinois.  By the time he left the FSA he had taken more photographs then any other photographer in the section.  Lee rarely focused his endeavors into making a single free standing image or crystallized visual summary of an entire scene.  Rather, his style was to take multiple images that would work together to capture a single moment.  As a result, visually Lee’s individual photographs seem more spontaneous and less mediated then some other FSA photographers works.

Carl Mydans became devoted to photojournalism, even while attending Boston University. He worked for the Boston University News as an undergraduate, and his first reporting jobs were for The Boston Globe and the Boston Herald.  After those two jobs he began documenting for the FSA project in 1935. Arthur Rothstein had been personally invited to join the FSA photographers by the department’s head, Roy Striker.  Rothstein had been Stryker's student at Columbia University in the early 1930s. Ben Shahn, who was better known as a Social Realism painter than as a photographer, was recommended to work with the FSA by his former roommate, Walker Evans. His dedication to humanitarian causes and his belief in the regenerative powers of art were reflected in all his works.  

John Vachon was originally hired to the FSA as an assistant messenger and initially had no interest in photography.  His job responsibilities included cataloging the incoming FSA photographs. He was encouraged to learn about photography and eventually he was given his first solo assignment to go out and shoot in Nebraska. Marion Post Wolcott was originally trained as school teacher, but she had always had an interest in photography.  She had been a part of the New York Photo league where she was encouraged by Ralph Steiner and Paul Strand.  These two photographers recommended her to work with the FSA, where she was immediately hired.

The FSA images show Americans at home, at work, and at rest, with an emphasis on rural and small-town life and the adverse effects of the Great Depression, the Dust Bowl, and increasing farm mechanization. Each photo in Ordinary to Extraordinary creates an indelible portrait of a time and place that defines who we were, how we lived and how we endured. 

Please include the following credits for the attached images:

John Collier 

In the Berkshire Hills, Massachusetts  

October 1941 

Gelatin Silver Print

(Women in a convertible)

John Vachon

Baltimore, Maryland

March 1943

Gelatin Silver Print

(Man on steps with an Umbrella)

