but, if so, it was very mild propaganda. The photographers did not try to show that the
FSA clients became middle-class citizens or that their lives were drastically changed
for the better by the New Deal. Indeed, in what is probably one of the best-known
pictures of FSA clients—Lee’s photograph of a couple sitting by their radio in
Hidalgo, Texas—the couple’s own efforts to look more prosperous and middle class
than they really are makes them seem pathetic and a little comic. Though they have
managed to furnish their living room with certain middle-class amenities (a painting
on velvet of an eighteenth-century scene and a huge radio) and though they have
posed themselves like people in a Saturday Evening Post advertisement, they are
obviously plain country people; and since this is an honest, documentary photograph it
contains the tell-tale signs of their recent poverty—their battered, worn-out shoes and
a huge hole in one of the man’s socks.5® Images like Rothstein’s pictures of Mr. and
Mrs. Andy Bahain of Kersey, Colorado, are considerably more typical. Lee photo-
graphed the Hidalgo people surrounded by the appurtenances of 1930s consumerism,
but the Bahains proudly posed themselves standing by a huge tree and holding the
crops they raised themselves—potatoes, corn, tomatoes, and a watermelon. Whether
intended or not, the symbolism of the Bahain’s picture is touching and convincing: an
American farmer and his wife have survived droughts, hard times, and the depression
and are now enjoying the results of their own hard work on their own land. Jack
Delano’s 1941 photograph of a black man—an “FSA borrower” in Greene County,
Georgia, who is playing an accordion—is another convincing image of FSA success.
Even though the man’s house has an unpainted plank floor and whitewashed plank
walls, it is neat and clean, and there are curtains in the window.

Corn and tomatoes in Colorado, curtains in the windows of a black farmer in
Georgia—these small signs of prosperity are very different from the Dick-and-Jane,
consumer version of the American Dream visualized in the NAM billboards. These
pictures of the FSA clients are probably the FSA photographers’ modest, frugal, but
quite genuine version of the Dream; their illustrations of the kind of security possible
for some poor Americans during the depression—thanks to 2 little help from their

friends Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, Rexford Tugwell, Roy Stryker, Dorothea

Lange, Arthur Rothstein, Russell Lee, Jack Delano, John Vachon, Marion Post Wol-’
cott, and Walker Evans. It was the American Dream as it was expressed by George and
Lennie in Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men—*a little house and a couple of acres an’ a cow
and some pigs and . . . a big vegetable patch and a rabbit hutch and chickens,” or by a
sign Lange photographed in California in 1937: A LITTLE FARM WITH POULTRY, FRUIT
AND VEGETABLES—YOU ARE SAFE.57

The FSA file also contains many positive pictures of places and people that were
photographed simply because the photographers found them interesting—not be-
cause they were FSA clients. The photographers were not just, as one book later
called them, “Crusaders with Cameras.” They were also travelers in a large and
complicated country who were seeing and discovering many interesting, amusing, and
enjoyable things. John Vachon was particularly eloquent about the joys of being an
FSA photographer. “In western Nebraska I had my first glimpse of a part of the world
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I came to love, the ecstatically magnificent Great Plains,” he wrote about his first field
trip in October of 1938.

I got inside dozens of farm houses (what a wonderful job I had: how else could I
have ever been in a farmer’s house in Red Willow County?), and I photographed
the whole family sitting down to dinner. And there were the towns! I was twenty-
four years old, and this was America before the Holiday Inn. Seneca, Kansas,
had a hotel with a huge balustraded and polished staircase rising out of the lobby.
I went to a church supper in the basement of the Methodist church. I saw ladies



quilting. . . . In North Platte, Nebraska, I met an ample forty-five-year-old blond
lady who played the piano in a bar. Her name was Mildred, and she said she was a
retired whore from Wichita. I told her I was a talent scout from Broadway, and
her picture is in the File.5®

Though these pictures represented the photographers’ personal tastes and experi-
ences to some extent, there also were certain patterns and a cultural significance to
what they appreciated in the United States in the late 1930s. In particular, they
seemed to have had an affinity for what might be described as American ways of living
that were different from the bland, homogenized American Way celebrated on bill-
boards. Their positive pictures usually contained images of regional cultures or ec-
centric, individual behavior; they usually celebrated work, not consumption; and they
often emphasized the preindustrial, or “pioneer,” qualities of life that still existed in
many parts of the United States in the late 1930s. The NAM’s images advertised a
manufactured world, but the FSA photographers seemed to have been particularly
interested in people who still produced homemade, handmade things. It was, in effect,
that hotel in Seneca, Kansas, with its balustraded and polished staircase, versus the
Holiday Inn; it was homebaked, whole wheat bread versus that bland, pulpy white
bread sold in supermarkets all over the country.

As Warren Susman pointed out, the 1930s was a period when many Americans
were particularly sensitive to the idea of culture as being a way of living rather than a
fixed ideal or standard inherited from the past. Because of books like Robert and
Helen Lynds’ 1929 Middletown and Ruth Benedict’s 1934 Patterns of Culture, they
learned that “culture” did not necessarily have to refer to the “highest achievements
... of intellect and art through history,” but that it might refer to what Robert Lynd
described as “all the things that a group of people inhabiting a common geographical
area do, the ways they do things and the ways they think and feel about things, their
material tools and their values and symbols.”5¢ The American middle-class culture of
the 1930s, for instance, was characterized by the ownership of automobiles and
radios, subscriptions to Reader’s Digest, Time, and the Saturday Evening Post, and
enthusiasm for “Amos and Andy” and baseball. Inevitably, this American Way domi-
nated the mass media and advertising. But these allegiances were only one particular
set of “values and symbols,” and during the 1930s some thoughtful Americans were
interested in the values and behavior of other cultures that existed in both the United
States and foreign nations.

Stuart Chase’s Mexico: A Study of Tiwo Americas was published at the same time as
Adams’s The Epic of America and was almost as popular (11 printings between August
1931 and October 1932). Instead of giving his readers the usual sombrero-and-siesta
stereotypes, Chase used the Lynds’ Middletown and anthropologist Robert Redfield’s
Tepoztlan to contrast the ways of life that existed in Muncie, Indiana, (the Lynds’
model for Middletown) and the Indian village that Redfield studied and Chase himself
visited briefly during a trip through Mexico in 1930. Analyzing his own impressions
and these two books “for a ... serious study in comparative civilizations,” Chase
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contrasted the two cultures not to praise one at the expense of the other but to
understand both better. “One can compare item by item the work habits, play habits,
religious habits; the food, houses, clothing, education, social organization of two
communites ... a whole world apart,” he wrote. The one (in Mexico) “is still
following the leisurely pattern of the handicraft age, with many cultural traditions from
the greatest indigenous civilization which the Western Hemisphere produced; the
other is firmly locked into the culture of the machine age, deriving most of its
traditions and mores from the Eastern Hemisphere” The people of Tepoztlan had a
very low standard of living, by industrialized Middletown’s standards, Chase acknowl-
edged. They had no telephones, bathtubs, or movies—but they had less mental
illness, anxiety, and unemployment. And their culture still possessed its traditional
crafts: the people could “put their hands to almost anything, fashion it, repair it,
recreate it. Their popular arts, their weaving, pottery, glass work, basketry, are as
authentic and delightful as any the modern or the ancient world has seen.”%°

The FSA photographers approached their subjects in a way that was essentially
similar to Chase’s, because in 1936 Stryker had given them all a shooting script based
on suggestions made by Robert Lynd “for things which should be photographed as
American Background.” Many of Lynd’s and Stryker’s categories inherently stressed
that different regions and economic classes of American citizens would have different
ways of living. Backyards, wall decorations, and street scenes, for example, could all be
photographed “as an index to . .. different income groups.” The rural and ethnic
cultures the FSA photographers saw were not as isolated or as alien as the Mexican
village that Chase visited, but the photographers seem to have found them almost
equally fascinating. Like Chase, they seemed to be particularly interested in relatively
traditional crafts, tools, and occupations.®!

It would be impossible to describe all of the subjects that fascinated the photogra-
phers, but there were certain significant patterns and personal preferences. Black-
smiths, for example, seemed to be one of their favorite subjects; Rothstein, Post
Wolcott, and Collier photographed them at work in places as different as Vermont,
Mississippi, and New Mexico. Rothstein, who grew up in New York City and gradu-
ated from Columbia University, was particularly interested in ranching and sheep
herding in the West; his photographs of cowboys and sheepherders in places like
Montana contained so many pristine skies that the other photographers joked that he
“specialized in camulus clouds.” Vachon loved to photograph farming and ranching in
Nebraska and the Dakotas. Evans seems to have been fascinated by folk art and what
would now be considered vernacular architecture, and he made dozens of images of
small, rural Southern churches, hand-painted signs, and nineteenth-century carpen-
ter Gothic houses.5?

The FSA photographers also had keen eyes for humorous, odd, and eccentric
aspects of the “American Background.” This is particularly noticeable in their images
of hand-painted signs, including ones with picturesque misspellings, which they
collected from all over the country. Lee, for example, met a man and woman in
Louisiana who were “traveling evangelists, still preaching the gospel and sharpening



knives to pay for expenses after 25 years on the road,” and he made a picture of them
and their cart—which they pushed on foot—with its message, REPENT YE SHALL ALL
PERISH and JESUS IS COMING SOON. The most elaborate example of these folk signs
was photographed near New Orleans by Vachon. He found a farmer named Emile
Riche, who made a series of large, hand-painted signs proclaiming his autobiography
and his side of a dispute with officials who had refused to pay him for damages to his
property in a 1927 flood. Presumably pleased that Vachon was interested in his hand-

painted narration, Riche painted another sign, with an image of Vachon and his
camera on it and the caption: I AM TAKING THE PHOTOGKA OF DEPRESSION ANP
STARVATION AT ONCE. (This was perhaps the only time that one of the FSA photogra-
phers was the subject of an image by a subject.)®3

It is important to realize, however, that these images did not contradict the hard-
times photographs, but represented the amusing, vital, or worthwhile aspects of
cultures or regions. In fact, in many instances the photographers made both kinds of
photographs on the same assignments. Thus Evans might photograph the desperate
poverty of tenant farm families in Alabama and then photograph rooms in their cabins
for their aesthetic interest. Rothstein photographed Montana landscapes to emphasize
their beauty, but he also photographed Butte and Meaderville to show how they had
been blighted by copper mines and smelters. Collier and Post Wolcott made positive
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photographs of blacksmiths at work in New Mexico and Mississippi but also photo-
graphed substandard schools in the same areas.

In some instances the FSA photographers’ interests in different cultures and other
ways of life were searches for alternatives to the physical dreariness and moral squalor
that characterized so much of life in the “civilized,” machine-age America and Europe
of the 1930s and the early 1940s. Evans’s images of small-town houses and rural
churches in his American Photographs, Lee’s pictures of Pie Town, New Mexico, in
1940, and Collier’s 1943 images of a rural Hispanic family are affirmations that
contradict the sense of hopelessness W. H. Auden expressed in his poem, “September
1, 1939.” He bitterly described the 1930s as “a low dishonest decade” when “waves of
anger and fear / Circulate over ... the earth, / Obsessing our private lives” and
“blind skyscrapers use / Their full height to proclaim / The strength of Collective
Man."% The FSA photographers found some American places and people whose
lives were not yet dominated by the “blind skyscrapers” and their power to control
ideas, tastes, and feelings; and when they had the opportunity to photograph these
subjects, they did so with great enthusiasm.

Evans seemed to have the most conscious distaste for the world of collective
humanity, and he expressed this distaste quite clearly in his 1938 American Photo-
graphs. In 1934, a year before he joined the FSA, he was planning do a picture book
about what he disliked in America. “The right things can be found in Pittsburgh,
Toledo, Detroit (a Iot in Detroit, I want to get in some dirty cracks, Detroit’s full of
chances). . . . People, all classes, surrounded by bunches of the new down-and-
out. . .. Automobiles and the automobile landscape. . . . Architecture, American ur-
ban taste, commerce ... the street smell, the hateful stuff, women’s clubs, fake
culture, bad education, religion in decay”®5 Though it is possible to interpret the
sequences of images in American Photographs in various ways, one of the most obvious
aspects of his book’s organization is that it is divided into two separate, carefully
demarcated parts; Part One has most of the “hateful stuff.” Several of his FSA hard-
times images are in this part, and it also contains some fairly harsh urban scenes in
New York and Havana and a number of chaotic, squalid interiors. There are a good
many street photographs, and many of the people in these pictures look anxious or
tense: four middle-aged, middle-class New Yorkers sitting on a bench in the Bronx
and glaring in different directions at the world around them; a young couple in a
roadster staring anxiously at the photographer; and a middle-aged American Legion-
naire in Pennsylvania looking suspiciously at the camera. If, as Kirstein claimed, this
part is the “physiognomy of a nation,” then it is a tense, anxious nation filled with
contradictions and disintegrations.®® The sequence of the images—which was delib-
erate, according to Kirstein—is not based on chronology or geography, and often
seems consciously intended to be jumbled and unsettling. Considering the images as
“pairs,” the first image often seems to be eroded or disintegrated by the one immedi-
ately following it. For example, an intense portrait of an old black man in Cuba, his
face seamed by age and work, is followed by an image of a minstrel show poster filled
with silly racist stereotypes—blacks strumming banjos, stealing chickens, and waving



razors. Part One ends with a series of three hard-times pictures, which Evans did not
do for the FSA: a ruined Louisiana plantation house and two squalid pictures of
unemployed men and derelicts on South Street in New York City.

Part Two presents a more serene and positive view. It begins with a series of images
of industrial and factory towns dominated by row and company housing (the
regimented world of “Collective Man”) but then escapes to a long concluding se-
quence of images of individualistic, serene, and even elegant buildings in rural areas
and small towns, and in New Orleans. The oppressive sense of regimentation that
characterizes the company towns at the beginning of Part Two is replaced by a sense of
delightful diversity as Evans discovers all kinds of buildings, each of which has its own
subtle virtues. The result is a visual pastoral symphony, which Kirstein described
eloquently as Evans’s celebration of “the continuous fact of an indigenous American
expression . . . whether in sculpture, paint or architecture: that native accent we find
again in Kentucky mountain and cowboy ballads, in the compositions Stephen Foster
adapted from Irish folk-song and in contemporary swing-music.”®7

We see this same appreciation of a vernacular and indigenous American culture,
outside the mainstream of urban and industrial life, in Lee’s 1940 photographs of Pie
Town, New Mexico, which were published as a photoessay in U.S. Camera in 1941.
Many of the inhabitants of Pie Town, a community of 250 families, were refugees
from the Dust Bowl who arrived in New Mexico in 1935 and had the good luck—or
the good sense—to try homesteading instead of migrant work in California. Most of
the homesteaders arrived “without any money,” Lee said. “Usually they brought their
kids, their personal belongs, some furniture, and some family heirlooms, in cars that
barely made the grade.” But settled families helped newcomers get started. Everyone
worked hard and cooperated, a point Lee emphasized heavily throughout the photo-
essay; and by 1940, Pie Town had a church, a farm bureau, a school in the farm
bureau building, a literary society, square dances, and community sings and picnics.®®

Pie Town, however, did not have a very high “standard of living.” The community
was very isolated. Its main contact with the outside world was a Plymouth sedan that
functioned as a daily stagecoach. It was sixty-five miles from the nearest railroad,
twenty miles from a doctor or telegraph, and ten miles from the nearest telephone.
Most of the people Lee photographed worked tremendously hard and had few, or no,
luxuries visible in their homes. “It isn’t an easy life we've got here,” one farmer told
Lee, and because of the short growing season “we don’t have too much to do with. We
came without money, we’ve had to grub and clear our land. ... But we don’t go
hungry, that’s one thing.”%

Before they arrived in New Mexico, many of the homesteaders were sharecroppers
and renters. But given land, even desert land, they showed that they could recreate
pioneer living conditions and “values.” (“For the first time in their lives these people
own their land and they feel they’ve a future here,” one of them said.)? Pie Town, Lee
wrote, was “unique because it is a frontier town very much after the pattern of frontier
towns a hundred years ago: a photographic survey ... was particularly important
because to some extent it . . . enables Americans of today to understand the pioneers
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who have pushed westward for more than three hundred years, doggedly, ingeniously,
humbly, and yet heroically, conquering a continent, making it fruitful for generations
to come. . . . We could picture the frontier which has unalterably molded the Ameri-
can character and make frontier life vivid and understandable.””* However, unlike
many of the 1930s painters who portrayed frontier life in post office murals, or the
Hollywood directors who depicted it in movies, Lee was not concerned with the
“simplicity,” the violence, or the excitement of frontier life but instead with the
complexity of its development.

In particular, his pictures of the Pie Towners at work sought to show the different
stages of the process through which they became more settled, comfortable, and
secure. Some homesteaders, the newest arrivals, lived in dugouts, others lived in log
cabins, and “old-timers” lived in sizable houses made of sawed boards. Lee was able
to photograph, in great detail, all the stages of building a dugout and the ways in which
log cabins were constructed. In addition, he photographed different kinds of agricul-
tural tools, which ranged from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries in their
technology. “In the early days we made our own farming tools,” an old settler told Lee.
“We’ve made our own plows; constructed harrows by driving spikes through pifion
poles tied together. We used burros a lot for power” Lee photographed one home-
steader, Jack Whinery, who still plowed walking behind a plow he made by hand,
which was pulled by two burros. Another homesteader, Faro Caudill, was still clearing
land by “grubbing” out rabbit bush with a pickax, but Caudill planted his fields on 2
two-wheeled riding plow pulled by two horses. Behind this plow was a block of wood
which, as it dragged over the ground, smoothed the soil after planting; Lee carefully
photographed this homemade device, presumably to show Caudill’s ingenuity. Two
other farmers, who were not named, used a cut-down truck as a tractor to pull their
plow—one drove the truck while the other sat on the riding plow. (In his U.S. Camera
caption for this picture, Lee commented, “pioneering requires ingenuity and coopera-
tion.”) But George Hutton, Jr., another Pie Town farmer, had a new tractor that could
plow, plant, and cover two furrows of beans at a time. This particular development,
from Whinery’s homemade plow to Hutton’s modern tractor, also illustrated, though
Lee did not emphasize it, how relatively fragile the frontier way of life was, how its
culture and values could be diminished by the “progress” represented by Hutton’s
tractor. That tractor, manufactured by a factory in Michigan or Illinois, made many
skills and much ingenuity redundant. Hutton was “one of the few farmers in this
section who farms with a tractor,” Lee said in his notes. But seeing how well that
tractor fits into the American Dream of productivity and progress, we wonder how
much longer the Pie Towners continued to rely on burros and horses for power, how
much longer they needed to rely on ingenuity and cooperation to help one another,
and how much longer it would be before Pie Town had electricity and replaced its all-
day community sings with radios and record players. 7*

As these Pie Town pictures indicate, the FSA photographers were very interested in
cultures that were alternatives to the mainstream, middle-class American way of life of
the 1930s, but they did not photograph these subjects in a simplistic, nostalgic, or



static way. Instead, like Lee, they seemed to be intrigued by the complexities and the
social dynamics of the communities they photographed.

One of the best ways they could show the mixed, changing qualities of American life
was by photographing billboards, posters, and signs. Stryker pointed out that signs
were interesting to documentary photographers because they revealed “contrasts” and
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“mental attitudes.” Thus Lange illustrated one of her chief interests, the increasing
mechanization of rural life, with an image of a dilapidated ox cart going past an
Alabama Ford garage and its billboard saying ALL SIGNS POINT TO FORD v-8. Post
Wolcott was amused by, and photographed, the mixture of the sacred and the secular
on a pine tree in Greene County, Georgia. It had commercial signs for GREEN SPOT
ORANGE-ADE and INTERNATIONAL FERTILIZERS tacked to its trunk beneath a carefully
hand-painted, wooden sign asking, DOST THOU BELIEVE ON THE SON OF GOD. Lee,
traveling through a small oil town in New Mexico, managed to photograph a group of
signs advertising a wonderful jumble of cultural attitudes and interests all on the same
sandy, vacant lot: OIL LEASES AND ROYALTIES, CHURCH OF GOD 1 BLOCK, PENTECOSTAL
CHURCH 4 BLOCKS, and a commercial poster for a movie called “White Zombie.”
Evans’s images often seem to have the clearest emphasis on the aesthetic qualities
that could be perceived in the odd mixtures existing between different eras and
aspects of American cultures in the 1930s. In many cases he seemed fascinated by
scenes and buildings that expressed casual, almost surrealistic, juxtapositions of dif-
ferent historical periods and attitudes. In 1936 in Charleston, South Carolina, for
example, he photographed the grimy storefront of a building housing the Plenge
Chemical company, decorated with assorted pseudoclassical architectural decorations
and pasted over with posters for a circus. Fifty miles away, in Beaufort, South Caro-
lina, he photographed another building with signs proclaiming that it was an art school
and a fish company, sold fruits and vegetables, had a public stenographer, and that
GENERAL LAFAYETTE SPOKE FROM THIS PORCH 1824. His 1935 picture of the interior
of a West Virginia coal miner’s house emphasized the juxtaposition of a handmade
rocking chair constructed of bent saplings with commercial posters—advertising a
Coca-Cola Santa Claus and graduation gifts from a Rexall drug store—that the miner
used to decorate his house. The unknown craftsperson who made the chair is not in
the picture, but that person’s way of life is represented by the chair and contrasted with
the modern values symbolized by the commercial posters. Such images may not have
illustrated hard times particularly well, but they did express—as well as any photo-
graphs can—the strange mixtures of times, activities, and cultural influences that
mingled and jostled with one another in the FSA photographers’ America.?*

As these images imply, times change; and so did the FSA Historical Section. Consid-
ered strictly as a government institution, Stryker’s photography unit was not exactly a
long-term success. When the Farm Security Administration was organized in 1937, it
was inspired by a sense of idealism as well as urgency. In his special message to
Congress urging it to establish the agency, Roosevelt warned, “The American dream
of the family-size farm, owned by the family that operates it, has become more and
more remote. The agricultural ladder, on which an energetic young man might ascend
from hired man to tenant to independent owner, is no longer serving its purpose.”75
Moreover, this rural version of the American Dream was based not only on the



