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Famous photographer, newspaper reporter turned social reformer, Jacob Riis, became well known because of his photography of poor families and individuals in New York City.  He was famously known for his photography of the living conditions of tenement houses in New York City.  As a result, Riis published a book called How the Other Half Lives in 1890.  This book became a catalyst for reform in New York City – changing many laws and thus improving the living conditions for poor people.  He was also one of the first photographers to take advantage of and use a flash bulb when taking photographs.


Jacob Riis was born in Ribe, Denmark, on May 3, 1849, into a large lower-middle class family.  Even as a child, he was concerned about the very poor though.  One Christmas, he gave all the money he had to a poor family in a cramped tenement in Ribs. Following his childhood, he worked as a carpenter for some time in Copenhagen before immigrating to the United States in 1871 where he looked to earn enough money to marry a wealthy woman in Ribe.


Riis arrived in New York City at one of the worst times.  The country was in the midst of a strong depression and there was little work to be had.  He suffered poverty for three years before he was able to earn a stable income.  Riis even considered suicide.  But by 1873 he started work with a news bureau in New York.


The next year the South Brooklyn News hired Riis as a reporter.  He worked at this job gaining experience as a journalist.  In 1877 Riis was hired by the New York Tribune to cover the police beat.  He covered the Lower East Side of Manhattan, the poorest and most decrepit part of New York City.  He mostly studied the area on and around Mulberry Street, which he dubbed “The Bend.”  This area was the subject of Riis’ photography when he started shooting in 1887.  He hadn’t used photography until he saw an article in the newspaper about using flash powder to light up dark rooms for an instant to produce an adequately exposed photograph.  The photographs he made were printed as half-tones or used as the basis for engravings, to illustrate his newspaper articles and books. 


Jacob Riis photographed many of the worst tenements in New York, showing what horrible living conditions people dealt with.  He showed there were commonly large families or multiple families living in one room.  Many of his pictures portrayed filthy women and poor children in cellars and on the streets.  He chose to stage many of his shots, which gave them an eerie quality to them.  Riis used his photographs in lectures and eventually wrote a book called How the Other Half Lives, referring to the poor individuals of the Mulberry Street area.


It was because of Riis’ ‘muckraking’ journalism, photographs, and books that led to many changes in New York and other cities nationwide improving the quality of life for poor people.  Laws were changed, old, decrepit tenement buildings were torn down, and a park building movement all helped improve the lives of many less-fortunate people in New York City.  By documenting the conditions people lived in, and subsequently fighting to improve their lives, Riis was a major influence in reforms that benefited the poor.
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