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Jack Delano (1914-1997) was born in a 
small town in Ukraine as Jacob Ovcharov. 
The family immigrated to America in 1923 
and eventually settled in Philadelphia. 
Perhaps the most interesting aspect of 
Delano’s life was his ability to excel in so 
many fields. He worked as a celebrated 
photographer, successful illustrator, 
filmmaker, and extraordinary composer. 
He studied music with his father, an 
amateur violinist, and at the Settlement 
Music School in South Philadelphia. After 
high school graduation he decided to 
pursue an arts degree at the Academy of 
Fine Arts.  

After graduating from the Academy, Delano started working as a freelance photographer in 
Philadelphia and New York. He also developed an interest in films, and together with his future 
wife Irene Esser started making short 
documentaries. Impressed by the work of 
famous photographers like Dorothea Lange 
and Walker Evans, he applied for a job with 
the Historical Section of the Farm Security 
Administration in 1940. For the next years 
he traveled throughout the United States, 
Puerto Rico, and the US Virgin Islands. All 
through this time Delano’s primary 
assignment was to document the social and 
working conditions of people in FSA 
projects. Delano created images of people 
and places of surpassing elegance and 
empathy. One striking photograph that 
illustrates his mastery of photography, taken in 1941 in Greene County, Georgia — a young, 
somber woman stands by a doorway in the foreground, while beyond her other figures sit or stand 
by other doorways, each picked out by gentle light. 

All of this was happening during the Second World War, and 
Delano was drafted in 1943. He traveled throughout the South 
Pacific and South America before being discharged in 1946. At this 
point he was living in New York and decided to move to Puerto 
Rico. Delano and his wife Irene had visited Puerto Rico in 1941 as 
part of his work with the FSA and they had become fascinated by 
the island and its people. They quickly became involved in the 
creation of a government office to combat illiteracy, the Division 
of Community Education. They started producing films to be 
showed in the open air of distant towns in the island. Altogether, 
Delano produced seven films for this division, also composing 
music for most of them. When Delano retired in 1969 he decided 
to pursue several freelance projects: he designed a hands-on 
children museum and the Pablo Casals Museum in San Juan. He 
also started designing and illustrating books for children. 
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