
Following you will fi nd short biographies of three infl uential African American Artists.  
The source for this information came from the website Biography.com published by A&E 
Television Network.  

Augusta Savage was born Augusta Christine Fells 
on February 29, 1892, in Green Cove Springs, Florida. 
Part of a large family, she began making art as a child, 
using the natural clay found in her area. But her father, a 
Methodist minister, didn’t approve of this activity and did 
whatever he could to stop her. Savage once said that her 
father “almost whipped all the art out of me.”  Despite her 
father’s objections, Savage continued to make sculptures 
winning a prize in a local county fair which gave her the 
support of the fair’s superintendent, George Graham Currie 
who encouraged her to study art despite the racism of the 
day.

In the early 1920s Savage moved to New York city where she was admitted to study 
art at Cooper Union, which did not charge tuition. While a student at Cooper Union 
she applied to a special summer program to study art in France, but was rejected 
because of her race.  She took the rejection as a call to action, and sent letters to 
the local media about the program selection committee’s discriminatory practices. 
Savage’s story made headlines in many newspapers, although it wasn’t enough to 
change the group’s decision. 

Eventually she got her opportunity to study abroad. She was 
awarded a Julius Rosenwald fellowship in 1929, based in part on 
a bust of her nephew entitled Gamin. Savage spent time in Paris, 
where she exhibited her work at the Grand Palais. She earned a 
second Rosenwald fellowship to continue her studies for another 
year, and a separate Carnegie Foundation grant allowed her to 
travel to other European countries. Savage returned the United 
States while the Great Depression was in full swing and began 
teaching art, establishing the Savage Studio of Arts and Crafts in 
1932. In mid-decade, she became the fi rst black artist to join what 
was then known as the National Association of Women Painters 
and Sculptors. 

Savage later served as a director for the Harlem 
Community Center and created the monumental 
work The Harp for the 1939 New York World’s 
Fair. Inspired by the words of the poem “Lift Every 
Voice and Sing,” by James Weldon Johnson (who had 
also previously modeled for Savage), she created The 
Harp. During her lifetime, Savage assisted many 
burgeoning African-American artists, including Jacob 
Lawrence and Norman Lewis, and lobbied the Works 
Projects Administration (WPA) to help other young 
artists fi nd work during this time of fi nancial crisis.

 

Gordon Parks, born on November 30, 1912 
in Fort Scott, Kansas was a self-taught artist who 
became the fi rst African-American photographer for 
Life and Vogue magazines.  He also pursued movie 
directing and screenwriting, working at the helm for 
the fi lms The Learning Tree, based on a novel he 
wrote, and Shaft.
Parks faced aggressive discrimination as a child. He 
attended a segregated elementary school and was 
not allowed to participate in activities at his high 
school because of his race. The teachers actively 
discouraged African-American students from 
seeking higher education. 

After the death of his mother, Sarah, when he was 
14, Parks left home. He lived with relatives for 
a short time before setting off  on his own, taking 
whatever odd jobs, he could fi nd.  He purchased 
his fi rst camera at the age of 25 after viewing 
photographs of migrant workers in a magazine.  
Parks won a photography fellowship with the Farm 
Security Administration for his images of the inner 
city and he created some of his most enduring 
photographs during this fellowship including 
“American Gothic, Washington, D.C.,” and 
After the FSA disbanded, Parks continued to take 
photographs for the Offi  ce of War Information 
and the Standard Oil Photography Project. He 
also became a freelance photographer for Vogue. 
Relocating to Harlem, Parks continued to document 
city images and characters while working in the 
fashion industry. His 1948 photographic essay on a 
Harlem gang leader won Parks a position as a staff  
photographer for LIFE magazine. American Gothic

In 1969, Parks became the fi rst African American to direct a major Hollywood movie, 
the fi lm adaptation of The Learning Tree. He wrote the screenplay and composed the 
score for the fi lm. His next fi lm, Shaft, was one of the biggest box-offi  ce hits of 1971. 



Gwendolyn Bennett was born on July 8, 
1902, in Giddings, Texas. She spent part of her 
childhood on a Native American reservation in 
Nevada where her parents were educators. With a 
passion for the creative arts, Bennett became the fi rst 
African-American member of her school’s theater 
and literature student organizations. She attended 
Columbia University’s Teacher College, though she 
transferred to Pratt Institute, graduating in 1924. She 
joined the faculty at Howard University for a time 
before receiving funding to travel to Paris, taking 
course work at the Sorbonne and Julian Academy.

Bennett became a noted fi gure of the Harlem 
Renaissance, with her poetry published in the 
NAACP’s The Crisis magazine and Alaine Locke’s 
New Negro, and her artwork gracing the covers 
of The Crisis and Opportunity: Journal of Negro 
Life.  Becoming known for poems like “Heritage,” 
“To Usward,” “Moon Tonight” and “Fantasy,” she 
also published the short stories “Wedding Day” 
and “Tokens” in the mid-1920s and penned “The 
Ebony Flute” arts column for Opportunity. Bennett 
went on to work as a journalist for publications 
like the New York Herald Tribune, The New 
Republic and the New York Amsterdam News. 
Bennett was a skilled painter as well—her river 
and winter landscape works as examples—though 
much of her pieces were destroyed by fi res or have 
been lost. 
Bennett had moved to Florida for a time with her 
fi rst husband, Dr. Alfred Jackson, before returning 
to the New York area in the 1930s. After Jackson’s 
death, Bennett later headed the Harlem Community 

Gwendolyn Bennett (center) with 
artists Norman Lewis (right) and 
Frederick Perry (left rear), and 
an unidentifi ed woman during 
a WPA Artists Union protest of 
cuts.

Art Center until 1944 and then launched the George Carver Community School. The 
schools’ activities were halted due to investigation of alleged communist activities 
by the House Un-American Activities Committee. She subsequently worked with 
Consumers Union. Bennett died on May 30, 1981, in Reading, Pennsylvania. Her 
literary contributions can be found in various anthologies, with her professional and 
personal papers archived by the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
in New York City.

Assess your reading skills and do the below crossword without going back.  
Can you do it? 

Across
1. Gordon Parks art genre
2. a scupture by Augusta Savage
3.  fellowship won twice by Augusta Savage
4.  name of a short story penned by Gwendolyn Benne , ______.

Down
1. city in Texas where Gwendolyn Benne  was born
2. ________ Gothic, a famous photo by Gordon Parks
3. box offi  ce success for Gordon Parks
4. city associated with a cultural, social and artistic explosion that took place in  
     the 1920’s
5. name of sculpture inspired by “Lift Every Voice and Sing”
6. National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.
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