














Art World

What Art Defined the Civil Rights Era? We Asked 7 Museum
Curators to Pick One Work That Crystallized the Moment

Curators from across the country share the works that capture the ethos of the era.

Katie White, January 20, 2020

Gordon Parks, Department Store (1956). Courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation.
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In honor of Martin Luther King Jr. Day, we tasked curators across the country with the difficult task of choosing a single work
of art that they feel defines the ethos of the Civil Rights Era. Their choices present a kaleidoscopic and occasionally surprising
group of works that span continents and centuries—from iconic photographs to ritual sculptural objects.

See the works and read the curators’ insights below.

Gordon Parks’s Ethel Sharrieff, Chicago, lllinois (1963)

Gordon Parks, Ethel Sharrieff, Chicago, lllinois (1963).

No other visual medium defined the Civil Rights movement than documentary photography, particularly the black-and-
white images of male leaders, cordons of marchers under turbulent skies, or black children in their Sunday best blasted
with G-forces by the Birmingham fire department. Gordon Parks, one of the great chroniclers of the era, made the
important decision to equally document black people in their communities, often in moments of peace and self-
sufficiency. His “Black Muslims” series for Life magazine was a wake-up call for many non-black Americans who were
fascinated and alarmed by the group. Park’s portrait Ethel Sharieff for the magazine feature stands as an iconic image
of the series and the Civil Rights era. A single woman set against an army of sisters encapsulates all the resolve,

communitarianism, and new consciousness the moment was brewing, without falling back on any proscribed clichés.

—Naomi Beckwith, senior curator, Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago



The Washington Post

What Gordon Parks Witnessed

The injustices of Jim Crow and the evolution of a great American photographer

Tenement residents in Chicago in 1950. (Courtesy of and © the Gordon Parks Foundation)

Story by David Rowell

DECEMBER 3, 2018

Photos by Gordon Parks

When 29-year-old Gordon Parks arrived in Washington, in 1942, to begin his prestigious job as a photographer at
the Farm Security Administration, his first assignment was to shoot: nothing. The government agency, which was
born of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal, had originally intended to highlight rural suffering and the
plight of farmers, but that mission quickly expanded to producing a vast visual record of American life. Overseen by
Roy Stryker, chief of the photography unit within the agency’s historical section, the collection was a stunning, often
sobering artistic vehicle for depicting the ways the government was both serving and failing its citizens. Parks had
come to the FSA on a fellowship after being a staff photographer for the St. Paul Recorder newspaper and doing
commercial freelance work, but he also hadn’t bought his first camera until 1937, and Stryker knew the
photographer still had much to learn.



First, as Parks recounted in his 1966 memoir “A Choice of Weapons,” Stryker had Parks show him his cameras — a
Speed Graphic and a Rolleiflex — and promptly locked them in a cabinet. “You won’t be needing those for a few
days,” the boss said. Instead, he asked his new photographer — who was raised in Kansas but also lived in
Minnesota and later in Chicago — to eat in some restaurants, shop in stores, take in a movie. “Get to know this

place,” he told him.

This was hardly what Parks had in mind for his first day, and, deflated, he set off on foot. It took no time for Parks,
the first African American photographer to join the FSA, to collide with the reality Stryker knew awaited him. When
he stopped in a drugstore for breakfast, a waiter, at the very sight of him, snapped, “Get off of that stool. Don’t you
know colored people can’t eat in here?” Soon after, still shaken by the encounter, Parks wandered up to a movie
theater to buy a ticket — and got a similar admonishment. “Colored people can’t go in here,” the attendant told him.

“You should know that.”

A 1942 portrait of cleaning woman Ella Watson. (Prints and Photographs Division, Library of
Congress)
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Harlem in 1948. (Courtesy of and © the Gordon Parks Foundation)

Next, Parks strolled into the famed department store Garfinkel’s, and by now he understood he was likely in for

more of the same. He was right: Not one of the salesmen would sell him a camel-hair coat.

Stryker wouldn’t be shocked by any of this, but he was surprised to see Parks stalk back just a few hours later. “I

want my cameras,” Parks announced. Stryker asked what he intended to do with them.

“I want to show the rest of the world what your great city of Washington, D.C., is really like,” Parks replied. It was
the right impulse, but first Stryker wanted him to study the department’s file photos by the photographers who’d
come before him — and who were already well on their way to becoming some of the most important documentary
photographers of the 20th century: Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, Ben Shahn, John Vachon and Russell Lee
among them. So Parks spent a few weeks poring through the massive archives. The panorama included train yards,
hamburger stands, city slums, burlesque houses, dust storms, funerals, employment agencies, public beaches,
parades, pool halls, state fairs, swimming holes, front porches, as well as cotton pickers, factory workers,
fishermen, beggars, Salvation Army musicians, medicine salesmen, miners, mayors, farmers, car salesmen,
protesters, rodeo clowns, schoolchildren, teachers and preachers. Black and white and immigrants. The well-
heeled and penniless. The proud and the broken.

When Parks finally began roaming Washington with camera in hand, he would prove that not only were his skills
on par with the agency’s roster of astounding talent, but also that, as a black photographer, he would be a uniquely
qualified witness to the daunting struggles of black Americans, as well as to their resiliency and grace. In this way,

he would be a crucial interpreter.



A self-portrait in 1941. (Private collection)

Rooftops in Harlem in 1948 (National Gallery of Art/Courtesy of and © the Gordon Parks Foundation)



actress Ingrid Bergman in Italy in 1949; drugstore “cowboys” in Alberta, Canada, in 1945. (Courtesy of and © the Gordon Parks Foundation; National
Gallery of Art, Corcoran Collection/Gordon Parks Collection/Courtesy of and © the Gordon Parks Foundation)

A family says grace before dinner in an Anacostia housing project in 1942. (Museum of Fine Arts, Houston)



At the National Gallery of Art, the exhibition "Gordon Parks: The New Tide, Early Work 1940-1950" reveals the
budding development of one of the most influential artists of the 20th century. The exhibit's startling breadth of
images includes disquieting scenes of societal neglect and inequity alongside lyrical street photography, plus formal
portraiture of such towering figures as Ralph Ellison, Langston Hughes and Ingrid Bergman amid pictures of

fashion models and haute couture.

The 1940s would usher in a series of firsts for African Americans — in 1945 Adam Clayton Powell Jr. became New
York’s first black congressman; Jackie Robinson broke the Major League Baseball color line in 1947— but when
Parks landed in Washington the Jim Crow laws of the South were in force in all corners of the capital. When black
soldiers returned home from World War II, the reception was often disgraceful. The race riots of 1943 in Detroit;
Mobile, Ala.; and Beaumont, Tex., the continuance of lynchings, just to name a few of the rampant injustices, would
test anew the will of black Americans. Now that he was in D.C., Parks — who had suffered his own assaults, insults
and harassment because of the color of his skin — was about to show that he had a particular mastery for creating

pictures of the black community that were at once haunting and hauntingly beautiful.

From the beginning of his brief tenure with the FSA, Parks demonstrated a cinematic drama and narrative tension
in the way he composed his pictures. In one of those early images, Parks presents a boy, seen from behind, who has
lost a leg after being hit by a streetcar, as two girls study him from across the street. The boy has taken the first steps
from the shadows of his house into the sunlight, but how far can he go?How hard will his journey be in the minutes

ahead? In the years to come in segregated Washington?

A boy stands in the doorway of his home in Northwest Washington in 1942.
He lost his leg after he was hit by a streetcar. (Courtesy of and © the Gordon
Parks Foundation)


https://www.nga.gov/exhibitions/2018/gordon-parks-the-new-tide-1940-1950.html
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/dbm/clk?sa=L&ai=CsEFztZ0GXKb1L4S0BIurr_gO68DpzE_YzqCEwgjgnpWNjxEQASDZ9dMXYMnGqYvApNgPoAGHkquKA8gBBqgDAcgDAqoEzAFP0ABjYhgDChlnY_awiadX8OR5M_ArLayMHzrpsKO9lYVDpyA772LruUJjNtyRpspyXZ_mFLwzdBoansqT1zw-cauiHf535Do5TI2PqpLoELzUhfMxs9rFW9zYVsdZtj5hPoNEKWXMq8gjgf4IS04YIIyqYr8X60l-0n9ckqAP1iSpWcYfA4xJ3N_QFkZFP8oq83s719-ovS8DmeNH_OJ1kLVxmmCVeBGmM4hXlfvwOV-pA_Ekoa3O0Aj3baWfFnBU1mRPlEkRLYwrL-bgBAOQBgGgBjeAB-Ht1HWoB47OG6gH1ckbqAeoBqgH2csbqAfPzBuoB6a-G6gH4gbYBwHSCAcIgGEQARgDsQnRfetwsXh51YAKA7AT0dbIBdATANgTDQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRoWxZPnYP0Qh3M35I3WHAHSA&sig=AOD64_0QiFc5YtPgNNZ2BOkF6xyrYXWwbQ&client=ca-pub-3980300725513096&dbm_c=AKAmf-BQZhrMOxIhIXOvX_850EzVEleRVGojrkI9rn1GavjkeMzhyyGyXMQtqzYXg8OMPHp7gyFP&dbm_d=AKAmf-BeBhTScagqlLr3BZ10aU-SCphnIgv2CeyPUigzwa__d86_HjXUkDhcJJM78QyeWucfPKs0cAMzghllvd5JSmfi7jsQIOj37R2SoikucHK_xB9rGTgIkWGEx_Ce0RVpk2fECO1sAPIxRzUsmDszMqlJqnS4biX7nPAd78ht0P6HcUSnPsjv38PFDHWsAgZaYoyI_CXo7br3xvvNom1YUEY_JmhBCdHoX6rs4Yd7KhCFl1tV9X9yVMEY0i9UXn0edL-52lTHPaysNPQdsY28Wi5YwrJXuFFPr6vVGgggqEFBX12RxIeSh6S83OZylnqnPsxdz5CDDnYgcq1UM0lItlVLA-L0nKAGDlOtninIaSv6gEDxzfxxYgL3vKTFMdKZSuRMy6J7&adurl=https://www.gmc.com/previous-year/canyon-small-pickup-truck?cmp=OLA_DISPLAY_0_0_0_0
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/dbm/clk?sa=L&ai=CsEFztZ0GXKb1L4S0BIurr_gO68DpzE_YzqCEwgjgnpWNjxEQASDZ9dMXYMnGqYvApNgPoAGHkquKA8gBBqgDAcgDAqoEzAFP0ABjYhgDChlnY_awiadX8OR5M_ArLayMHzrpsKO9lYVDpyA772LruUJjNtyRpspyXZ_mFLwzdBoansqT1zw-cauiHf535Do5TI2PqpLoELzUhfMxs9rFW9zYVsdZtj5hPoNEKWXMq8gjgf4IS04YIIyqYr8X60l-0n9ckqAP1iSpWcYfA4xJ3N_QFkZFP8oq83s719-ovS8DmeNH_OJ1kLVxmmCVeBGmM4hXlfvwOV-pA_Ekoa3O0Aj3baWfFnBU1mRPlEkRLYwrL-bgBAOQBgGgBjeAB-Ht1HWoB47OG6gH1ckbqAeoBqgH2csbqAfPzBuoB6a-G6gH4gbYBwHSCAcIgGEQARgDsQnRfetwsXh51YAKA7AT0dbIBdATANgTDQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRoWxZPnYP0Qh3M35I3WHAHSA&sig=AOD64_0QiFc5YtPgNNZ2BOkF6xyrYXWwbQ&client=ca-pub-3980300725513096&dbm_c=AKAmf-BQZhrMOxIhIXOvX_850EzVEleRVGojrkI9rn1GavjkeMzhyyGyXMQtqzYXg8OMPHp7gyFP&dbm_d=AKAmf-BeBhTScagqlLr3BZ10aU-SCphnIgv2CeyPUigzwa__d86_HjXUkDhcJJM78QyeWucfPKs0cAMzghllvd5JSmfi7jsQIOj37R2SoikucHK_xB9rGTgIkWGEx_Ce0RVpk2fECO1sAPIxRzUsmDszMqlJqnS4biX7nPAd78ht0P6HcUSnPsjv38PFDHWsAgZaYoyI_CXo7br3xvvNom1YUEY_JmhBCdHoX6rs4Yd7KhCFl1tV9X9yVMEY0i9UXn0edL-52lTHPaysNPQdsY28Wi5YwrJXuFFPr6vVGgggqEFBX12RxIeSh6S83OZylnqnPsxdz5CDDnYgcq1UM0lItlVLA-L0nKAGDlOtninIaSv6gEDxzfxxYgL3vKTFMdKZSuRMy6J7&adurl=https://www.gmc.com/previous-year/canyon-small-pickup-truck?cmp=OLA_DISPLAY_0_0_0_0

A portrait of a woman in her bedroom in Southwest Washington, taken in 1942.
(Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations)

After Parks had shot for a few weeks, Stryker encouraged him to go deeper into a subject. As it turned out, he didn’t
even have to leave the building. Stryker suggested he talk to the cleaning woman working her evening shift, to see
what Parks could learn about her life. The woman’s name was Ella Watson, and her story, as he would write later,
was wrenching: Her father was killed by a lynch mob; her husband was accidentally shot two days before their
daughter was born. That daughter had two children by the time she was 18 and died shortly after the second birth.
Watson, who’d been denied a chance for advancement, lived on an annual salary of $1,080 while raising an adopted
daughter. Parks quickly created a somber portrait of her holding a broom, with a mop positioned behind her, in
front of an American flag turned vertical. It would go on to be Parks’s signature shot, and one of the most iconic of
the era, but Stryker was uneasy with the droll irony of the picture — the thick stripes of the flag resembled bars on a
cage. He urged Parks to go deeper, to document. So Parks spent weeks following Watson around at work, sitting in
her home, following her to church.

That intensely focused and intimate project would be a useful foundation for the first photo essay he did for Life
magazine in 1948. (He’d be the first black photographer hired there, a year later.) This time, Parks spent weeks

shadowing a 17-year-old Harlem gang leader named Leonard “Red” Jackson.



But the teen was no straightforward hooligan. He was a former Golden Gloves boxer — skills that came in handy in
gang fights — and he kept the activities of his gang, the Midtowners, 20 blocks from his mother’s neighborhood,
according to the essay’s text, so she could walk her dog in peace. Parks attended gang meetings, observed a gang
rumble, watched Jackson cleaning up the kitchen at home and duking it out with his “war counselor” for
leadership. He followed along as Jackson met with a detective who was mentoring the teenager, and Parks was
there, too, for a publicity stunt that saw Jackson — who had been named, oddly enough, “boy mayor of Harlem” for

a day — waving to a crowd from a convertible.

The shoot wasn’t without its dangers: When Jackson and some fellow Midtowners spotted a group of boys Jackson
believed was coming after them, they took refuge in an empty house, relying on bricks strewn about the floor for
their defense and waiting out their enemies. In one of those images, Jackson gazes through a window’s remaining
shards of glass, surveying the chances of getting out safely, but in the way Parks frames his weary face mostly in

shadow, Jackson could just as easily be surveying his seemingly dark future. (In fact, he lived until 2010.)

In this 1948 portrait, Leonard “Red” Jackson ponders his next move after he is trapped in an
abandoned building by other boys. (National Gallery of Art, Corcoran Collection/Gordon Parks
Collection/Courtesy of and © the Gordon Parks Foundation)



Ella Watson’s grandchildren in 1942. Gordon Parks spent weeks following the cleaning woman as she went about her life. (Prints and Photographs
Division, Library of Congress)

Throughout the 1940s, Parks kept honing his documentary approach: He worked for the Office of War Information
after it absorbed the FSA, and later for Standard Oil Co. (New Jersey), in addition to freelancing for such
publications as Ebony and Glamour as he began to focus more extensively on fashion photography. In 1950, Life
assigned him to oversee its photo bureau in Paris for two years. And in the 1960s, book writing and filmmaking
would become part of his growing oeuvre. In 1971, Parks would direct “Shaft,” which helped launch the
blaxploitation era.

But the seeds of all that work and vision are here in the images from 1940 to 1950. The defeat of Germany in World
War II brought profound change to much of the world, yet in America change for people of color came at an
excruciating pace. As U.S. soldiers returned stateside, settled back into their work and tried to resume the old

rhythms of their lives, the civilian’s camera aimed at the sins of inequality became a chief weapon of consequence.



Clockwise from top left: A portrait of a woman in New York from 1950; poet Langston Hughes in Chicago in 1941; a photo titled “Off on My Own” from
1948. (Photos courtesy of and © the Gordon Parks Foundation)
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https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/dbm/clk?sa=L&ai=CGp5bt50GXP2JLpajBeT2gJgOs93tmVTHt5S_4QeQnv31sw4QASDZ9dMXYMnGqYvApNgPoAH62quKA8gBBqgDAcgDAqoEwwFP0MN3b2_VBXmG_0lbOYkIWOs54rmBx2qOtS4uNgwkRyti-a_XkE2i403-q-IJS2PCn2ycm5hc1Lqm6s1sMGQ5RSxgoiX4hpc-8WDfV7UmgWG5DEgdHYyOemRJuJN5f8d9YJebOmN1ImFTgRH_3vOqOCONmh6w_NAErTMGM8ipBq5rAQfD0b8zXVc_Jt1LQx5NfRbEGadkguoX-ATsj-9xvAyoA_uKlfBdfQvvIwq4p_GTVCXkkHdqqJQjMMHpoFokNYXgBAOQBgGgBjeAB-6k1HWoB47OG6gH1ckbqAeoBqgH2csbqAfPzBuoB6a-G6gH4gbYBwHSCAcIgGEQARgDsQl_a8NEx6FDnoAKA7AT_tvfBdATANgTDQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRo2pX4zQnGr3O9Ogpp_HsgXQ&sig=AOD64_1kXS5UQiWF-E26CCf74SeX8ZtHqw&client=ca-pub-3980300725513096&dbm_c=AKAmf-Dmz7_TvyLTAoqIEVO9DRzJt9kpz4iwB0IzuK0rV81Pq5HFMmRCZygTEcQSrwxcm2GbYTXn&dbm_d=AKAmf-BoVUS6CfY4RptjEnE4TvHGIZ_Bq-oW9hY28Y62ajWkQeqB3DzM0ueyCyYnMmDvaPHNDjceD574IjX9e6ozNqRe9_FZ7OwLCs4J2IKknJGJKRW3E1sNTv-w8LaxMFOlV43biaFR03rrGP730_xVm0cvtQj9_qmEQJyTKi_Oy-qJlCBRwcd35KA_B8slRaKuZ8aw2zQM-nE30P2RZhqHXxegBIgsUfHFmI3vQW2qc7fE2NI2Jdb9akay68MilZv8EMLxR-LgjU3MuneYOG7KRgmd-4-94f42MOK3Jg2Z0SNbfH1V_cFJNc8rnTBuHsx-bPY5omSgPYsajuJOWXcfStZqKz7Pbj2DpmSRb9YDJLjOAJQxBFnklZg3okdJ8HfMt1t4BGw2&adurl=http://www.buypowercard.com/buypower-overview/?media=C3BA276AAM17110013451XXMHB&WT.mc_id=CRS_C_3BA_AA_0013451&external_id=CRS_C_3BA_AA_0013451?cmp=OLA_OLA_PROG_UNITS_0118

Children in Harlem look in a car window in 1943. (Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden
Foundations)

David Rowell is the deputy editor of The Washington Post Magazine.

Credits: Story by David Rowell. Photos by Gordon Parks. Designed by Christian Font. Photo Editing by Dudley M. Brooks.
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How Gordon Parks Became

Gordon Parks

A new book examines Gordon Parks’s transformation over the formative decade before his time as the first
black staff photographer at Life magazine.

By James Estrin

Oct. 1,2018

At the beginning of the 1940s, Gordon Parks was a self-taught fashion and portrait photographer documenting
daily life in both St. Paul and Chicago. By the end of the decade he was photographing for Life magazine. While his
career has been examined closely, both in his own words and by others, this formative decade has attracted less
attention than his experiences as the first black staff photographer at Life, and later as a groundbreaking
Hollywood filmmaker.

A new book, “Gordon Parks: The New Tide, Early Work 1940-1950,” published by the National Gallery of Art, The
Gordon Parks Foundation and Steidl, examines this transformation. It is timed to accompany the exhibit of the
same name at the National Gallery from Nov. 4, 2018, to Feb. 18, 2019. The exhibit was curated by Philip
Brookman, who is also the book’s author. The book features photographs that have never before been published,
as well as additional essays by Sarah Lewis, Deborah Willis, Richard J. Powell and Maurice Berger, who writes
the Race Stories column for Lens.

Ms. Willis, who is a noted photographer, author and the chair of the Department of Photography and Imaging at
the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University, knew Mr. Parks well. She spoke with James Estrin about Mr.
Parks, and their conversation has been edited for brevity and clarity.

The book and the exhibition cover Gordon’s work photographing for the Farm Security Administration, the
Office of War Information and Standard Oil as well as his time in Chicago and St. Paul in the beginning of the
‘40s. It’s an incredible leap from 1940 to 1950. How do you think the 1940s shaped him as a photographer?

I was really excited that Philip Brookman focused on the first 10 years.

While writing that essay I had an opportunity to go back into some of the work I only knew peripherally, and
what excited me was the Smart Woman magazine that he worked on as a photo editor. I started looking at the
black middle class of Chicago that he photographed but no one knew about. He focused on fashion in Chicago, of
course in St. Paul, but he was very active with the black press during that time, very interested in black
migration from the South to the Midwest and the North. But he was focusing on who was living there and what
opportunities black people had who were artistic, who had businesses, who were educated. It is a totally
different realm than what he focused on in D.C. So that early part was crucial for my reintroduction to Gordon’s
work.


https://www.nytimes.com/
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https://www.nga.gov/exhibitions/2018/gordon-parks-the-new-tide-1940-1950.html

Drug store "cowboys.” Black Diamond, Alberta, Canada. September 1945. Courtesy of the Gordon Parks Foundation

In the Frederick Douglass Housing Project in In Anacostia, Washington D.C., a family says grace before their
evening meal. June 1942.
Courtesy of the Gordon Parks Foundation



Dinner time at Mr. Hercules Brown’s home in Somerville, Maine, 1944. Courtesy of the Gordon Parks Foundation

What I find extraordinary is his range and he did all of these different things during this period.

And within different communities, Gordon was comfortable with knowing — and making different images
about different communities. He understood what it meant to be an American in different forms and different
ways. At the black newspaper that he worked at in St. Paul, he demanded a byline. He understood what it
meant to have his name imprinted on the newspaper when he was making photographs of gorgeous ladies,
college students, women who wanted to be models. He’s actually part of their dream. He’s documenting their
dreaming of their lives outside of domestic work —opportunities that were broader.

The photos he made for Standard Oil are mostly of white people working. But if you look at the family scenes
over dinner you see the composure that he must have had to make them as comfortable as they were.

I believe that he was able to make people feel at ease. You know, he was just a good soul.
How did you meet him?

I was studying photography at Philadelphia College of Art, and there were no black photographers in the
history books. I was working on a paper for one of my teachers and asked, where are the black photographers?



Charles White in front of his mural "Chaos of the American Negro" 1941.
Courtesy of the Gordon Parks Foundation

I remembered seeing Gordon’s work in Life magazine when I was a teenager and was curious about why he
was not in the history of photography. I wrote a letter, in purely undergraduate language, that said, “I'm
writing a paper on black photographers, I’d like to meet you and talk to you about your work.” He sent a letter
back and said, “Yes, come and meet me.” He was living at the U.N. Plaza then. I met him and he opened his
door and you know, he’d been in my life ever since. Until the day he died. I interviewed him about three months
before he died. He called me up to talk about the last book,

“Hungry Heart.”

So how would you describe him?

Generous. One word, generous. He listened closely. He understood what I needed, and he offered support. He
loved his work. And like he said, he did not get up early. You could not visit him before 2 p.m. He was a neat,
meticulous man in terms of his style of dress.

He understood that he had a legacy. And the fact that his photographs were organized, the fact that he knew he
wanted his collection to be preserved and his story told by him and by others.

And why do you think that is?



Absence. The absence of the stories that he probably missed when he looked at the magazines while he worked
on the railroad in the 1930s. He understood the silence of African-American history in terms of the larger story.
And he was determined to make sure that his story was told, and the breadth of his story was told from
multiple perspectives, from a boy growing up in the Midwest, to someone who had a dream about being a
photographer. His life was complex. And it was not one-dimensional, as most people think when they see
someone who is black and poor in that time period.

Bettina Graziani and Sophie Malgat at Coney Island. 1950. Courtesy of the Gordon Parks Foundation

This was a time when the World’s Fair was in Chicago in 1939 and he was traveling back and forth with a young
family. Those experiences probably left an impact on him, especially when he started going to the Art Institute
to look at art and tried to place himself within that framework of art making and art creating.

His life has been widely examined — by himself in three memoirs, and in the last few years by many other
people. Is there something that you think is not often considered but is pivotal in understanding him?

I found that he was always looking at beauty. Not in terms of sentimental beauty.

But understanding beauty in life, beauty in living. And I think that that’s something that he was in search of in
all of his photographs, about life and beauty in that simple sense. And that’s something that people don’t talk
about often.

That’s interesting, and it goes beyond fashion.

Yes, beyond fashion. It’s a kind of inner turmoil of how we appreciate life and how do we give back. When I look
at his photographs I see Gordon as a generous person. I see that exchange that happens when he’s in an
environment of that family at a table or with the cowboys outside of the store. He’s not allowing barriers to stop
him. He’s completely there.



Washington, D.C. Government charwoman, July 1942. Courtesy of the Gordon Parks Foundation



But what really fascinated me is that they were so cool with him. You can see it in the photo.
I just want to sit at that table and listen to what they are talking about.

It’s obviously part of his gift.

And that’s a relaxed gift. It’s not forced. A kind of a way of reading — understanding humanity. He understood
humanity. I still feel like he’s with us in a sense. I’'m so happy that he made the decision to create the
foundation, and understood that his photographs would open up a whole new reading of photography to
another generation of photographers.

What was the relationship between him and Langston Hughes?

He was in the environment of all the Harlem writers and he worked closely with Langston when Langston
moved to Chicago to present his “Shakespeare in Harlem” play. They met in rehearsal time and they made
photographs while he was in Chicago. They had a strong bond and a real playful relationship. Gordon was also
close to Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison.

And I can see his deep involvement, not just as someone who took the pictures but someone who is part of
that.

And you see that sense of theatricality in his work. The way that Gordon created the narrative for the
“Invisible Man” photos — not only the manhole cover but the underground scene with the light bulbs. He’s
reading deeply into the text. He understood props as well. That’s why he could easily move right into making
films.

Is there anything else that you think is key to understanding him, both as a photographer and as a man?

Well, he understood that his images mattered. That’s why he wanted the byline. And I think that he agreed to
make a radical difference looking at black lives in Chicago or in St. Paul.

He understood what mattered. And most people don’t. They think in the moment, but he’s thinking beyond
that.



Early Examples of Gordon Parks Photography at the National
Gallery of Art

December 3, 2018

Elena Martinique

One of the most renowned photographers of his age, who alalsoorked in music and film, Gordon Parks is
celebrated for images which consistently explored the social and economic impact of racism. Chronicling the
African American experience through the fullest range of subjects, he created a powerful and poetic body of work
which communicated difficult truths to a mainstream audience. He once said:

I saw that the camera could be a weapon against poverty, against racism, against all
sorts of social wrongs, I knew at that point I had to have a camera.

The current exhibition on view at the National Gallery of Art in Washington explores the lesser-known yet
incredibly formative period of Parks’s long and illustrious career. Titled Gordon Parks: The New Tide, Early Work
1940-1950, the showcase provides an insight into the early evolution of Gordon Parks photography through
around 150 photographs, as well as a rich archive of rare magazines, newspapers, pamphlets, and books. It also
highlights the mutual influences between him and a network of creative and intellectual figures such as Charles
White, Roy Stryker, Langston Hughes, Richard Wright, and Ralph Ellison.

Left: Gordon Parks — Trapped in abandoned building by a rival gang on street, Red Jackson ponders his next move, 1948. Gelatin silver print;
Image: 49.21 x 39.69 cm (19 3/8 x 15 5/8 in.), sheet: 50.64 x 40.8 cm (19 15/16 x 16 1/16 in.). National Gallery of Art, Washington, Corcoran
Collection (The Gordon Parks Collection). Courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation / Right: Gordon Parks —Untitled, Harlem,
New York, 1947. Gelatin silver print; Image: 17.78 x 17.46 cm (7 x 6 7/8 in.), sheet: 20.32 x 18.42 cm (8 x 7 1/4 in.). The Gordon Parks
Foundation. Courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation
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Photography as a Tool for Fighting Oppression

In 1949, Gordon Parks became the first African American photographer at Life magazine. He also worked as a
visionary professional in New York for Ebony and Glamour. However, the foundational first decade of his life as a
photographer has never been explored in such detail as in this comprehensive exhibition at the National Gallery of
Art. As the executive director of the Gordon Parks Foundation, Peter W. Kunhardt, Jr., explains, these images are
“the foundation of his storied career and vision.”

For Parks, creativity brought with it a fuller, more poignant understanding of
humanity that is now our responsibility to share.

Born into poverty and segregation in Kansas in 1912, Gordon Parks began his artistic career in music, starting out
as a brothel pianist and traveling with a jazz band. He became drawn to photography as a young man while
working as a waiter on the Northern Pacific Railway’s North Coast Limited, a luxurious train that ran between
Chicago, Saint Paul, and Seattle. A fellow waiter gave him a magazine featuring images of migrant workers by
such photographers as Dorothea Lange and Arthur Rothstein, changing the course of his life. Realizing that
photography might be a tool for fighting oppression he had experienced for much of his life, he bought his first
camera, a Voigtlander Brilliant, teaching himself how to take photographs.

Left: Gordon Parks — Crude oil, fuel oil, gas oil, range oil and gasoline pipelines leading from the waterfront to the Everett refinery. Everett,
Massachusetts., May 1944. Gelatin silver print; Image: 23.18 x 19.05 cm (9 1/8 x 7 1/2 in.), sheet: 23.18 x 28.26 cm (9 1/8 x 11 1/8 in.).
Standard Oil (New Jersey) Collection, Photographic Archives, University of Louisville. Courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks
Foundation / Right: Gordon Parks — Pittsburgh, Pa. The cooper’s plant at the Penola, Inc. grease plant, where large drums and containers are
reconditioned, March 1944. Gelatin silver print on board with typed caption; Sheet: 23.9 x 19.1 cm (9 7/16 x 7 1/2 in.), mount: 29 x 24 cm (11
7/16 x 9 7/16 in.). Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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The Formative Years

Studying photography manuals and magazines while consistently taking images, Parks began to make a name for
himself by photographing and publishing portraits of glamorous women. After working briefly as a staff
photographer for the Recorder, in September 1939 Parks returned to working for the railroad, this time as a porter
traveling between the Twin Cities and Chicago. Honing his craft and developing a keen eye, he was dedicated to
connecting with people and tackling a range of issues he saw across his travels in the United States. What
mattered to him was the humane side of all people, regardless of their race, ethnicity, gender, or religious beliefs.
Among the first of his exhibitions on view was a show on Chicago’s South Side black ghetto and in 1941.

In 1942, he began working for the Farm Security Administration (FSA), which was then chronicling the nation’s
social conditions in the wake of the Great Depression. After the agency closed, he began working as a freelance
photographer, balancing his practice between fashion photography and the humanitarian issues which concerned
him greatly. In 1948, he produced a compelling photo essay on the Harlem gang leader Red Jackson, depicting
his existence as one that was shaped by senseless violence and thwarted dreams. This compelling series won him
widespread acclaim and a position as the first African American staff photographer and writer for Life magazine. In
1969, Gordon Parks wrote, directed, and scored the first major Hollywood film to be directed by a black
American, The Learning Tree.

Left: Gordon Parks — Washington, D.C. A young girl who lives near the Capitol., June 1942. Gelatin silver print; Image: 13.02 x 10.16 cm (5 1/8
x 4 in.), sheet: 13.02 x 10.16 cm (5 1/8 x 4 in.).The Gordon Parks Foundation. Courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation / Right:
Gordon Parks —-Washington, D.C. Government charwoman, July 1942. Gelatin silver print; Sheet: 24 x 19.3 cm (9 7/16 x 7 5/8 in.), mount: 29 x
24.2 cm (11 7/16 x 9 1/2 in.). Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.



Exhibition Highlights

The exhibition Gordon Parks: The New Tide is divided into five sections.

Titled A Choice of Weapons (1940-1942), the first section opens with the high society portraits that established
Parks’s career as a professional photographer in Saint Paul and Minneapolis. It also includes his portraits of the
city’s middle- and upper-class African American community, as well as images which documented activities of the
South Side Community Art Center in Chicago, where he was given access to studio space and a darkroom in
1941. These include the images of influential figures such as SSCAC director Peter Pollack, renowned poet and
playwright Langston Hughes, philosophy professor and architect of the New Negro movement Alain Locke, and
opera singer Todd Duncan.

The second section of the exhibition, titled Government Work (1942), features his images produced for the FSA.
He was assigned to photograph the Frederick Douglass Dwellings —quality public housing recently constructed in
DC’s Anacostia neighborhood for black defense workers. The section also features other images which were
aimed at improving conditions for African Americans, such as Washington, DC. Government charwoman,
featuring Ella Watson, a cleaning woman who worked for the government. The woman and her family soon
became a subject of an extended series which chronicled their daily lives.

The third section, The Home Front, features examples of Park’s projects for the Office of War Information, such as
depictions of children living in substandard housing slated for removal, fishermen in Gloucester, Massachusetts,
and the Fulton Fish Market in New York City, children on the streets of Harlem, and the first fighter groups of
African American pilots.

Titled Standard Oil (1944-1948), the fourth section features the rarely seen archive of work Parks produced for
Stryker while working for Standard Oil Company (New Jersey)(SONJ). Over the course of four and a half years, he
photographed coal workers, roughnecks, refinery operators, pipefitters, railroad workers, grease makers, drilling
crews, and miners, as well as the cities, towns, schools, shops, farms, and transportation networks that depended
on petroleum.

The final section, Mass Media (1945-1950), features his work for major fashion and lifestyle magazines, such

as Ebony, Circuit’s Smart Woman, and Glamour, in addition to his freelance work and early photo essays for Life,
such as the aforementioned Harlem Gand Leader. While working for Life, he documented a range of subjects, from
couture fashion in Paris to segregation, street life, and poverty around the world.

Gordon Parks Photography at the National Gallery of Art

The exhibition Gordon Parks: The New Tide, Early Work 1940-1950 will be on view in the West Building of the
National Gallery of Art in Washington until February 18th, 2019. It is curated by Philip Brookman, consulting
curator, department of photographs, National Gallery of Art, Washington. There will be a series of related
programs accompanying the show, such as the Retrospective of Films by Gordon Parks and Related Subjects
between January 5th and February 17th, 2019, John Wilmerding Symposium on American Art and Community
Celebration: Artists and the American Community on February 8th and 9th, and much more.Editors’ Tip: Gordon
Parks: The New Tide: Early Work 1940-1950First starting his career in music, Gordon Parks evolved into one of
the most acclaimed photographers, but also film makers. Focusing on new research and access to the forgotten
archive, The New Tide, Early Work 1940-1950 documents the importance of these years in shaping Gordon Parks’
passionate vision.




Left: Gordon Parks — Untitled, Puerto Rico (Inauguration of Luis Mufioz-Marin), January 1949. Gelatin silver print; Image: 26.2 x 27.1 cm (10
5/16 x 10 11/16 in.), sheet: 26.2 x 27.1 cm (10 5/16 x 10 11/16 in.). Philadelphia Museum of Art: Purchased with funds contributed in memory
of Magda Krauss, 2001. Courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation / Right: Gordon Parks — Washington (southwest section),
D.C. Negro woman in her bedroom, November 1942. Gelatin silver print; Image: 35.56 x 27.94 cm (14 x 11 in.). Photographs and Prints
Division, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. Courtesy of and
copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation

The book, produced and published by the Gordon Parks Foundation and Steidl in association with the Gallery,
brings together photographs and publications made during the first and most formative decade of his 65-year
career.






























Covering some of these stories was like reporting from the darkness. During that
period, I saw men in incomprehensible actions against their fellow men. I
witnessed jagged moments of brutality and terror. I came to understand the
implications of bigotry, poverty, and war. During some unbelievable hours, I
doubted that another morning would arrive; each day seemed sufficient to bring
the world to a stop. Nonetheless, I have been in awe of what remained to be
admired. For while evil and corruption suited certain men, there were others
inclined toward greatness, good men who refused to be squashed under the heels
of others. These were men who, when the sky threatened to fall upon us, raised
their voices and guaranteed another sunrise.

In 1963, the turbulent black revolution was steadily building, and Life magazine
wanted to cover it. The Black Muslims and Malcolm X, their fiery spokesman, had
become the magazine’s first target. Other forces were slowly gathering—the Black
Panthers, Huey [P.] Newton, Stokely Carmichael, Eldridge Cleaver, and Bobby
Seale would come later to stridently berate racism throughout the nation.
Infiltration into their volatile camps by a white publication that was held suspect
seemed impossible. Whatever attempts the magazine had made had fallen flat.

It seems reasonable that at the time, Life’s editors would question my ability to
report objectively about black militancy. I was black, and my sentiments lay in the
heart of black fury sweeping the country. I came to each story with a strong sense
of involvement, finding it difficult to screen out my own memories of a scarred
past. But I tried for truth...through the careful sifting of day-to-day emotions that
white America whips up in black people. My own background has enabled me, I
hope, to better share the experiences of some other black people. I do not
presume to speak for them. I have just offered a glimpse, however fleeting, of
their world through black eyes.

Text adapted from the following books by Gordon Parks: Born Black (]. B. Lippincott),
Moments Without Proper Names (Viking), and Half Past Autumn: A Retrospective
(Bulfinch). Copyright © 1971, 1975, and 1997 by Gordon Parks. Reprinted with
permission. All photos: Untitled, Harlem, New York, 1963. © The Gordon Parks
Foundation. Courtesy of The Gordon Parks Foundation.
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ICONIC ENCOUNTER

Michael Lobel on Gordon Parks and Ella Watson

Gordon Parks, Government charwoman, Washington, D.C., August 1942. Credit
Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection.

EVEN NOW, decades later, it retains the power to mesmerize. Spare and emblematic, the
image has the concision of a single-verse hymn: a woman, standing at center, mop and
broom on either side of her; a few pieces of office equipment appearing at left and right; an

American flag hanging in the background. Yet there is just enough ambiguity to elicit
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closer attention. Note the woman’s gaze: Some have described her as staring straight into
the camera, while others assert she is looking down and to the side. I believe it’s the latter,
but the angle of her eyeglasses, along with that sliver of shadow below her eye, like the
track of a tear, make the precise direction of her glance unclear. And the photographer
took care to adjust the depth of field so that, while the woman is in focus, the flag behind

her is hazy and indistinct.

The image, arguably Gordon Parks’s best known and most widely circulated, is one in a
remarkable series of pictures resulting from an extended collaboration between the
photographer and federal worker Ella Watson. Over several weeks in the summer of 1942,
Parks captured Watson at work, at home, and at her church. He also documented her
immediate milieu: the view from the window of her apartment, the shoppers at her
neighborhood market, the workers at her local laundry. A closer look at their collaborative
endeavor brings to light the scope and ambition of Parks’s artistic vision, while also
offering the opportunity to revise our understanding of Watson’s role in the creation of

these photographs.

Gordon Parks, View from the bedroom window of Mrs. Ella Watson, a
government worker, Washington, D.C., August 1942 Credit Library of Congress,
Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection.



Parks arrived in Washington, DC, that spring, the recipient of a fellowship from the Julius
Rgg?gmg%g%ﬁ%%ﬁsumwwwhﬂgimhmgfi@, Slavendton &, Jeked R Seriwiordd Fernakdsdlped
build rural schools for African American children across the South and awarded grants for
travel and creative activity to a range of black artists, including Elizabeth Catlett, Aaron
Douglas, Jacob Lawrence, and Augusta Savage. The support Parks received from the fund
helped to secure him a position working under the tutelage of Roy Stryker, the legendary
chief of the Historical Section of the Farm Security Administration, who oversaw a wide-

ranging project to document American life—one that produced some of the twentieth
century’s most enduring photographs.l Parks was the FSA’s first—and ultimately only—

African American photographer.

In a profile published in the July 1946 issue of Ebony, Parks recalled arriving in the nation’s
capital full of energy and optimism.? “I was like a kid about Washington— excited, thrilled.
I was dumb enough to regard it as the symbol of everything wonderful in the United States.” 3
Parks had spent most of his adult life in Minnesota and Illinois, and Stryker, who at the time
was more cognizant ofthe city’s deep-seated racism, sent the young photographer out to
explore. “Go get yourself a good meal, buy a hat, take in a movie, go for a bus-ride,” Parks
recalled him saying. “Leave your camera with me—then write up what you saw, and how
you want to go about photographing this town.”* Whether intentionally or otherwise,
Stryker had sent him to run the city’s Jim Crow gauntlet. Once Parks was alerted to the
realities of segregation in Washington, having been refused service at stores, theaters, and
restaurants, he sat down to record his response: “Man, I pounded that typewriter so hard it
almost melted. I wrote for two days. [ wanted to photograph every rotten discrimination in
the city, and show the world how evil Washington was."” As the story goes, Stryker eventually
suggested to Parks that Watson, who was cleaning the FSA offices, might be a suitable
photographic subject.

Gordon Parks, A dance group, Frederick Douglass housing project,
Anacostia, Washington, D.C., June 1942. Credit Library of Congress,
Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection.



There are photographs Parks took that summer that portray “every rotten discrimination”:
a bay on crutches in a doorwa}gr his leg lost in fi(stre_et ar accif]ent; a young girl in bed with
Titles possess a strong magic. "They function like binding spells, restricting an artwork’s
an infection caused by a rat bite. ?et others gre aspirational, ern ]O]nyl" like his images of
meaning, its available range of references. That’s no less true of Parks’s iconic image o

the commencement exercises at Howard University, and of a line ofvyin -sized dancers
Watson, which 1s now commonly referred to as American Gothic, Washington, D.C

pracﬁlcjng allet osithons He also capture portrai_ts. of inf] entiac} figures in the African

Applying that label, the photo%%aph 1s read as a politically charged transfiguration of Grant
merican community, such as Walter White, executive secretary of the NAACP, and famed

entertainer and activist Paul Robeson.® Other pictures by Parks, however, are not so easily

categorized.

Soon after I began poring over Parks’s FSA negatives, available in digitized form on the
Library of Congress website, I came across one image that continues to haunt me.
According to Parks’s notes, he took the picture near the site of the Frederick Douglass
Dwellings, a housing project built for African American workers during World War I1.” In
the dozen or so scenes he captured at the Douglass Dwellings, he focused on recording
slice-of-life moments, including the photo of the aforementioned young dancers as well as
one of boys playing leap-frog, and another of a mother watching her children while she
prepares dinner. When he took the image in question, however, he turned his attention to a
scene devoid of human presence: In a brush-filled lot, a weathered wooden sign advertises a
real-estate opportunity for a “colored” development. By including that sign in the
foreground of his image, Parks put the fact of segregation front and center. Behind the
placard looms a single tree—dark, blasted, its limbs sawn to jagged stumps—silhouetted
against a cloud-filled sky. Its presence can’t help but evoke the shameful history of racial
violence in the United States; in the decade prior, artists had often used such denuded trunks
to symbolize lynching trees.® In stark contrast to the gnarled, desiccated trunk, young
plantings dot the terrain in Parks’s views of the Douglass Dwellings, conveying the promise
of new beginnings. What caught my attention was that, in the midst of capturing shots that
served the FSA’s general purposes, Parks was compelled to create something different: an

uncanny tableau, its subject less easily defined, that delivers an unsettling jolt.

Titles possess a strong magic. They function like binding spells, restricting an artwork’s
meaning, its available range of references. That’s no less true of Parks’s iconic image of
Watson, which is now commonly referred to as American Gothic, Washington, D.C.

Applying that label, the photograph is read as a politically charged transfiguration of Grant



Gordon Parks, Playing in the community sprayer, Frederick Douglass housing project,
Anacostia, Washington,. D.C., June 1942. Credit Library of Congress, Prints &
Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection.

Wood’s indelible American Regionalist painting: An African American laborer replaces
Wood’s dour white Midwesterners, the farmer’s pitchfork supplanted by her mop and
broom. However, the association with Wood’s picture came later.” Parks’s original
caption, following standard FSA practice, was Government charwoman, Washington,
D.C.—a title that places the emphasis on its subject’s profession.'” In fact, there are
numerous images of both Watson and another woman working, suggesting that Parks may

initially have had a different purview in mind—perhaps a series on cleaners at work—

before focusing solely on Watson.

Certain elements in the photographs Parks made that summer highlight a simple, easily
overlooked fact: These are wartime images. Watson standing before the American flag,
mop and broom at her side, should be understood within the context of the African

American experience of discrimination and segregation during World War II. Even as



Gordon Parks, Sign on Alabama Avenue, Frederick Douglass housing project,
Anacostia, Washington, D.C., June 1942. Credit Library of Congress, Prints &
Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection.

military enlistment created a shortage of labor on the home front, entrenched racism
hindered the employment of qualified African Americans. By the summer of 1942—
precisely as Parks was setting out to photograph for the FSA—this issue had become a
major topic of public discussion. In a July address at the University of Virginia, Brigadier
General Frank McSherry, director of operations for the War Manpower Commission,
asserted that “employers can no longer afford to discriminate against Negroes and workers
of other minority groups. . .. We cannot afford to permit any preconceived prejudices or
artificial hiring standards to interfere with the production of tanks, planes and guns." H

By mid-]June, African American leaders were calling for a national campaign to protest the
Army, Navy, government agencies, war industries, and labor unions. They planned rallies
in New York and Chicago, and threatened a large-scale march on Washington if these
inequities were not addressed.!? Historian Carol Anderson, who has documented how labor
problems rooted in racism and discrimination politicized the African American community
during the war, quotes two leaders who used language that resonates strongly with Parks’s

image of Watson:



At the NAACP’s national convention [in 1941], Oklahoma Black Dispatch editor Roscoe
Dunjee challenged the American government to come up with something more original
than the idea that African Americans were supposed to fight Hitler’s army with only “a
mop and a broom.” Black government official Robert Weaver echoed that sentiment when
he intoned that, “We cannot stop tanks with squads of janitors. We cannot blast the enemy

with buckets of charwomen.”!3

If the visual rhetoric of Parks’s photo echoes wartime debates about African American
labor, it also draws on a long-standing iconographic tradition: The personification of the
nation in the form of an allegorical female figure often wielding two staves or implements,
accompanied by (or at times costumed in) the flag. Typically labeled “Columbia” or
“Liberty,” these characters circulated widely in popular culture from at least the
nineteenth century and through the World War I era. By World War II, Uncle Sam had
largely supplanted Liberty, but in July 1942—the month Parks was likely taking many of
his photographs of Watson—the cover of Vogue revisited the tradition by featuring a
model posed between two flagpoles, Old Glory billowing behind her. Parks’s portrait of
Watson takes the popular allegory and racially recasts it, transforming the symbol of a

unified national identity into an exemplification of those who have been excluded from it.

Gordon Parks, Government charwoman, Washington, D.C.,
August 1942. Credit Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs
Division, FSA/OWI Collection.



But what of Watson’s own role in the creation of these images? Looking at the entire body
of photographs she made with Parks reveals the extent to which she was actively
performing for his camera. Although the ostensible purpose of these pictures was to show
the subject at work (a common FSA aim), one notes that Watson is often captured not
working at all. There are a number of images of her sweeping or wetting a sponge at a sink,
but in the most memorable examples, she’s posing—more like a professional model in an
artist’s atelier than a worker busy on the night shift. While there are many reasons why
Parks may have chosen Watson as a subject, one likely factor was her apparent willingness
to collaborate with him. It’s easy to imagine that others would have quickly tired of the
exercise, not wanting to interrupt their long night’s work to give the photographer time to
set up, arrange the shot, and take his pictures. Watson was probably sympathetic to his
goals. The two conversed at length, as is indicated by Parks’s later recollections, as well as
the captions he wrote at the time, which include information about her salary, work history,

family, and daily routines.

Watson's posing was met, in turn, by Park's composing. In more than a few images, the
photographer made choices regarding lighting and other details that call attention to the
artifice of these scenes, perhaps in a bid to undermine their claims to documentary veracity. In
one picture of Watson pushing a broom, a beam of light shoots across the floor at a dramatic
and improbably low angle.14 In others, Parks leaves his lighting gear in frame: a bulb is
propped against a trash can, or a lamp cord snakes along the carpet. Indeed, Parks
foregrounds the workings of photography throughout his collaboration with Watson, casting
it as a highly mediated form.

A series of four photographs Parks took at the apartment Watson was then sharing with
her adopted daughter and three small children reveals the extent to which he was carefully
staging his pictures. These images—three shot in a horizontal format, one shot vertically—
capture the family at mealtime. Considered in sequence, the photos show how Parks
arranged and rearranged the room to achieve the compositions he desired: The children’s
small table is moved; a framed picture on the dressing table changes position; the teenager,

reflected in the mirror, shifts her pose.



Gordon Parks, Government charwoman, Washington, D.C.,
August 1942, Credit Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs
Division, FSA/OWI Collection.

One photograph in this sequence stands out, achieving what Parks was, I think, truly after.
To my mind, it should be as well known and as widely reproduced as the iconic image of
Watson standing before the flag. In it, Watson and the children are framed within the
kitchen doorway, the baby squirming on her knee. Either because of a shift in the
photographer’s position, or due to an adjustment of his lighting setup, there is a subtle yet
consequential difference between this and the other versions: The light bounces off the
mirror in such a way as to make the teenager’s reflection appear fogged, less distinct. The
result is a composition containing three separate framing elements—the doorframe, the
mirror, and the picture on the dressing table—each conveying a different mode of pictorial
representation. Watson and the children are viewed directly through the doorway; the
teenager appears as a reflection within the mirror, its hazy surface lending the impression
of a memory or dream; and the studio portrait of an African American couple in their
Sunday best (variously identified either as Watson and her husband, or as a portrait of her

parents) is presented as a picture within a picture.



Gordon Parks, Mrs. Ella Watson, a government charwoman dressing her grandchildren, Washington, D.C., August 1942. Credit Library of Congress,
Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection.

Parks’s image offers not only three modes of depiction but also three corresponding
distinctions in the subjects’ address to the photographer. In the framed photo, husband
and wife face the camera and adopt formal poses, as is customary in studio portraits.
Their deportment contrasts with both that of the seated teenager, who looks down as if
lost in thought, and of Watson, who, caught up in her caregiving responsibilities, directs
her attention to her young charges. If the picture functions as a complex meditation on the
workings of photographic representation, it also raises questions about the role of
authority and consent in the practice of photography in general: What exchange or
agreement between photographer and subject led to the image? To what degree were the
depicted individuals allowed to determine how they presented themselves to the camera?
That such concerns were on Parks’s mind is made even more evident when we consider

that, in capturing Watson and the children within the doorway, his photograph reiterates



the figural grouping of another iconic FSA image that he surely knew: Dorothea Lange’s
Migrant Mother, Nipomo, California of 1936. In both cases, a woman is flanked by two
small children as she holds a baby on her lap.

Lange has been criticized for maintaining the anonymity of her subject, who is cast not as
an individual but as a symbol—of poverty, of suffering, of maternal concern. Indeed,
Lange would later confess, “I did not ask her name or her history.” (Decades later, the

15y Spending time

woman was identified by a journalist as Florence Owens Thompson.
with Watson and her family and including her name and other pertinent details of her life
in his captions were ways for Parks to avoid rendering Watson similarly anonymous, and
thus to challenge some of the presumptions implicated in the FSA’s brand of documentary
photography. Another way to accomplish the latter was to compose an image that, as
we’ve seen with his picture of her household, interrogates the codes and conventions of

photographic representation from within.

Gordon Parks, Mrs. Ella Watson, a government charwoman and her
grandchildren, Washington, D.C., August 1942. Credit Library of Congress,
Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection.



Whatever the depth of his collaboration with Watson, there was still a point at which
Parks had to pack up his equipment and go home. So who was she, apart from these
photographs? Until recently, the generally available public record of her life has been
limited to Parks’s recollections and the information included in his captions. To learn more
about Watson, I turned to the National Archives and Records Administration, which
retains official personnel folders of federal workers employed between 1850 and 1951, and
holds three employment files for her: one from the State Department, where she served as a
temporary employee around 1919; one from the Post Office Department, where she
worked in the 1920s; and one from the Treasury Department, her place of employment
from 1929 through 1944. Various documents list her birth date in late March of 1883,
which means that she was fifty-nine years old when Parks photographed her.'® They also
tell us that she was born in Washington, DC, that she left school in 1898, when she would
have been about fifteen, and that same year went to work ironing at the Frazee Laundry in
Washington.1” The files also contain a photograph of Watson, likely a picture she
submitted with an employment application. On the back of the photo, she inscribed her

name in careful, looping cursive.

A recent interview with several of her surviving relatives—two granddaughters, Audrey
Johnson and Sharon Stanley, and one great-granddaughter, Rosslyn Samuels—has
provided additional information about her later years.'® Her family members spoke of her
strong religious beliefs, which were evidenced in Parks’s pictures of her worshipping at St.
Martin’s Spiritual Church, as well as in the devotional imagery displayed in her home.
They talked of her daily habit of reading the newspaper, documented in a Parks
photograph of her with the paper spread out on a bed. And they described her as a loving,

nurturing presence, the matriarch of several generations of an extended family.

A household flood destroyed most of the family’s photographs of Watson, but fortunately a
few survive. One shows her at a church event, wearing the white robes of a deaconess. She
sits at a table, a half-filled glass of water before her. She appears lost in thought,
unconcerned with the goings-on around her. An intimate family snapshot, it offers a view
of her later in life, decades after her encounter with Parks. On Monday, April 7, 1980, the
Washington Star, a now-shuttered daily newspaper, published two notices of her death; she
had passed away the previous Thursday at Prince George’s Hospital convalescent home.
She was survived, it was reported, by six grandchildren, twenty-one great-grandchildren,
and one great-great-grandchild. According to the record preserved in her family Bible, Ella

Watson was ninety-seven years old when she died.
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Gordon Parks, Dinner time at the home of Mrs. Ella Watson, a government charwoman, Washington, D.C., August
1942,
Credit Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI

In the course of a life lived for almost a century, the time she spent with Gordon Parks was
but a momentary episode. Nonetheless, the two of them, working together, managed to
create something noteworthy, a body of profound and purposeful images that continue to

reveal themselves to us.

Michael Lobel is a Professor of Art History at Hunter College and the Graduate Center,
CUNY.
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Parks, as a photojournalist, chronicled the civil rights era among countless
assignments for LIFE. His photographs are documentary by nature, butalot
of the beauty in his work comes from his recognition of what’s hidden in
plain sight. It's the dignity of the people that he was able to capture and his
ability to get below the skin that made his pictures undeniable. Parks gave
us something only he could give us, and that’s been a huge lesson and

revelation for me on my path.

Through Parks’ work and life, I started to understand my own strength and
potential. And, maybe most importantly, I realized that if my photography
were going to mean anything it would be on the basis of how intelligently it

could engage with current times.




I've only been photographing seriously for about six years, the same amount
of time I've lived in the Brooklyn neighborhood of Bushwick. As a black man
in dialogue with this community, and given my social work background and

Midwest upbringing, I understood that I had a responsibility to the people

who had already been here.

I'may not follow Parks’ photojournalistic approach, but my commitment to
communicating through pictures is informed by the documentary aesthetic.
My images showcase the movement of everyday life, and the people and

places within that flow. But my subjectivity is part of the work as well.






















Last summer, 12-time Grammy-winner Kendrick Lamar reinforced the point
when he recreated scenes from some of Parks' most memorable photos in
the video for his single "ELEMENT." For two and a half months, stills from the
video were on displayed alongside the images that inspired them at the
Gordon Parks Foundation headquarters in Pleasantville, New York.

Kunhardt, who considers Lamar a "friend of the foundation," called the
rapper's appropriation a work of "pure genius and creativity." (Lamar will host
the Foundation's annual awards gala with Alicia Keys and producer Swizz
Beatz later this year.)

"Untitled, Harlem, New York" (1963)

"What he did in his appropriations, you couldn't have commissioned someone
to do that. He was taking Gordon as a legendary figure in the African-
American historical context and using him in such a contemporary way that
brought millions and millions of eyes to him that would not necessarily have
ever known who Gordon Parks was," Kunhardt said.

"There are so many contemporary artists -- and | don't just mean painters
and sculptors, but | also mean musicians and choreographers to poets and
writers -- who are doing their work today because of what Gordon was able
to pave the way to. And they feel so strongly that that Gordon needs to be
honored and recognized for having a voice at a time where that voice was
much harder to have heard."

"Gordon Parks: | am You [ Part 2" is on at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York
until March 24, 2017.




"HYPERALLERGIC

The Lesser-Known Photos of Gordon Parks,

from Fashion to Artists’ Portraits

A two-part exhibition at Jack Shainman Gallery sheds light on
relatively obscure works by the master photographer, from colorful
fashion imagery to portraits of Muhammad Ali, Helen Frankenthaler,

and others.
llana Novick Feb 5, 2018

Gordon Parks, “Untitled, San Diego, California,” (1959), archival pigment print, 20 x 16 in, edition 2 of 15, + 3 APs
(all images courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation unless indicated otherwise)

A perplexed giraffe peers from behind a woman bundled in a purple printed
headscarf. She’s holding an umbrella, whose pattern of brown shapes
framed by yellow borders mimics that of the animal. Photographer Gordon
Parkscaptured the giraffe mid side-eyed glance, as if it’s thinking, “who is
this woman and why is she stealing my look?” In a nearby image, a woman
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wearing a tiered wedding cake of a red ball gown, her diamond barrette like
frosting, nestles into her date. They’re standing in the middle of busy Park
Avenue, but they might as well be the only two people in the world.

Parks, who was the first black photographer on staff at

both Vogueand Life magazines, is best known for the photo essays he shot
for the latter, where, wielding the camera that he referred to as his “choice
of weapon,” he created searing portraits of black life in the years before and
during the Civil Rights movement. The aforementioned photos —
“Untitled, San Diego, California” (1959), and “Evening Wraps” (1956) —
are just two examples of a lesser-known facet of Parks’s practice, one that
included fashion and event photography, as well as portraits of artist friends
that were as slyly funny as they were intimate. All of these are included

in Gordon Parks: | Am You, a two-part exhibition at Jack Shainman
Gallery, the first installment of which showcases Parks as fashion and fine
art photographer.

The same incisive eye that captured, in saturated color, the indignity of
waiting in line to drink from a water fountain, while another, labeled “white
only” sat unused, infuriatingly out of reach, also shot fashion editorials and
portraits of artist friends like Alberto Giacometti and Helen Frankenthaler.
Parks also did street style photography long before the current crop of
influencers could hold a camera. His camera-weapon could document it all,
with intimacy, sharpness, and occasionally, humor.

The show begins with playfully, with black-and-white glimpses of
Giacometti interacting with his long-limbed sculptures. In “Falling Man,
Paris, France” (1956), a single, seemingly disembodied hand reaches out to
Giacometti’s skeletal, sculptural figure, evoking Michaelangelo’s “The
Creation of Adam.” Parks uses the sculptures’ outstretched limbs to frame
Giacometti, who sits beneath them. He looks in awe of, and dwarfed by, his
creations. His 1959 portrait of painter Helen Frankenthaler follows a
similar pattern. Frankenthaler sits in between her giant canvases, smaller
and out of focus, where her work is bright and colorful, commanding the
space.
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By contrast, nothing overshadows Eartha Kitt. In “Eartha Kitt Performs at
The Blue Angel” (1952), Kitt, in shimmering satin, sings, one hand on her
hip, the other held up as if to say “stop.”The audience is hidden, but there’s
no doubt they’re entirely under Kitt’s control.

Parks is a master of angles, conjuring emotion through geometry, whether
it’s Kitt, or the anonymous woman in “Untitled, Chicago, Illinois” (1950).
She leans at a window, holding a cigarette and leaning toward the street,
face directly in the light, arms bent. Her eyes are pointed toward something
we can’t see. Parks leaves just enough mystery to make me long to know
what the smoking woman was looking at and thinking about, and wondering
how she got in the perfect frame.

The same attention to position at framing is on display in “Toni
Riddleberger Talks About a Boyfriend” (1951). In it, Riddleberger hangs off
an armchair, enveloped in a blanket of black and white light, while she talks
on a rotary phone. She’s facing downward, so her expression is hidden; only
the sculptural waves of her hair are visible, her body framed by the back of
the chair, and the white light streaming from the french doors next to her.
The pose felt achingly familiar, conjuring memories of perching on my own
teenage bed, toward a landline on the floor.

The photo captures intimacy without intrusion, a through-line of Parks’s
practice that connects the seemingly different sides of his work, from
fashion and performance photography to his photojournalism. That work
taught America uncomfortable lessons about itself, bringing the realities of
racism and poverty into the living rooms of people who would have
preferred to bask in the glow of post-World War II American supremacy.
Parks’s fashion photography, while less well-known, is just as revealing.

Gordon Parks, I Am You, Part 1 runs through February 10 at Jack
Shainman Gallery (524 West 24th Street, Chelsea, Manhattan). Gordon
Parks, I Am You, Part 2 opens February 15 and runs through March 24.


http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions/24th-street/
http://www.jackshainman.com/
http://www.jackshainman.com/
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Gordon Parks: Then and Now

FEATURES

By Frances Molina

Yesterday, Musée Magazine reported on Gordon Parks’ I am you exhibit which opened late last
week at the Jack Shainman Gallery. In late recognition of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and in early
celebration of Black History Month, Musée would like to take a moment to recognize Gordon
Parks as a true vanguard, a revolutionary artist with one eye fixed on the mounting and mourning
invisible masses.

Born into the poverty and unbridled racism of rural Kansas at the start of the 20th century, Parks
navigated a bleak landscape of loss and violence with the guidance of his mother who taught
him to value “love, dignity, and hard work over hatred” (4 Choice of Weapons, Parks). At
sixteen, he left for his sister’s home in St. Paul, Minnesota, the last wish of his dying mother.
The next few years saw Parks working a variety of unsatisfying odd-jobs and side-hustles. One
such job, working as a server on a railroad dining car, brought him face-to-face with his destiny
in the form of a coworker’s photography magazine and a portfolio of striking photographs of
migrant workers.



These photographs resonated deeply with Parks, who had never seen an image communicate so
much with a single shot. They hummed with humanity, reaching out from a wellspring of
emotion that inspired Parks to pick up a camera and teach himself the craft. Despite his lack of
professional training, Parks pursued photography with a dedication and ambition that quickly
landed him a spot alongside his photography heroes at the Farm Security Administration. He
began his creative career as both a photojournalist and fashion photographer, working freelance
for high profile glossies such as Vogue and Ebony.

Credit: Photograph by Gordon Parks. Copyright: Courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation.



Even with his freelance work in the high-fashion world Parks captured a signature aesthetic,
shooting models in luxe, haute couture gowns and evening wear against the gritty backdrop of
the city, an innovative approach to fashion photography that we recognize today as “street style”.
But it was his time on staff at Life magazine that helped cement Parks as a photographic
visionary and a cultural icon synonymous with a national black consciousness struggling and
surviving in the face of systemic racism.

Credit: Photograph by Gordon Parks. Copyright: Courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation.

Parks photographed what he knew - the truth of the poverty and destitution that plagued Black
America, the strength and resilience of their communities, the lives of those rendered invisible
by a country reluctant to face its horrors, past and present. His work was a challenge to
mainstream America, a subtle call for action and empathy, a fearless declaration of an unpleasant
truth. At a time when our country is reeling from corruption and continually subjugated by racial
and sexual violence, Parks creative legacy of compassion and social justice is immensely
relevant.

In his Life editorial “A Harlem Family”, Parks begins with a prose-poem, speaking in a voice
that transcends his time and his medium, reaching audiences today with urgency: “For I am you,
staring back from a mirror of poverty and despair, of revolt and freedom. Look at me and know
that to destroy me is to destroy yourself... There is something about both of us that goes deeper...it
is our common search for a better life, a better world.”



Credit: Photograph by Gordon Parks. Copyright: Courtesy of and copyright The Gordon Parks Foundation.
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These Powerful Photos Capture Life For
Black Americans During The 20th Century

"Look at the times that we're living in today; some of these pictures look like they could
have been taken last year."

Posted on February 28, 2018, at 5:54 p.m.
Gabriel H. Sanchez, BuzzFeed News Photo Essay Editor

"Department Store in Mobile," Alabama, 1956
The Gordon Parks Foundation

Gordon Parks is a photographer whose name is synonymous with artistic genius and
unwavering perseverance amid an era of bigotry and hate. Parks rose to prominence as one of
the nation's preeminent photojournalists, hired to be the first black staff photographer for Life
magazine. While his pictures expertly depict a wide range of topics, some of his most iconic
photographs show aspects of African-American life that many of his white colleagues simply
did not have access to. Because of this, Parks became the voice of a generation, able to capture
and contextualize the African-American experience at a time when many sought to silence
black voices in the US.

A two-part exhibition of his work titled Gordon Parks: I Am You, on view now at Jack
Shainman Gallery in New York City, brings together some of his most iconic pictures. On the
occasion of this exhibition, BuzzFeed News spoke with Peter W. Kunhardt Jr., the executive
director of the Gordon Parks Foundation, on what Gordon Parks accomplished during his long
life of 93 years. His legacy can still be felt today:



What Parks did was transcended all barriers. Gordon Parks was the first African-American
photographer to work on the staff of Life magazine. He didn’t allow racism and discrimination

stand in the way. He knew he had a creative calling as a young boy growing up in the prairie land
of Kansas, in a small town called Fort Scott.

"Doll Test," Harlem, New York, 1947
The Gordon Parks Foundation

"Segregated Drinking Fountain," Mobile, Alabama, 1956 (left); "The Invisible Man," Harlem, New York, 1952 (right)
The Gordon Parks Foundation



"Drinking Fountains," Mobile, Alabama, 1956
The Gordon Parks Foundation

He was the youngest of 15 children and knew that he had to have an education, though he
actually never finished high school. Looking back on his life as an older man he realized that the
best thing that he did was pick up a camera. His choice of weapon was a camera. He had to
express himself in other formats.

Before Life [magazine], his mother died when he was 15 and he was sent to live with his sister in
St. Paul, Minnesota. There, he got into a big fight with his brother-in-law and was eventually
kicked out onto the street. He was homeless at the time and ended up moving to Chicago to
work on the railroad. That’s where he found his calling, photography.

He worked at the Southside Community Art Center, processing his photographs in the darkroom
after hours. In 1941, he was awarded the Julius Rosenwald Fund, the first photographer to
receive this grant. That's as prestigious today as winning a MacArthur Genius grant, for
example.

"Martin Luther King, Jr." Washington, DC, 1963
The Gordon Parks Foundation



"Untitled," Washington, DC, 1963 (left); "American Gothic," Washington, DC, 1942 (right)
The Gordon Parks Foundation

"Untitled," Washington, DC, 1963
The Gordon Parks Foundation

Gordon had this explosion of creativity when he went to Washington, DC, to work for the Farm
Security Administration under Roy Stryker. That’s where he took many of his most famous
photographs. From there, he moved to New York and worked for a period of time for Vogue,
before he was hired full-time for the staff of Life.

What’s so interesting about his time at Life was that he not only had to prove himself as a
photographer, but also a black man. As I said before, he was the only African-American on the
staff. So they used Gordon to go into places that they didn’t think a white photographer could go
— and he’d always come back with really strong material.



"Untitled," Mobile, Alabama, 1956
The Gordon Parks Foundation

St .

"The Fontenelles at the Poverty Board," Harlem, New York, 1967
The Gordon Parks Foundation

When Gordon went to photograph gangs in Harlem, those were relationships that he had built
and would continue to relish over the course of his entire life. Red Jackson was a gang member
in Harlem and probably one of Gordon Parks’ most important stories. Parks befriended him and
his family, and this was all prior to taking a single photograph. This was something none of the
other photographers at Life could possibly pull off.

Later in his career, when photographing Muhammad Ali, Parks took pictures of the boxer when
he was leaving the ring and his face was all battered and his eyes were bruised. Gordon simply
destroyed the negatives after he took the pictures because it was such a disservice to Ali that he
figured, "I can’t let these be out in the world." He was a humanitarian and had such a respect for
all of his subjects in a way that this wasn’t just the day’s news; it was a Life story — no pun
intended.



Suddenly Life realized that this guy really knows what he’s doing. He can shoot fashion, gangs in
Harlem, artists, everything. As Gordon became more established in the Life community, he
began to write for them as well, becoming a writer for the magazine as well as a photographer.
That led him to really take on a senior role within the ranks of the magazine. He continued to do
that for several decades then went on to become a filmmaker, producing an autobiography, The
Learning Tree. Then he directed the film Shaft in the 1970s. Gordon Parks’ life was multifaceted
and he continued his writing, filmmaking, and photography all the way up until the end of his
life.

"Black Panther Headquarters," San Francisco, California, 1970
The Gordon Parks Foundation

"Untitled," New York, 1957 (left); "Untitled," Chicago, 1957 (right)
The Gordon Parks Foundation



"Untitled," New York, 1957
The Gordon Parks Foundation

I knew Gordon very well. My grandfather was the managing editor of Life magazine and worked
with him on many of his assignments, so I grew up as a kid knowing Gordon very well as a
family friend. All of his books sitting in my office are signed "Uncle Gordon." He was a fixture in
our lives.

Unfortunately, he and my grandfather died two weeks apart from each other. It was really a hard
time because they were both so important in my life. With that, running this foundation has
been important to me for so many reasons, because this is something that I promised would
work for Gordon.

The foundation was formed shortly after to preserve his life’s work — his photographs, his films,
his music. Since then we’ve built the foundation around all of his creative works and spent the
last decade preserving and cataloguing the material. We've preserved approximately 30,000
negatives, 10,000 prints, not including his other mediums. We probably have 15,000 contact
sheets as well.

With Gordon, you have to remember that he also lived a very long time and he kept everything!
As well as the boxes upon boxes of film, writing, and outtakes — it’s a vast archive.
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"Untitled," Harfem, New York, 1963 (left); "Harlem Neig'}‘llb.(’)r'}_lgg(-i,"L1952 (right)
The Gordon Parks Foundation




So many of the contemporary artists who are working today, especially African-American artists,
feel like Gordon Parks paved the way. He was able to bring social justice to life and to show that
an African-American voice can and should matter. What Gordon was able to do was break down
those boundaries.

On that level, having him become a metaphor for what came before and what people can do
today is really important, but I also think on a more historical level to see that times really
haven’t changed is also significant. So many of Gordon’s pictures from the crime series have a
lot to do with police brutality. Look at the times that we’re living in today; some of these pictures
look like they could have been taken last year. There’s such a relevance to his work, not only
from his personal story but also his subjects.

That’s why so much of his work fits so well within museums and educational institutions,
because it crosses so many disciplines — you could be studying African-American history, US
history, photography, race, gender, English.

Gordon is a slice of everybody.
Gordon Parks: I Am You is on view now at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York City.

To learn more about the Gordon Parks Foundation, visit its website at
gordonparksfoundation.org or follow them on Instagram.
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