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ART ACTIVITY

Activist Art on a World Stage
Background
Sculptor Augusta Savage was a key figure of the Harlem Renaissance and the first Black woman in
America to open her own gallery. Classically trained at the Cooper Union School of Art, Savage helped
establish a new narrative and identity for 20th-century Black Americans. Savage created spaces for

Black students in Harlem to study and exhibit art, and her own work combated the racism and visual
stereotypes that were pervasive in imagery of the Jim Crow Era. Savage was one of only 12 woman
artists commissioned to create a work of art for the 1939 World’s Fair. Her 16-foot sculpture The Harp
drew inspiration from the song Lift Every Voice and Sing, which is often referred to as the Black
National Anthem.

Task
Students will consider Augusta Savage’s inspiration for The Harp by creating their own sculpture in
response to a piece of music. After analyzing the connections between Savage’s piece and the lyrics to
Lift Every Voice and Sing by James Weldon Johnson and J. Rosamond Johnson, students will choose a
song that has personal significance to them and create a three-dimensional work of art using air-dry
clay.

Materials
-

Pencils

-

Scrap/sketch paper

-

Cardboard base

-

Air-dry clay (suggested brands: Sargent Art Sculpt-It and Crayola)
-

-

An alternative to clay is Crayola Model Magic®

Modeling tools: plastic forks, straws, markers, scissors, popsicle sticks, paper clips, pen caps,
clay modeling tools

-

Small containers for water
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Art Vocabulary
-

base: What a sculpture is mounted, attached, or fixed upon.
condition: Process of kneading clay before use to remove air and make the clay easier to
work with

-

form: an element of art that refers to shape and volume.

-

maquette: A preliminary model of a sculpture.

-

representational: Art that is based on images found in the objective world.

-

scale: Relative size or proportion of one object in relation to another.

Steps
-

Invite students to examine Augusta Savage’s sculpture, The Harp, and discuss the following:
-

What details do you notice?

-

Who are the people depicted here? How are they being depicted?

-

What other elements make up this sculpture?

-

What are the different shapes and forms that make up this piece?

-

Have students think about the individual elements of the sculpture and how those
elements come together to make a larger piece.

-

How does the scale impact the way that we view the sculpture?

-

How might this piece be different if it were made in a two-dimensional medium?

-

What symbolism is Savage using in her work? What emotions does this work of art
evoke?

-

Now pass out the lyrics to Lift Every Voice and Sing by James Weldon Johnson and J.
Rosamond Johnson and discuss the following:
-

Which aspects of this song do you think inspired Savage most?

-

How did she evoke the message of the music in her piece? Which elements of the
sculpture are more representational? Which are more symbolic?

-

How do the lyrics enhance your understanding or change your interpretation of the
sculpture?

-

How might you be inspired by music in the way that Augusta Savage was? What
inspiration do you draw from lyrics?
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-

Give students time to brainstorm songs that inspire them or reflect their sense of identity.
NOTE: If possible, allow students to access the internet during this brainstorm so that they
can look at lyrics and, possibly, listen to songs.

-

Once students have identified a song, give them a sheet of scrap/sketch paper. Ask them to
sketch ideas for their sculpture, thinking about how they could bring the music and lyrics to
life in three-dimensional form. Encourage them to think about what the piece will look like
from different angles.

-

Give each student clay, modeling tools, and a cardboard base.

-

Have students remove the clay from the packaging. Students should condition the clay by
kneading it until it is smooth and soft. This makes the clay easier to work with.

-

Before students begin to sculpt, they should think about how big they want their
sculptures to be, and how big the different pieces of the sculpture should be in relation to
one another. It can be helpful to use the scrap paper to sketch out the size of each part and
break off pieces of clay to match.

-

When students begin to sculpt, they should use their piece of cardboard as a base on which
to work (see “Clay Tips” below). They can shape their clay using their hands and the tools to
create patterns, textures, and smaller details.

-

Once students have completed their sculptures, have them display their sculptures with their
song lyrics and do a gallery walk to view their classmates’ work. Once the gallery walk is
complete, students should set their sculpture aside to dry. In a cool, dry area, most
sculptures will air dry within 24 hours. Parts of the sculpture where the clay is thicker may
take longer to dry.

-

Conclude the project with a reflection on the art-making process:
-

What was it like to use a song as inspiration for your piece? How did you choose your
song?

-

How does your sculpture evoke the song that inspired it? Were you inspired more by
the overall message of the song or by specific lyrics?

-

What was it like to work with these materials? What was challenging about working
with clay? About working in 3D?

-

How did Augusta Savage use her sculpture to make a statement about her identity (as
a woman of color, an artist, an activist, and educator, etc.) at the World’s Fair? Why
was her inspiration and process important to consider while making sculptures of our
own?
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-

To extend learning, invite students to write an artist statement for their sculpture by
considering the following—If you were exhibiting at a worldwide event, what would you want
people to know about your sculpture, the song that inspired it, and the significance of the
song that you chose?

Clay Tips
Coils of clay are a good way to build your sculpture upwards. Roll out pieces of clay into snake-like
coils and stack on top of one another to create a form.
Tools can be used to work the clay, but you can use your hands to create the larger forms in your
sculpture. Recesses can be created by pinching clay or digging out with the thumb and forefinger,
and shapes can be created by rolling or using surfaces to model the clay.

Air-dry clay is workable and easy to sculpt, but can be heavy. If students’ sculptures have extended
or protruding shapes, they can use wire, paper clips, or toothpicks for extra support.

As sculpture begins to dry, cracks can form in the clay. These cracks can be fixed by mixing clay with
water to fill the cracks.

Air-dry clay will dry out faster the longer it is exposed to air. Sculpture should ideally be done in one
sitting to avoid having to store unfinished pieces in between classes.

If using Crayola Model Magic®, check out these tips for working with this inexpensive alternative to
clay:
https://www.crayola.com/things-to-do/how-to-landing/model-magic-with-hands/

https://www.crayola.com/things-to-do/how-to-landing/model-magic-with-tools/
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