
Learn about Black culture on 
Chicago’s South Side in the 1970s 
through Mikki Ferrill’s photographic 
project, The Garage (1970–80). View 
this series on the museum’s website 
and look close at each image to get 
ideas for your own creativity.

This resource is made possible 
through the generous support of the 
Terra Foundation for American Art.

Mikki Ferrill:
A Closer Look

Mikki Ferrill (American, b. 1937) Untitled, from the series, The Garage, 1970–80, Gelatin silver 
print, National Docent Symposium Endowment.

Questions for Looking

● Look closely at this photograph from Mikki Ferrill’s series The Garage. If you can, look at more of the photos from 
the series on the museum website.

● What three words would you use to describe this scene? Share and compare your words with your classmates’.

● Think of this series of photographs as a story. What’s the story about? What happens in it?

● What can you tell about the setting? What is the mood or feeling of the space? 

● How might the people in the photos be connected to one another and to the place? How do you know?

● Choose a person from one of the images and pose like them. What do you wonder about them? What can you tell 
about their relationship to the photographer?

● Read the information about the artist and her work on the back of this resource. When you’re done, look at the 
artwork again. Have your thoughts about it changed? What questions do you have after learning more? 

Creative Response: Explore a Place with Your 
Camera and Create Your Own Gallery 
Photograph a place where you feel you belong using the 
questions below as inspiration.

● Which  moments or scenes that happen in this space 
would you like to photograph?

● Explore by looking through your camera’s viewfinder. 
Look from above, below, straight on, close, and farther 
away. Take multiple images. Which perspectives are 
most interesting? 

Edit your photographs into a series that tells a story about this 
place and share. Then, put your series in a slideshow 
presentation, or, like Ferrill, print the photos and hang them up 
for your community to see.

Creative Response: Poetic Photography

Poetry, like photography, is about capturing and 
freezing a moment in time. Pick an image from The 
Garage that interests you. Then, write out a short list of 
words for each of the five senses that describes the 
scene’s sights, smells, sounds, textures, and tastes. 
Taking one word from each list, write a haiku or 
another kind of poem in which each line describes one 
of the senses. 

Tip: Provide students needing more support with a list 
of words they might use to describe what could be 
observed in this scene with the five senses. 

https://www.artic.edu/collection?artist_ids=Mikki+Ferrill
https://www.artic.edu/collection?artist_ids=Mikki+Ferrill
https://www.artic.edu/collection?q=ferrill


Explore More
Learn more about the work of Mikki Ferrill and thousands of other artists by searching the museum’s collections page by 
name, title, or keyword at www.artic.edu/collection. Other photographers in the Black Arts Movement include Robert Earl 
Wilson, Darryl Cowherd, Gordon Parks, and Fundi (Billy) Abernathy. Artists from AfriCOBRA, another Black Arts Movement 
collective, include Nelson Stevens and Barbara Jones. You can explore our Black Artists highlight to discover other Black 
artists in the museum collection. What connections and differences do you find between the work of these artists and 
Mikki Ferrill? 

About the Artist

“The event was a word-of-mouth happening. The 
people, the music, and just the atmosphere became my 
spiritual inspiration. They called me ‘The Picture-Taking 
Lady.’ I covered the walls of the Garage with pictures of 
themselves.” —Mikki Ferrill

Born in 1937, Valeria “Mikki” Ferrill was part of the Black Arts Movement, a 
group of Black artists, musicians, dancers, and poets who were inspired by 
the Black Power Movement. They proudly created Black art and built 
cultural organizations that would empower Black communities. One of the 
few professional Black women photographers in Chicago in the 1970s, 
Ferrill worked for Black-owned publications like Ebony, Downbeat, and The 
Chicago Defender. 

Around the start of the 1970s, Ferrill began photographing a music venue 
called the Garage in Bronzeville, a historically Black neighborhood. Though 
racial segregation was not technically legal in Chicago, Black migrants who 
moved to the city from the South during the Great Migration faced racist 
policies that limited them to settling in areas with poor living conditions. 
Mainstream publications of the time often showed Black people and 
communities struggling under oppression, but despite the challenges, Black 
culture thrived in community-run spaces. 

For over 10 years, Ferrill photographed community gatherings in the 
Garage. From Monday to Saturday, the Garage was an auto repair shop 
owned by Arthur “Pops” Simpson. But on Sundays, it transformed into a 
joyful place where DJs battled and spun jazz and R&B records. Black people 
came from down the street and even the other side of the city to listen to 
music, dance, and be free. Ferrill’s photo series, “Grooving at the Garage,” 
was published in The Chicago Defender. Ferrill said the Garage quickly 
became “the place to be.” She was right in the middle of it, moving through 
the parties at the Garage as both an active participant and a 
documentarian. 

Mikki Ferrill:
A Closer Look

Mikki Ferrill. Photo by Ira Atkins.

https://www.artic.edu/artists/53221/mikki-ferrill
http://www.artic.edu/collection
https://www.artic.edu/collection?artist_ids=Robert%20Earl%20Wilson
https://www.artic.edu/collection?artist_ids=Robert%20Earl%20Wilson
https://www.artic.edu/artists/115333/darryl-cowherd
https://www.artic.edu/artists/20027/gordon-parks
https://www.artic.edu/collection?artist_ids=Billy+Abernathy
https://www.artic.edu/artists/58558/nelson-stevens
https://www.artic.edu/artists/69513/barbara-jones
https://www.artic.edu/highlights/33/black-artists-in-the-collection

