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The Flavio Story by Gordon Parks

Gordon Parks is a celebrated African American photographer, filmmaker and writer, best known for his work spotlighting humanitarian issues. Parks’ exhibition, The Flavio Story revisits a timeline of events sparked by a photo essay published in Life magazine in the early sixties. In 1961, Gordon Parks traveled to Rio De Janeiro to shoot a piece on poverty in Brazil. Unknown to most at the time, the piece was commissioned as propaganda for John F. Kennedy’s “Alliance for Success”, a desperate attempt at salvaging relations with Latin America during the cold war1. What followed was a series of candid photographs journaling the daily life of a buoyant 12-year-old boy named Flavio and his family of ten. Upon publishing, Life began to receive an outpour of letters and donations from its readers captivated by Flavio and his struggle. Using the donations, Life brings Flavio to the United States to receive treatment for his severe asthma, later returning to Brazil due to his father refusing his adoption to a Portuguese American family. Flavio’s experience in the U.S. is captured through film photography, as well Parks’ later documentation of two further visits with Flavio, this time as a grown man, before his eventual passing.

The artwork consists of numerous photos, newspaper clippings, and video installations spanning over three decades, beginning in the early sixties. These photos mostly depict the family doing everyday dismal tasks, as well as the different aspects of their living conditions. The overall presentation is without frills and presented using mostly standard sized gelatin silver printed photos hung in various stacked patterns, with the exception of a few enlarged compositions. Off to the side of the entrance sits a little nook screening a black and white film piece done by Parks during his first visit to Brazil, of a day in the life of the Flavio. Due to the nature of photos, the ambiance of the exhibit feels sobering and quiet. It should be noted that the series of photos taken during Flavio’s travels to the United States, were done by photographer Carl Iwasaki. As well as a small photo installment by Henri Ballot on poverty in New York, commissioned in retaliation by Brazilian media, in response to the Life issue. 

One of the stand out pieces in the exhibit is titled Flavio After Asthma Attack (1961) and is done using gelatin silver print. It is a black and white photo of a disturbed Flavio laying rigidly on his back half covered in a tattered blanket, having just suffered an asthma attack. The work is displayed twice throughout the show; appearing for the first time at the beginning of the exhibit, large and frameless, then again later in a smaller size, essentially asserting its importance. This piece carries such strong impact, especially at first glance, which is why it expresses the severity of his circumstances. People naturally sympathize for ill children, even more so with Flavio given his defenseless conditions. For this reason, I find this piece most emotionally striking. 

Despite the political drive behind the issue, Parks’ motivation behind all of his humanitarian work has always been to bring understanding to those who have never experienced poverty2. Parks, having grown up in poverty himself, has said that he sees poverty as the most savage of all human afflictions, and realizes how empathy helps people understand it.2 I believe that Parks’ sincere intentions, stemming from his personal hardships, reflect in his work and that is why people are able to take something much more sentimental from it than just a tool for propaganda. The evident chemistry and trust between Parks and Flavio shown through their pictures together or their interactions shown in the video installations, allow him to photograph vulnerable emotion in the subject’s eyes. I think this becomes truer as we see Flavio again as an adult, whereas kids tend to be more open to strangers, and makes the photos feel intimate. Regardless of the misleading nature of its conception, Gordon Parks truthfully translates poverty in a way that those of us who have been so fortunate to never experience it can understand, and this is done through our emotional investment in the story of a 12-year-old boy named Flavio.
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