Equine artist Sam Savitt brings his love of horses to art enjoyed

by generations of horse lovers

by Marianna Haun

GROWING up in the Pennsylvania
coal-mining town of Wilkes-Barre be-
fore World War I1, ayoung Sam Savitt
had little exposure to the animal that
would end up defining hislife’swork.
His love of horses seems to have
been born in him. No one else in his
family shared his passion. As achild
he would follow after the milk cart
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justto be near the horse drawing the
wagon. As he grew older, he found
he could do work at a local riding
academy in exchange for time with
the horses. He would spend hours
trying to capture their movements
on paper.

After high school, following the
advice of his art teacher, he enrolled
in Pratt Art Institute in Brooklyn,
New York. “I didn’t think I was good
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SILVER
The Lone Ranger’s trusty steed dives in to rescue another horse in this comic book cover

from the early 1950s. The vibrant colors and pulsating action of these dramatic covers have

made them collector’s items today

enough,” Savitt said. “It was intimi-
dating that first day. All the otherkids
had had formal art training and had
been going to art school and special
classes. We didn’t have anything like
that in Wilkes-Barre.”

But Savitt found at Pratt that he
had a skill that exceeded his more
sophisticated classmates’—he could
drawhorses. “Thatwas my one claim
to success there,” Savitt said. “So I
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plenty of action

The challenge each issue for artist Sam Sa
covers was to come up with a dramatic situation for the equine hero which would have
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vitt when he was illustrating horse comic book
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decided thatifthiswas where my tal-
ent lay, then I would work to do this
one thing really well.”

By the time he graduated from

Pratt, he was already earning a liv-
ing illustrating western stories in
“pulp” magazines with lots of shoot-
outs and plenty of equestrian action.
“Doing that kind of work gave me a
darned good foundation in drawing,”
Savitt said. A sound drawing is the
fundamental base of every Savitt
piece. “To me,” Savitt said, “drawing
isveryimportant. Alot of people just
paint, but I find that with any good
painting, the base ofitisa good draw-
ing. You see it with the old masters
and some of those magnificent draw-
ings.”
Following graduation from Pratt,
Savitt served as a First Lieutenant in
the Army during World War [Iwhere
he worked with Army engineers in
Burma, building aroad to allow Amer-
ican troops access to China.

After the war, Savitt attended the
Art Students League in Manhattan,
where he learned a great deal about
the qualities of color from colorist
Howard Trafton. The relaxed atmo-
sphere atthe school made Savittglad
thathe had already learned a strong
work ethic at Pratt. He studied there
for one year while continuing his il-
lustration work.

Hiswork became familiar to many
ayoung horseloverin the early 1950s
when hestarted doing the color cover
illustrations for such comic book
horses as Trigger, Champion, and
Silver, all of whom had their own
comic books. The vibrant colorsand

LAST RACE OF THE DAY

pulsating action of these dramatic
covers make them collector’s items
today. “Every week I had to come up
with some dramatic situation for the
horsestobeinfor their covers,” Savitt
said. “Sometimes they got pretty far-
fetched, but the challenge of show-
ing the grace, fire, and spirit in each
horse as he battled whatever prob-
lem each week was fun.”

In the years that followed, Savitt
became well known in the horse world
for his equine art work. He has il-
lustrated 135 books and written and
illustrated 16 books of his own, two
of which have won prestigious
awards. His paintings are in galleries
and private collections around the
world. Among his equestrian por-
traits are paintings of such Ameri-
cans as Raymond Firestone and
William Randolph Hearst II aboard
their favorite horses.

Savitt has served as the official
artist for the United States Eques-
trian Team and as director of paint-
ing and one of the founding mem-
bers of the American Academy of
Equine Art. Every year, budding
equineartistslearn atartworkshops
he holds around the country, such
as the annual workshop held at the
Kentucky Horse Park near Lexing-
ton.

Savitt is also well known for his il-
lustrated horse chartswhich are sold
internationally and have been used
by the Smithsonian Institute as well
as a number of encyclopedias. The
Sam Savitt Guide to Horses, his pre-
miere chart, is still the top seller, 21
years after he painted it. In 1963,

HIP NO. 84

This painting of the yearling sale at Saratoga captures the feel of the sale and gives the viewer a sense of the
young horse’s point of view in what can be a frightening experience—going under the gavel for the first time

Savitt’s wife, Bette, started Black
Horse Press,ahome-based business
to publish, market, and distribute
Savitt’s horse charts, which include
one of a foal’s first day, a dressage
chart, polo chart, and rodeo chart.
The business is run from the studio
that Bette and Sam share on the top
floor of their home in North Salem,
New York.

Fromthatfirsthorse pullinga milk
wagon, Savitt has gone on to depict

With the skies darkening from an approaching storm, the horses are running hard to reach home before the
storm breaks. Savitt said the chestnut, which is moving up on the outside, will win the race

the horse in many guises, from rac-
ingthelastrace ofthe day at Saratoga,
to a tense moment during a hotly
contested polo match, to the drama
ofthe horse sales. Whatever he paints,
there is always a sense of action,
drama, and an endless fascination
for the movements of the horse. “I
always love to do the horse in ac-
tion,” Savitt said. “I enjoy rodeo and
polo action the most because they
both have such power and move-

DERBY POSTER
Savitt's poster for the 1991 Kentucky Derby showed the horses’ heads,
with nostrils flaring, straining towards the finish line

ment. Of course, I've done portraits
and all that, but it is the horse in ac-
tion thatreally fascinates me. I never
tire of it. They’ll have to pluck my
brush from my cold dead fingers.
Like they say, ‘It is better to wear out
than to rust out.’ That to me applies
to horses and to people.” ®

Marianna Haun is a staff writer for
THOROUGHBRED TIMES.
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