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The Governor’s Awards for the Arts and Humanities honor
outstanding individuals and organizations that have demonstrated a
lifetime commitment to Georgia’s civic and cultural vitality through

excellence and service to the arts and humanities. Presented by the
Office of the Governor in partnership with the Georgia Council for
the Arts and Georgia Humanities, these awards recognize the value
of the arts and humanities in creating a thriving economy and their
contributions to education, innovation, growth, and quality of life.

Following a competitive nominations process, 10 members of the arts
and humanities communities from across Georgia are awarded with
the honor. The recipients represent a diverse group of individuals and
organizations whose work and contributions have bolstered Georgia’s
thriving creative industries through community involvement,
pioneering programs, and long-term
financial commitment.
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2025 AWARD HONOREES

Andy Gaines
Marietta

In his role as Executive Director of the Earl

and Rachel Smith Strand Theatre in Marietta,
Gaines has transformed the historic theater into
a landmark cultural facility for the community.
In 2024, the theater generated an estimated
$5.4 million in economic impact, supported
over 80 jobs and contributed more than
$230,000 in government revenue. In addition
to elevating The Strand as a go-to venue

for concerts, theater, and movies in the city, Gaines is actively involved in
mentoring young leaders, serves on numerous boards, and promotes tourism.
A member of Georgia Presenters, a statewide network for arts organizations,
he has brought the Fox Theatre’s interactive “Fox in a Box” theatrical history
program to students in Cobb County.

Sherrill Milnes
Savannah

An acclaimed operatic baritone, Milnes’ support
of arts education and dedicated community
involvement has contributed to Savannah’s
status as a hub for the vocal arts. As a co-
founder of the Savannah VOICE Festival (SVF),
Milnes created the annual event to empower
young artists in their performing arts careers
while enriching the cultural landscape. Now in
its 25th year, the SVF celebrates vocal artistry
in all varieties, and brings together world-

class artists as well as emerging talent. Milnes is also a three-time Grammy
Award winning artist and recipient of the National Medal of the Arts. This
year, the SVF commemorated the 60th anniversary of Milnes’ debut at the
Metropolitan Opera, where he performed for more than 30 years.

Sasikala Penumarthi
Duluth

A gifted performer, choreographer, and
educator, for more than 30 years Penumarthi
has shared the South Indian classical tradition
of Kuchipudi with Georgia and beyond.
Currently serving as Executive Director of

the Academy of Kuchipudi Dance in Atlanta
and serving as a dance instructor at Emory
University, she has introduced and trained
students in Kuchipudi and staged full-scale
productions of innovative works. Through

her leadership, the Academy has enriched Georgia’s cultural life. At Emory
University, she inspires students through interdisciplinary teaching that
bridges dance, religion, and performance studies. She has conducted master
classes and workshops across Georgia and the Southeast, and is respected for
her commitment to community.

Dennis Skelley
Augusta

A champion for public art, Skelley exemplifies
how art can enrich community life, promote
accessibility, and inspire hope across
generations. He was involved in crafting
Augusta’s first Public Art Master Plan and
served on the Greater Augusta Arts Council
for 15 years and the Public Art Advisory Panel
for 14 years. As President and CEO of Georgia
Rehabilitation Institute (GRI), a service
providing opportunities for people with disabilities, he supports embedding
art as a tool for healing and inclusion. The GRI contributes to accessible
public art works throughout Augusta and Richmond County. Under his
leadership, 17 sculptures and four murals were commissioned, along with
the establishment of The 523 Gallery, which is dedicated to artists with
disabilities.




Luciana Spracher
Savannah

Through scholarship, collaboration, and
leadership, Spracher has ensured that the

City of Savannah’s archives are a model of
community-centered history. Currently serving
as Director of Municipal Archives, she became
the city’s first full-time archivist in 2005.
Spracher successfully advocated for more

than $3 million in funding for preservation,
digitization, and restoration projects while
expanding public access to records and history.
In her 20 years working for the City of Savannah, she has led the historic
preservation of Savannah’s City Hall and established free tours for the public.
She also established the long-running Hungry for History public lecture
series, and the Community Memory Project, which has documented more
than 150 oral histories from Savannah neighborhoods.

Tomer Zvulun
Atlanta

Serving as the Carl W. Knobloch, Jr. General
and Artistic Director of The Atlanta Opera
since 2013, Zvulun’s bold programming has
transformed the company into one of the top
10 U.S. opera companies. Dedicated to bringing
opera to new audiences, Zvulun launched The
Atlanta Opera Film Studio, which streams the
company’s productions to audiences globally.
His initiatives such as the Young Artists
Studio and the award-winning 96-Hour Opera
Festival support and develop the next generation of artists. Under Zvulun’s
guidance, the company’s budget tripled, partnerships deepened, and touring
productions expanded. With plans for the Molly Blank Center for Opera,
Zvulun has secured The Atlanta Opera a lasting home.

Atlanta Drum Academy
()\ Riverdale
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DrumjAcademy This nonprofit performing arts organization
empowers children in marginalized

communities to find purpose and personal growth through innovative
percussion. Established in 2011 by James Riles III, the Academy has provided
training for more than 100 children. Riles’ vision for the Academy was to
provide mentorship through music and nurture personal development and
emotional wellness. The Academy was a top three finalist on “America’s Got
Talent,” and has received numerous accolades from city and county leaders,
and been featured in “Black Audacity Magazine.” The success of the program
is reflected in the graduates; some went to college on music scholarships,
some started their own business, and some are now performing on a
professional level.

r———oxemmoree ] Okefenokee Heritage Center
HERITAGE CENTER
Waycross

For more than 50 years, this cultural center
has preserved history, promoted creativity,
and enriched community life in eight rural
Southeast Georgia counties. Its exhibits
celebrate the cultural impact of regional
Black history, music icon Gram Parsons,
Native American heritage, and include a
1912 locomotive, representing the area’s rich railroad history. The Center
provides educational opportunities, rotating art shows, youth and adult art
competitions, and hands-on workshops ranging from photography to soap
making. These activities strengthen the local economy by supporting artists,
strengthening partnerships with schools, and attracting tourists. More than
a museum, it is a gathering space that promotes community engagement and
inspires emerging creators in the region.




The Suzi Bass Awards
thﬁ’ U Atlanta

Established to honor actress and arts advocate
Suzi Bass and to celebrate and promote Atlanta
professional theater, this year marks the
awards’ 20th anniversary. Atlanta’s version of
the Tony Awards, the Suzis spotlight excellence
across more than 30 categories, from acting
and directing to design, choreography, and
2 O 2 5 playwriting. The Suzis elevate and validate
artists and theater companies across metro
Atlanta. A nomination or win often boosts ticket sales, strengthens donor or
grant support, and attracts new audiences, while the “Suzi Recommended”
designation increases community interest and involvement. The organization
also fosters professional growth through panels, workshops, and networking
events, while reexamining practices to ensure strong opportunities for
engagement and recognition.

Union County Historical Society
Blairsville

Established in 1976 to preserve and promote
the history of Union County, the organization
originally formed to stop the demolition of
the city’s 1899 courthouse. The courthouse
now serves as home to the Society as well

as a museum, and exhibits provide a broad
understanding of local and regional history. The Society’s staff, board, and
numerous dedicated volunteers organize a variety of projects each year,
including lectures by regional experts on history and presentations by local
residents. The annual Mountain Heritage Festival brings traditions from the
past to life through music, crafts, and living history demonstrations. Through
fundraising and partnerships, the Society continues to broaden its offerings
and outreach.

2025 AWARDS ARTIST

Georgia, and he has fabricated metal works for national and regional artists.

Etienné Jackson
Fairburn

Etienné Jackson is an accomplished sculptor,
woodworker, and metal fabricator. His work
focuses on memory experience and mnemonic
associations with objects, patterns, forms, and
spaces that create and maintain connections to
the past while establishing new, transformative
futures. Jackson has placed, installed, and
conserved large-scale indoor and outdoor two-
and-three-dimensional works for private clients
and public entities. His work has been exhibited
in Ohio, Chicago, Kentucky, North Carolina, and

About the award:

Etienné Jackson
designed 10 unique
carved mahogany wood
sculptures on a turned
wood base. All of the
awards are similar in their
aesthetic but individually
unique, reflecting the
nature of the discipline
of each awardee. The
composition of each
award is organic, taking
compositional cues from
nature and referring to
the recipients’ diligent
cultivation of the arts in
Georgia.
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Georgia Council for the Arts (GCA) empowers the arts industry in Georgia
and artists around the state to cultivate healthy, vibrant communities that are
rich in civic participation, cultural experiences, and economic prosperity. As
part of the Georgia Department of Economic Development, Georgia Council
for the Arts provides grant funding, programs, and services statewide that
support this vital industry, preserve cultural heritage, and create increased

access to meaningful arts experiences. Visit gaarts.org for more information.
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Sharing stories that move us and make us

Georgia Humanities connects people and communities to encourage
understanding and inspire hope. Through grantmaking and public programs,
Georgia Humanities engages people of all ages and backgrounds to explore
what shapes us as individuals and binds us together as Georgians. Funding
for Georgia Humanities is provided by the Georgia General Assembly, the
National Endowment for the Humanities, foundations, donors, and partners.

Visit georgiahumanities.org for more information.







