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As 2017 drew to a close and I found myself reflecting on the occasion of the 40th
anniversary year of the class of 1977. I think I can safely speak for all of us who were the
first students to attend Duke Ellington, that no matter which department you were in—
dance, theatre, music or the visual arts—the course of our young lives were forever
changed by this exceptional arts high school experience.
Perhaps what is little known by subsequent generations of students, faculty and school
administrations, is that they are standing on the shoulders of our activism during a
critical year of the school’s tumultuous existence, 1976 – 1977. That year, we were in the
trenches fighting for the very artistic and educational freedoms which current students
at Duke Ellington are the beneficiaries of today.
But first, for those who may be unaware, a bit of context—in 1974 a public school opened
in Washington, DC which offered training in music, dance, visual arts and the theatre.
One of perhaps only a handful of public arts schools in the nation at that time, the
school grew out of the former Workshops for Careers in the Arts and was co-founded by
two visionaries: beloved choreographer, director and educator, the late Mike Malone;
and arts-in-education advocate and former president of D.C.’s public school board, the
late Peggy Cooper Cafritz. That school is the Duke Ellington School of the Arts.
The school was initially named “Duke Ellington School of the Arts at Western High
School” because both schools shared a physical building and faculty. However, over the
next two years Western High School would be phased out and my class, the class of
1977, would become the first graduating class to solely occupy the building at 35th and R
Streets, NW and as a result, was the first class to have its own graduation, yearbook,
school colors, and class ring as the Duke Ellington School of the Arts. The class of 1978
was the first four-year graduating class. We call ourselves the “founding alumni”.
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Founding Alumni make up the student body, faculty, staff and administration of Duke
Ellington School of the Arts from 1974 – 1981, as well as members of Workshops for
Careers in the Arts. Through the lens of my personal story, this essay reflects on and
celebrates the singular distinguished efforts of the school’s founding alumni to save the
school during its nascent years, thereby ensuring that Duke Ellington would one day
become one of the premiere public arts high schools in the nation.
A Well-Rounded Education
A performing arts high school may have been new to Washington, but my sisters and I
already possessed a good foundation in the arts due to the efforts of my mother, the late
Marcieta Hinton, who had exposed my sisters and me to the arts from an early age with
trips to museums, to the ballet, and to the theatre. Our mother was also a lover of
literature. She was an avid reader, sometimes reading two or three books at a time. In
those days our mother’s efforts were supported by a public school system which
provided students with a well-rounded, holistic education—one that included electives
and clubs in instrumental and vocal music, the visual arts, orchestra or drama—albeit
from a very European perspective and aesthetic.
Our lives were further enriched by our step-father, the late vocalist, pianist and
bandleader, Frank Hinton. The Frank Hinton Trio was a fixture in the Washington
night-life at supper clubs and restaurants from Capitol Hill to the Waterfront and we
were exposed us to a timeless repertoire of standards and evergreens. With this
exposure came a deeper appreciation for music, for lyric, and for artistry.
My sisters and I auditioned for both the theatre and dance departments and we were, all
three, accepted into both departments. My twin sister, Yvonne, went into dance and our
younger sister, Andrea, and I went into theatre. Originally, I had wanted to be a dancer,
but upon seeing the rigorous dance training my sister endured under task masters and
founding faculty members Charles Augins, the late James Thurston, the late Clive
Jacques Barrett, and Michelle Murray, I knew I had made the right decision to become
an actor.
In addition to the academic requirements provided by the Western High School
teachers, as part of the theatre department our training included movement, voice and
speech, singing, script analysis, theatre history, improvisation and scene study, as well
as acting class with the late director and founding faculty member, Glenda Dickerson,
who was the chair of the theatre department during those early years.
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On the front lawn of Duke Ellington School of the Arts with alumni (l to r) Yvette and
Yvonne Erwin, George Fauntleroy, Mabel Rudasil, and Ralph Glenmore

Glenda’s Legacy
On the heels of the short-lived and controversial Black Arts Movement of the mid-sixties
to mid-seventies, the theatre department at Duke Ellington pushed back against the
prevailing European perspective and aesthetic. Under Glenda Dickerson’s leadership,
what the theatre department offered to its budding acting students was the farthest that
you could possibly get from a Eurocentric arts education. Glenda introduced an
Afrocentric, non-linear, ritualistic Black theatre experience to theatre students which
was grounded in the cultural and artistic aesthetic of an awakened Black America. We
were re-learning our history while learning non-Western theatre-making techniques.
Founding faculty members supported her vision: the late Kenneth Daugherty (who
succeeded Glenda as chair of the theatre department), David Cameron, Quay Barnes
Truitt, Carol Maillard (of the multi-Grammy Award-nominated Sweet Honey in the
Rock), the late Janifer Baker Holliday and others.
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One of the vehicles for this cultural expression was Glenda’s “Living Library” where she
would devise a theatre piece based on black poetry, primarily from the Harlem
Renaissance, and then assign parts. There is one poem I remember from back then
which stood out, Claude McKay’s If We Must Die. It seemed to me that Glenda felt this
poem deep in her bones and spoke about its meaning passionately, with great feeling
and fervor. Despite this, I did not fully understand the poem’s meaning and sensed it
was the kind of poem that took some living on the part of the reader to fully understand.

A Living Library performance with (l - r) Mabel Rudasill, Matthew Dickens, Artencia Hawkins,
Nathaniel Grayson, Michele Hawkins and Dwayne Broadnax
(from the 1976 – 1977 yearbook)

Glenda infused us with the knowledge of who we were as black people—she gave us our
very own black selves. This was her legacy to us as artists who had something unique to
offer to the world, our blackness. We were taught not to be ashamed of our past, but
rather to embrace it and allow it to inform our lives and our art. This gave us a firm
foundation upon which to stand. Additionally, knowing that we had the protection of
our ancestors (which she often invoked and to whom she said we owed our very lives)
took away any feelings of isolation, smallness or fear.
To further solidify this legacy, Glenda introduced to us a revolutionary mantra which
empowered us and gave us a big-picture perspective: “My blackness is the beauty of this
land. My blackness—tender and strong, wounded and wise; my blackness is the
beauty of this land.” This mantra seemed radical to me at the time, but there was
something comforting about it and I looked forward to fully understanding and realizing
its meaning during my tenure at Duke Ellington School of the Arts. In fact our training
as actors was rooted in discovering what this mantra meant.
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In acting class, Glenda gave us many improvisation exercises which brought us in touch
with our collective history as Black people who had been stolen from our homeland,
Mother Africa, and forced into chattel slavery. Through these exercises we were
transported from the 1970’s back to 1670’s. The classroom environment provided a safe
place for this type of exploration and under her direction and supervision we would
recreate and relive the horror of those times.
I remember one improvisation exercise where Glenda had us all in the hull of a slave
ship, making the long voyage across the Middle Passage to the Americas. It seemed to
me that all of my classmates were totally invested in the improvisation exercise, but I
had no point of reference or life experience to draw from to assist me in achieving the
goal of the improvisation. Remember, I had been exposed to art that was Eurocentric
in perspective and aesthetic. To my horror and dismay I thought, “I’m not Black enough
to be in the slave ship,” and I wanted nothing more than to be so. I wanted to please
Glenda, to show her that I was in touch with my blackness and with the Black experience
in America.
Little did I know, I would spend many years since graduating from Duke Ellington,
trying to undo the belief that I was “not Black enough to be on the slave ship”, much less
in the Black Theatre. My bourgeois, middle class upbringing was compounded by the
fact that I was light-skinned, with good hair and “talked like a white girl”. Luckily, with
maturity and distance came the understanding that my own life experience was just as
valid as any other black person’s growing up in Chocolate City. I realized that class
distinctions are real and play themselves out in our schools, even if we don’t know what
to call them at the time. Growing up poor and in the ghetto is not every black person’s
experience in America, nor is that the thing that validates you as authentically black,
and vice versa. As detractors of The Cosby Show so notably pointed out, the Huxtable’s
lifestyle did not represent that of every black family America, nor was it the thing that
validated them as authentically black. You can’t change who you are or what family you
were born into. From the CBS hit, Good Times, to the NBC hit, The Cosby Show, you
can be “authentically black” no matter the circumstances of your birth.

Yvette as Clair's sister, Sarah, on NBC - TV hit, The Cosby Show
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Eventually, I came to understand that the qualities and attributes that I possessed; all
that my mother had instilled in me and my sisters—indeed, the life that she and our
stepfather provided growing up—contained the very things I needed to be successful in
the theatre and in life. I eventually came to understand that the Black experience
encompassed not only different shades of skin color, but also the middle class. Indeed, I
discovered that my blackness was also the “beauty of this land.”
Glenda gave us a different set of tools for success rooted in an unwavering pride in
ourselves as black people. She taught us that no matter what we had to endure or how
much “The Man” would try to keep us down or in our “place,” we would rise. We would
rise because Black people are survivors. We are resilient. We have un-told stories to tell
and a duty to tell those stories. We are poets, playwrights, sculptures, painters, dancers,
actors, singers, and musicians with a unique past—a holocaust lasting four hundred
years—which endowed us with distinctive gifts and a unique perspective to share with
the world. The struggle of our ancestors had given birth to a new generation which,
under Glenda’s guidance and instruction, was ready to discover their greatness.
Summer Jobs
During the summers we high school students had the opportunity work with our
principal, Mike Malone, who was also the artistic director and administrator of the
Everyman Street Theatre Company. We loaded up the trucks with our sound equipment,
costumes, sets, props, musicians and cast, and took our show on the road to
underserved neighborhoods in the Washington, DC area. The culminating event was
traveling to New York City to perform in the Lincoln Center Out-of-Doors Festival. I
remember in 1976 that Yvonne, Andrea, and I were cast as the Death Angels to God,
played by Workshops for Careers in the Arts and Ellington alumnus (now international
teacher/choreographer of the self-named Kevin Wynn Collection) Kevin Wynn in The
Life and Times of Stagolee.

The Life and Times of Stagolee performance on the Water Front, SW Washington, DC
Photo: Bruce Hassell
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The New York Times reported,
“Members of the Everyman Street
Theater Company receive school credit
for their summer's work and, through
federally financed programs, some are
paid on an hourly basis. Because of the
students' own motivation and the fact
that they are paid”, said Mr. Malone,
“We have taken the time to make some
very professional demands on them
and they have responded well” (Fraser,
“Street Theater to End Outdoor
Festival”).

Director and Choreographer, Mike Malone,
with Peggy Cooper and Charles Augins at
Lincoln Center Out-of-Doors Festival
Photo: Bruce Hassell

Everyman Street Theatre Performance Schedules
Photo: Bruce Hassell

Naturally, I became very protective of what we as student artists were being given at
Duke Ellington School of the Arts. I was not alone in this feeling; it was shared by
students, faculty and administration school-wide. Nowhere else in the District of
Columbia public school system was this type of re-education of students happening in
this way. Because I recognized feelings of protectiveness, and also a sense of gratitude
that was growing and deepening within, I ran for junior class president and won.
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The Fight for Our Existence
As I shared earlier, the 1976 – 77 school year was the year that Western High School was
fully phased out of the physical building and completely taken over by the arts high
school. I ran for the office of senior class president and won, making me the president
of the first all-Ellington graduating class of Duke Ellington School of the Arts. But as I
quickly discovered, I was not governing over a typical high school senior year
experience. Unbeknownst to any of us, with the dawning of the 1976 – 77 school year
came a fight for the very existence of our untried school of the arts. And with this
dawning came an awakening to activism which would shape my artistic and civic life
forever going forward.
Because Duke Ellington School of the Arts was the first school of its type in the District
of Columbia, the school board had no idea what to do with us. I guess, to the school
board’s thinking, we were out of control! We had an unconventional principal; gay
teachers; a radical art curriculum rooted in the history and culture of the students the
school served; and rampant, unbridled creative expression. I remember fondly, a huge
mural honoring rock guitarist, singer and songwriter, Jimi Hendrix, painted by
Lawrence Pettigrew which graced the first floor hallway, nearest the old theatre
department.

Jimi Hendrix by Lawrence Pettigrew
(from the 1976 – 1977 yearbook)
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The final straw came with the installation of
three towering chrome and steel statues
which graced the school’s lobby—the
Egyptian god Osiris, his consort Isis, and
their son Horus. These welded metal
statues were created by nationally
renowned sculptor and founding faculty
member of Duke Ellington School of the
Arts, the late Ed Love. “In 1969 Ed Love
read the myth of Osiris. He was struck by
the pathos of the legend. Osiris, cruelly
dismembered by his enemy, Set, was found,
lovingly put back together, and restored to
life by his wife, the great enchantress, Isis.
Love realized a metaphor in all this for the
history of Black people in the Americas:
Visual Arts teachers Winston Kennedy & Ed Love “black men in the Middle Passage, brought
Photo: Bruce Hassell
from Africa, scattered everywhere in pieces;
black women attempting to put them back together again” (Thompson, “Monuments to
the Future: The Art of Ed Love”).
A wonderful art installation at the school to be sure, but not everyone appreciated the
way in which these gods were represented by Love. Osiris, Egyptian god of the afterlife,
was equipped with a protruding penis. And Isis, his sister and wife, had round, nippled
breasts and a nicely crafted scrap-metal posterior. The Egyptian goddess Isis was
worshipped as the ideal mother and wife. She was also the friend of slaves, artisans and
the downtrodden. Looking back now, I see her special significance to our cause.
The school board was outraged, however, and ordered that the metal sculptures be
removed. Our principal, the late director and choreographer, Mike Malone, refused. As
a result of his refusal (and other infractions of which the students were not privy)
Malone was asked to step down as principal by the school board, led by (acting) DC
School Superintendent, the late Vincent Reed, who cited a “crisis of authority” at the
school. My mother followed the unfolding events with great interest, recording in her
diary, “Mike Malone was suspended today. Looks like a big battle ahead.” She later
added, “It seems the school board has put a principal in over Mike Malone and
suspended him because of the sculptures in the school lobby… [Channel 9] Eyewitness
News is at [Duke Ellington School of the Arts at] Western High School for a talk with the
administrators.”
Both students and faculty were in an uproar over this indictment. We held a collective
vision that our school should be a place where freedom of speech, creative expression
and artistic discipline would flourish and where homosexual teachers could teach
alongside heterosexual teachers. We decided we would fight for our principal’s
reinstatement and for the freedom of artistic expression for both our teachers and
ourselves.
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I had heard the school board would be
meeting on a particular day so in an
attend-at-your-own-risk assembly, I
called for a protest march on the school
board on that very day. My sister,
Yvonne, informed the students that
they would receive demerits by
participating in the protest march, or
“walk-out” as the school board saw it,
because we had, in effect, walked-out of
our classes—but the students were
resolute in their civil disobedience. We
received word that the student
protestors would not be allowed to
enter the building where meeting was
being held, so vice president Kim
Staunton and I went ahead of the
marchers to sit in on the school board
meeting. Yvonne and the rest of the student Social Studies teacher, Edward Fisher with
Osiris, Isis and Horus by Ed Love
protestors followed carrying with them the
Photo: 1975 – 1976 Yearbook
statue of Horus the Avenger, son of Osiris and
Isis, the falcon-headed righter of wrongs. Horus’ very presence was inspiring to the
marchers and, in retrospect, turned out to be divinatory. Unbeknownst to us, Horus is
the Egyptian god not only of the sky and hunting, but of war and kingship. We certainly
were in a “war” for the life of our school and it was our intention that Mike Malone be
restored to his “kingship” if you will, as principal of Duke Ellington School of the Arts.
When the marchers arrived, Yvonne, who monitored the situation on the ground, kept
student protestors abreast of the happenings in the school board meeting. Upstairs,
Kim and I were shocked by the goings-on. There seemed to be a lack of discipline and
leadership exhibited—a “crisis of authority” to use the acting superintendent’s words—
that was happening right in that room before our eyes! I remember thinking, “They
should let students be on the school board. I bet we could get things done.”
Eventually Mike Malone was reinstated as principle of Duke
Ellington School of the Arts. Mother’s journal entry was more
of a news headline reading, “We Won! Nailed [Superintendent
Vincent] Reid to the Line.” As a concession, however, Osiris,
Isis and Horus, resplendent in their jutting welded metal body
parts, were removed from the lobby of the school temporarily
to the front lawn, and then altogether. Things began to settle
down and we got back to the business of being artists and
students, but with a newfound pride in power of citizenship
within the school community—the power we discovered that
we had which enabled us to organize around and fight for what
we believe in.
Kim Staunton
Senior Class Vice President
Photo: 1976 – 1977 Yearbook
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Osiris and Isis
Photo included with permission of the family of Ed Love

For her senior project, Yvonne choreographed a modern dance piece called Osiris and
Isis which she performed with the late alumnus Gregory Stewart, who went on to dance
with Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre, Martha Graham Dance Company and Dance
Theatre of Harlem, thereby distinguishing himself in the dance world as being the first
black and only male in his time to have been a member of all three companies. Our class
ring featured a bust of Duke Ellington on one side and representations of all four artistic
disciplines on the other: toe shoes, tragic and comic masks, a staff with musical notes,
and an artist’s palette and paint brush. Surrounding the gem stone of your choice was
the name of the American composer, pianist, and bandleader in whose honor our school
had been named following his death (which occurred the same year of the schools
founding) and who himself was a native Washingtonian. Our school colors were
inspired by Ellington’s jazz composition, Black Brown and Beige, which he is said to
have described as a "tonal parallel to the history of the American Negro" (Friedwald,
“Black, Brown and Blue”).
Naturally, after such a tumultuous school year, you can imagine that my speech as
valedictorian was under special scrutiny. The powers-that-be seemed nervous about
what I might say and asked that my speech be submitted for review and approval ahead
of time. This request, in and of itself, is not unusual but the tensions and events of the
school year added a whole other layer of interest in the speech. The duty fell to the late
Anne Coluzzi, an English teacher who had originally been part of the faculty of Western
High School.
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Ann Coluzzi
Chair of the English Department
(from the 1976 – 1977 yearbook)

Yvette Erwin, Senior Class President & Valedictorian
Speaker, Graduation Ceremonies Class of 1977
Photo: Bruce Hassell

I really liked Ms. Coluzzi and enjoyed her class, but I did feel censored by the special
attention. I just wanted to say what was true—that the activism of the student body, led
by the class of 1977, won the war for the future of Duke Ellington School of the Arts. I
wanted nothing more than to highlight this victory and speak about what it would one
day mean to those who would come after us. I wanted to celebrate what we had
achieved, but I walked softly in metaphor. My address on the front lawn of Duke
Ellington began this way:
Honored guests, parents, faculty, and students… doubt no
longer miracles! We, as the first graduating class of the Duke
Ellington School of the Arts have chosen this theme from
Arna Bontemp’s poem, Miracles. What Bontempts tells us in
his poem is that miracles do happen, and doubting them
should no longer be. He is not asking us to sit back and wait
for miracles to happen but to realize that miracles are
happening around us all the time. We must also take the
initiative to make miracles happen for us. In this way, the
Duke Ellington School of the Arts has come about… [The
embryo of an idea in 1968 and] a baby in Summer
Workshops for Careers in the Arts, we are now in the toddler
stage as a public high school with students from all over the
city. We as a senior class have watched our school stand on
its own two feet, yet fall time and time again like a baby just
learning to walk. We have grown with Ellington and felt the
bruises of its tumbles, but we have stuck with it and believed
in it. Ellington still has a long way to go as it grows and
matures, but the miracle of the life and wellbeing of the
school itself, is reflected in the faces and hearts of our class.
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Needless to say, Ellington is alive and kicking. Doubt no
longer miracles…
And with this, the post-Duke Ellington lives of the Class of 1977 commenced.

Graduating Class of 1977
Photos: Bruce Hassell
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Life after Duke Ellington
In April of 2006, I had the honor of reading a monologue from my (then) new play
about family, church sex… and HIV called What Would Jesus Do for the Ellington
Alumni Association’s Annual Benefit Concert. The play had productions in Los Angeles,
North Carolina, and New York and went on to sweep the 2010 AUDELCO Recognition
Awards for Excellence in Black Theatre, including their August Wilson Playwright
Award (for yours truly), Leading Actress (for Yvonne) and Dramatic Production of the
Year (for Billie Holiday Theatre).

2010 AUDELCO Recognition Award for Excellence in Black Theatre winners, Yvonne Farrow (Leading
Actress) and Jerome Preston Bates (Leading Actor), in a scene from Dramatic Production of the Year
winner, What Would Jesus Do?, written and directed by Yvette Heyliger
Photo: Larry Farrow

In May of 2007, in honor of the 30th Anniversary of the Class of 1977, Yvonne and I were
invited by the chair of the theatre department, Ken Johnson, to speak to a group of
theatre students about the business of show business. Yvonne and I are producing
artists with our own production company, Twinbiz™. With over thirty productions
under our belts, we had begun to make a name for ourselves in the Black Theatre world
as producing artists.
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Co-recipients of the first National Black Theatre Festival Emerging Producer Award (2011),
sisters and NBTF Celebrity Guests, Yvonne (Erwin) Farrow and Yvette (Erwin) Heyliger

In our presentation to the theatre students, we talked about the early years at Duke
Ellington, as well as our own experiences in the entertainment industry since graduating
(for our complete bios visit www.twinbiz.com). We began with the re-telling of our early
years in the industry which basically was a balancing act between our lives as college
students at New York University and as aspiring professional artists.
Yvonne had been an apprentice with the Dance Theatre of Harlem, a member of Alvin
Ailey’s third company and a dancer in the Ailey’s world premiere, Memoria. She went
on to tour the U.S. with the Clive Thompson Dance Company and later joined the
Sporting Dolls musical revue in Monte Carlo. As a young dancer, she was the first black
model for Capezio and Danskin. After knee injuries ended her pursuits as a dancer,
Yvonne revised her career goals and joined the ranks of actors in Los Angeles working in
television, film and commercials, as well as modeling for both print and runway. She
also starred in, directed, and produced an award-winning short film, I’d Rather Be
Dancing. Never forgetting her roots as a dancer at Duke Ellington, Yvonne started a
company choreographing movement for concert choirs called, Got Choralography?
Yvonne’s special brand of choralography is “the marriage classical music, drama and
movement, without sacrificing the choral sound”. Her choral ballets have been
performed around the world, contributing to several top honors.
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Yvonne Farrow, resident choralographer, Sing A Mile High International Children’s Choral Festival

My aspiration was initially to become an actor, but in graduate school I discovered I had
a talent for playwriting. As an acting major trying to fulfill the requirements for
graduation, I had to present myself in a performance piece and write a thesis about it—a
blending of artist and scholar. I knew something about this from my time at Duke
Ellington. I decided that, instead of using an existing play for my performance piece, I
would try my hand at writing a play myself and in the process, discovered I not only had
a talent for playwriting, but had written a piece for my “type”. Back then there were no
roles for black women as doctors or lawyers, much less as a mistress of the President of
the United States. Our casting choices were limited to long-suffering welfare mothers,
prostitutes, drug addicts, maids, mammies and gun-toting mamas!
My Master of Arts thesis project was a play called Homegirl, and a subsequent
production in Los Angeles marked the debut of my sister and me as a producing team
with our own company, Twinbiz™. I not only wrote, but directed the piece and Yvonne,
who had become a professional actress by then, played the leading role. The play was a
hit, and kept getting extended. It garnered me an NAACP Theatre Award nomination
for “Best Playwright” and I have been writing, as well as directing, ever since. I donated
a copy of the published play, Autobiography of a Homegirl, to the Ellington library
when I visited the school. At that same visit I was very honored to be invited by Mike
Malone to speak to a group of students he was teaching in the theatre department at that
time.
I must confess however, that I never feel as alive as when I am on stage performing. I
discovered this feeling again in recent years on the other side of the footlights,
performing my own one-woman show. Bridge to Baraka, tells the story of Yvette X
who, emboldened by the 1960’s Black Arts Movement, stakes her claim as a female
16

© 2017 by Yvette Heyliger
REVISED November 28, 2018

dramatist coming of age during the ongoing fight for parity for women in the American
Theatre. The play empowers artists of all stripes to tell their own stories their own way,
and to get those stories to the masses “by any means necessary.” As you might expect,
some of the experiences I have described as a theatre student at Duke Ellington found
their way into the script!

Yvette Heyliger as YVETTE X in Bridge to Baraka
Photo: Kena Betancur

I believe playwriting to be my calling and the mission of Twinbiz—to write, direct and
produce artistic works which seek to educate, entertain and serve, with a special focus
on using the performing arts as a tool for social change—is a reflection of this calling. As
I think back on my time in Duke Ellington’s theatre department, I realized that Glenda
planted a seed in me—a desire to know, to understand, and to own the struggles of Black
peoples. Never having formerly studied playwriting until much later in life, I had to
figure out how to put that struggle on the stage one reading, one workshop, and one
production at a time. For this reason, I am so proud my plays have been published in
the collection, What a Piece of Work Is Man! Full-Length Plays for Leading Women,
and I have donated copies to the theatre department and Ellington library.
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The Duke Ellington School of the Arts today.
(Source: Official Facebook Page)

“What is Our Fight Today?”
After our talk with the theatre students concluded, a young female student asked me, “It
seems as if you all had a lot to fight for back then. What is our fight as students of Duke
Ellington today?” Her question was very profound. I did not have an answer in that
moment, but after reflection I would say, the fight is against mediocrity and for
excellence. We now live in a world where mediocrity is celebrated, applauded, even
expected. Duke Ellington raised the bar (and in some cases set the bar) for all of us,
establishing a standard which has, at its core, discipline in the pursuit of your craft. We
learned to be bar-setters, to strive for artistic excellence, academic achievement, and as
an unexpected bonus, active citizenship. This is the foundation upon which my life
stands.
For Yvonne and me, activism became a part of our adult lives and led naturally to an
interest in more active civic engagement by working to help re-elect the first African
American president, Barak Obama. We both became Obama Fellows in 2012. After
Obama’s re-election, Yvonne was asked to work on the mayoral campaign of then
councilman, Eric Garcetti. This led initially to a job in the Mayor’s Office of the City of
Los Angeles for Yvonne who presently works for the Department of Cultural Affairs.
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Yvonne, Field Organizer for the Eric Garcetti for Mayor Campaign, South LA office.

For yours truly, it led to a second organizing fellowship with Organizing for Action
working on the hot-button issues of our day like gun violence prevention, immigration
reform, affordable health care and women’s issues. I continue serving as a citizen-artist,
educator and volunteer leader in New York City and by extension, the nation.

Yvette talks to a NY1 reporter during an Anti-Gun Violence Walk in New York City.

I believe that if we all participate in active citizenship wherever we live, doing whatever
we can do to make a difference, it all adds up and makes a big impact. So, on the
occasion of the 40th anniversary year of the first all-Ellington graduating class, and in
this era of “Make American Great Again”—an era which threatens to turn back the clock
on the hard-won progress for social justice that has been made in this country—my
response would be different. To the question, “What is our fight as students of Duke
Ellington School of the Arts today?” my answer would be this: “Resist by reclaiming our
tradition of activism”.
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As young student-artists at Duke Ellington, we didn’t shy from the fight. We embraced
it! As citizens, we have a dog in the fight to protect the hard-won legislative
achievements of the past, while looking to create new and better laws benefitting all
Americans for future generations to come. As black theatre artists we can draw from a
rich history of activism. We can choose to participate in the resistance by creating
“protest art”—that is, theatre, music, dance or visual art which is created or produced by
activists or social movements in response to the current events of the day and which
both extends to and includes the masses in its message and creation.
I am a self-described lifelong theatre-artist-turned-activist who seeks to merge artistic
action with civic action, and am proud to hold that as a personal goal. Those formative
years at Duke Ellington School of the Arts gave birth to my activist roots and awakened
in me the courage to fight the good fight. Additionally, I learned about the importance
of honoring our past and our ancestors—those who have come before and paved the
way—and to offer our efforts to the memory of our ancestors. And so…
I give thanks for the founding administrators, faculty and staff—both living and
deceased—of the first school of the arts to grace the DC public school system.
I give thanks for Glenda Dickerson who gave to us in the theatre program—and by
extension what Duke Ellington School of the Arts gave to its students—our very own
black selves. Though we may not have been aware of it at that time, I have no doubt
that this gift is what empowered us to rise to the occasion and fight for the future of
our school.
I give thanks for Ed Love who unwittingly gave us “protest art” in the form of Osiris,
Isis and Horus, who stood as symbols of inspiration for our fight.
I give thanks for Mike Malone—the embodiment of creativity, tolerance, inclusion,
artistic excellence and showmanship.
I give thanks for Peggy Cooper Cafritz—Mike proposed the idea for an arts school to
her and she had the audaciousness and tenacity to make it happen. After hearing of
Peggy’s recent passing, I imagined the ancestors calling her home with their African
drumming. I imagine that Glenda, Mike, Ed and others, heard the drumming and ran
down the gold paved streets of heaven to greet Peggy at the Pearly Gates.
And finally, I give thanks for composer, pianist, and jazz orchestra leader, Duke
Ellington who once characterized his piano playing as “dreaming.” He said, “I got a
million dreams.” I like to think of his namesake, Duke Ellington School of the Arts, as a
music staff, and we—the past, present and future students—are the notes written on
that staff composing his greatest work.
We must be resolved to honor our ancestors’ sacrosanct dreams with artistic excellence,
scholastic achievement, and civic engagement.
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Mike Malone, Glenda Dickerson and Kenneth Daugherty
Photo Credit: Bruce Hassell

Peggy Cooper Cafritz
Photo Credit: The Washington Post

☺☹
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For Your Information
The 1977 Duke Ellington School of the Arts yearbook can be found at
www.classmates.com.

This article is dedicated to my sister,
Andrea Erwin (1960 – 2018)
Duke Ellington School of the Arts, Class of 1978
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