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Biographical Description for The
HistoryMakers® Video Oral History
with Elma Lewis

person

Lewis, elma
Alternative Names: elma Lewis;

Life Dates: september 15, 1921-January 1, 2004

Place of Birth: Boston, Massachusetts, UsA

Residence: roxbury, Massachusetts

Occupations: Theater Chief executive

Biographical Note

Museum chief executive elma Lewis was born september 15, 1921, in Boston to
immigrant parents from the West Indies. Lewis devoted a lifetime to bringing culture
into the lives of Boston's African American community. Lewis attended public schools
in Boston and went to emerson College to earn a B.A. in 1943. she received an M.ed.
from Boston University in 1944.

After completing her education, Lewis taught dance, drama and speech therapy, and in
1950 she founded the elma Lewis school of Fine Arts. The school was established to
meet the cultural and artistic needs of the African American community in Boston.
Lewis developed a comprehensive program teaching dance, drama, art, music and
costume design. Twenty-five students enrolled on the first day of school. In 1966,
Lewis founded playhouse in the park, a summer theater program that featured
performers such as Duke ellington. Two years later, Lewis founded the national Center
of Afro-American Artists, an umbrella organization that included the school, jazz and
classical orchestras, a chorus, a dance troupe and a museum.

In 1981, Lewis was the recipient of a MacArthur Foundation Fellowship for her
dedicated work in the arts, and in 1983 president ronald reagan presented her the
presidential Medal for the Arts. Although the elma Lewis school of Fine Arts closed in
1990, many of Lewis' pupils have gone on to well-established careers in entertainment
while others have opened up schools of their own. Lewis continues to be active with the
nCAAA and is active with a number of other organizations as well. she is a trustee and
life member of pBs station,WGBH, having been involved with it for forty years. she
was also an active member of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston for forty years as well
as a trustee of the Massachusetts College of Art. Lewis has received more than 400
awards in her lifetime and twenty-eight honorary degrees.
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Related Entries

Boston Latin Academy [sTuDENTOf]
[from ? to ?]

Roxbury Memorial High school [sTuDENTOf]
[from ? to ?]

Emerson College [sTuDENTOf]
[from ? to ?]

B.L.I.

Asa Gray school [sTuDENTOf]
[from ? to ?]

Hammond school [sTuDENTOf]
[from ? to ?]

Boston university [sTuDENTOf]
[from ? to ?]

M.Ed.

Harriet Tubman House [EMPLOyEEOf]
[from ? to ?]

Elma Lewis school of fine Arts [EMPLOyEEOf]
[from 1950 to ?]

founder

Playhouse in the Park [EMPLOyEEOf]
[from 1966 to ?]

founder

National Center of Afro-American Artists [EMPLOyEEOf]
[from 1968 to ?]

Artistic Director

st. Cyprian’s Protestant Episcopal Church [MEMBEROf]
[from ? to ?]

Member

universal Negro Improvement Association [MEMBEROf]
[from ? to ?]
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