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“I was either going to be a passive stand-
by and complain, or I was going to do 
something about it. I decided I would 

start my own theater company, with the 
mission of eradicating racism and telling 

the truth about who we are” 

– 2012 for New City Stage with Ella Christoph
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TONIGHT’S PROGRAM
Lyle Miller	 Welcome to the 
	 Black Ensemble Theater

Ugochi Nwaogwugwu	 About the Fuller Award

Ron OJ Parson	 Emcee

Haki R. Madhubuti and 
Dr. Carol D. Lee (Safisha Madhubuti)	 Presenters

Lydia R. Diamond	 Presenter

Daryl D. Brooks	 Presenter

Tynea Wright	 Statue Presentation

Jackie Taylor	 Accepting the Fuller Award

Harvey Young and Jackie Taylor	 In Conversation

Maya Schnake	 Our Literary Partners and 		
	 Community

AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION SURVEY
We would be grateful for your thoughts 
about tonight’s ceremony, so that we can 
anticipate the future needs of our audience 
and continue to make all of our programs 
stronger. It takes only about two minutes to 
complete. Please scan the QR code and you 
can do it right on your phone or computer.
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THE FULLER AWARD
By Valya Dudycz Lupescu 

“The Fuller” is awarded by the Chicago Literary Hall of Fame to a Chicago author 
who has made an outstanding lifetime contribution to literature. The tradition 
began in 2012, when the CLHOF honored Gene Wolfe at Sanfilippo Estate in 
Barrington. Jackie Taylor will be our 18th honoree. These ceremonies have been 
held in various institutions, including the American Writers Museum, Harold 
Washington Library Center, National Hellenic Museum, National Museum of 
Mexican Art, Newberry Library, The Poetry Foundation, Chopin Theatre, and 
tonight’s host, Black Ensemble Theater. With the passing of Wolfe in 2019 and 
Harry Mark Petrakis in 2021, the CLHOF established a policy of elevating all 
deceased Fuller Award winners to induction status, pending board approval. 
Harriette Gillem Robinet joined our historical canon at an induction ceremony 
earlier this year. 

The Fuller Legacy: A Quick Look at a Literary Pioneer 

The award was inspired by the literary contribution of 2017 CLHOF inductee 
Henry Blake Fuller, one of Chicago’s earliest novelists and author of The Cliff-
Dwellers and With the Procession. Both novels use the rapidly developing city of 
Chicago as their setting and are considered by many to be the earliest examples 
of American realism. Theodore Dreiser called With the Procession the first piece 
of American realism that he had encountered and considered it the best of the 
school, even during the days of his own prominence. There are additional layers 
of meaning to the word “fuller.” A fuller is also a tool used to form metal when it’s 
hot, an important part of building and a nice metaphor for Chicago, home to the 
“First Chicago School” of architecture that rose up from the ashes of the Chicago 
Fire of 1871. Between 1872 and 1879, more than ten thousand construction 
permits were issued. Chicago emerged as a resilient city that took risks and 
made bold decisions—using iron and steel to frame its buildings, giving rise to 
the world’s first skyscraper. The fuller was one such tool that made it happen, a 
symbol of possibility and perseverance. Inspired by the sleek lines and Art Deco 
style of Chicago sculptor John Bradley Storrs, whose sculpture Ceres is on top 
of the Board of Trade building, the award statue for the Fuller was based on 
Hephaestus, the Greek god of the blacksmith’s fire and patron of all craftsmen. 
According to legend, Hephaestus was the only god who worked, and he was 
honored for having taught mankind that work is noble and one should excel at 
his or her craft. The patron of artists and craftsmen, he seemed a fitting symbol to 
capture the spirit of excellence embodied by the Chicago Literary Hall of Fame’s 
Fuller Award. 
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Ron Swanson, Jr., who created the Fuller Award statue, is the founder and 
owner of R.E. Sculpture, Inc. Over the course of his career, Ron has worked on 
large sculptures, including public figures as part of an artist group at Friends 
of Community Public Art in Joliet. He has also worked on many original toy 
prototypes and various licensed character sculpts. 

www.resculpture.net

2025 Fuller Award Selection Committee
Linda Bubon
Yolanda Nieves
Ugochi Nwaogwugwu
Keehnen Owens
Patricia Smith

Past Fuller Award Recipients
Gene Wolfe (2012)
Harry Mark Petrakis (2014)
Haki Madhubuti (2015)
Rosellen Brown (2016)
Angela Jackson (2018)
Stuart Dybek (2018)
Sara Paretsky (2019)
Sterling Plumpp (2019)
Sandra Cisneros (2021)
Reginald Gibbons (2021)
Luis Alberto Urrea (2021)
Ana Castillo (2022)
Rick Kogan (2022)
Harriette Gillem Robinet (2023)
Scott Turow (2023)
Patricia Smith (2024)
Alex Kotlowitz (2024)
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BIBLIOGRAPHY
SELECTED WORKS
The Other Cinderella (1976): A reimagining of the classic fairy tale set in an 
African American community, blending humor, soul, and empowerment

Doo Wop Shoo Bop (1995, co-written with Jimmy Tillman): A vibrant musical 
tribute to the doo-wop era celebrating groups like The Platters, The Chantels, 
and The Flamingos

Great Women of Gospel (1996): A tribute to the legendary female voices who 
shaped gospel music and inspired generations through their faith, artistry, 
and activism

The Jackie Wilson Story (2000): A musical biography of the legendary soul 
singer featuring his hits and personal struggles

The Marvin Gaye Story (2001): Chronicles his life and music, exploring his 
genius and tragic end

I Am Who I Am: The Story of Teddy Pendergrass (2002): A tribute to the R&B 
icon, focusing on his rise, accident, and legacy

Don’t Make Me Over: The Story of Dionne Warwick (2003): Celebrates her 
career and influence, with performances of her greatest hits

Don’t Shed a Tear: The Billie Holiday Story (2004): A poignant look and her 
life, music, and the pain behind the voice

At Last: A Tribute to Etta James (2005): Honors the powerhouse vocalist with 
dramatized scenes and musical performances

The Hootchie Cootchie Man: Muddy Waters (2006, co-written with Jimmy 
Tillman): A blues-soaked tribute, tracing his influence on American music

All in Love is Fair (2007): A romantic drama infused with soul music, 
examining love’s complexities

Precious Lord Take My Hand (2008): A spiritual and musical journey through 
gospel traditions and African American faith

Somebody Say Amen (2009): A gospel-infused play that explores redemption 
and community healing

Sounds So Sweet (2010): A celebration of doo-wop and early R&B harmonies

The Curtis Mayfield Story (2012): A tribute to the socially conscious soul 
legend
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The One Hit Wonders (2013): A musical review of artists who had brief but 
memorable success

Women of Soul (2014): Celebrates female soul icons like Aretha Franklin, 
Gladys Knight, and Chaka Khan

Ain’t No Crying the Blues: In Memory of Howlin’ Wolf (2015): A gritty tribute 
to the blues legend

The BlackWhite Love Play (2015): Tells the story of Chicago film critic Roger 
Ebert and his longtime wife and love, Chaz

My Brother’s Keeper (2016): A dramatic exploration of family, loyalty, and 
redemption

Style and Grace: In Tribute to Lena Horne (2017): Honors her elegance and 
activism  

Sammy: A Tribute to Sammy Davis Jr. (2018): A dazzling musical biography of 
the Rat Pack icon

Legends the Musical: A Tribute to the Greats (2019): A revue-style celebration 
of multiple Black music legends

Elvis Presley Was a Black Man Named Joe (2025): Explores the parallels 
between Elvis Presley and the experiences of Black artists and communities, 
especially in relation to Jackie Taylor and her little brother Joe

FILM CREDITS
Cooley High (1975)
Losing Isaiah (1995)
Hoodlum (1997)
Barbershop 2: Back in Business (2004)
Imperfect Sky (2015)
Chi-Raq (2015)

TELEVISION CREDITS
The Big Spin (1985–2003), TV series

The Father Clements Story (1987), TV movie

To Sir, with Love II (1996), TV movie

Early Edition (1996), TV series

Off-Loop, On Stage (2004), documentary

Unsung Hollywood (2014), documentary series

Legacy Leaders of Color Video Project (2017), documentary series
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SELECTED AWARDS & RECOGNITIONS
Joseph Jefferson Award Nomination (1984): For her supporting role in the 
play A Raisin in the Sun performed at the Goodman Theatre

Joseph Jefferson Award Nomination (1995): In the category New Work for 
the play Doo Wop Shoo Bop performed at the Black Ensemble Theater 

Joseph Jefferson Award (1996): In the category Director of a Revue for the 
play Great Women of Gospel performed at the Black Ensemble Theater

Jackie Taylor Day in Illinois (2009): Declared by Governor Pat Quinn in 
recognition of her legacy and contributions to the arts and community

Jackie Taylor Street (2009): Beacon Street in Chicago named Honorary Jackie 
Taylor Street in recognition of her influence on the City’s cultural landscape

Rosetta LeNoire Award (2010): Given by Actors’ Equity for “outstanding 
artistic contributions to the universality of the human experience in American 
Theater”

Honorary Doctorate Degree (2012): PhD in Arts and Humanities conferred by 
DePaul University in recognition of her artistic and educational impact

Chicagoan of the Year (2012): Named by Chicago Magazine for her cultural 
leadership, artistic innovation, and impact

100 Women to Watch (2012): Honored by Today’s Chicago Woman Magazine 
for her visionary work in theater and education

Women of Excellence Honoree (2013): Recognized by Chicago Defender for 
her achievements and community leadership

50 People Who Really Perform in Chicago (2013): Featured in New City Stage 
Magazine for her behind-the-scenes influence and impact

Top 50 Performers in Chicago (2014): Named by New City for her theatrical 
innovation and creative output

Lifetime Achievement Award (2018): Awarded by the League of Chicago 
Theaters for her decades of work in theater and arts education

Leaders for a New Chicago Award (2020): Given by the Field Foundation 
(in partnership with the MacArthur Foundation) for driving transformative 
change through art, justice, and storytelling

Fuller Award (2025): Presented by the Chicago Literary Hall of Fame for her 
lifetime contributions as a playwright and cultural leader
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LEADERSHIP ROLES
CEO and Artistic Director of the Black Ensemble Theater, which she 
founded in 1976

President of the African American Arts Alliance, nurturing Black artists and 
institutions

Board Member of Betty Shabazz International Schools, supporting 
culturally grounded education for youth

Spearheading Free To BE, a major community development initiative aimed 
at transforming the neighborhood around the Black Ensemble Theater into a 
vibrant cultural corridor

“Black Ensemble Theater provides that outlet where you feel loved—
you do feel part of a community, you do feel honored, 

and you do feel respected.”

– 2023 for American Theater with Crystal L. Paul
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TONIGHT’S PARTICIPANTS
Daryl D. Brooks is a Chicago based director, writer and 
producer. Daryl has been with the Black Ensemble Theater for 
over 20 years, and is currently the Producing Managing Director.

His musical revue, You Can’t Fake the Funk: A Journey Through 
Funk Music, premiered at Black Ensemble Theater and earned 

him an African American Arts Award, Black Theater Alliance Award, and 
the Joseph Jefferson Award for Best Musical/Revue. His production Men of 
Soul also received multiple awards and nominations, including the Chicago 
Broadway World nomination for Best Director for a Musical/Revue, a Jeff Award 
Nomination for Best Director of a Review, and was selected for production at 
the National Black Theater Festival.

Daryl is a proud member of the Sarah Siddons Artistic Council, and a board 
member of Season of Concern. In 2019, Daryl received the Chicago Defender’s 
Men of Excellence Award for building diversity and equity within the Chicago 
theater community. He was also named one of Newcity Stage’s 50 Players in 
Chicago in 2022 and 2024. His most important role to date is being a father to 
his wonderful, TikTok-loving daughter Maya!

Lydia R. Diamond is a nationally recognized playwright, 
professor, and writer based out of Chicago, Illinois. She is known 
for her numerous plays about the lives and experiences of 
Black individuals as well as for her current work as an associate 
professor at the University of Illinois Chicago.

Born in Detroit, Michigan, Diamond grew up in a family that promoted both 
creativity and curiosity, leading to her B.A. of Theatre and Performance Studies 
at Northwestern University. She went on to write numerous plays, most notably: 
The Bluest Eye (an adaptation of Toni Morrison’s novel), Toni Stone, and Stick Fly.

Dr. Carol D. Lee (Safisha Madhubuti) is the Tarry Professor 
Emerita in the School of Education and Social Policy and African-
American Studies at Northwestern University. She is President 
of the National Academy of Education, a past president of 
the American Educational Research Association, AERA’s past 
representative to the World Educational Research Association, 

past vice-president of Division G of AERA, past president of the National 
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Conference on Research in Language and Literacy, and past co-chair of the 
Research Assembly of the National Council of Teachers of English. She is a 
member of the National Academy of Education, a fellow of AERA, the National 
Conference on Research in Language and Literacy, the International Society of 
the Learning Sciences, a former fellow at the Center for Advanced Studies in the 
Behavioral Sciences, a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 
and the Reading Hall of Fame.

She is a founder of 3 African centered schools in Chicago spanning a 50 year 
history. Her research addresses cultural supports for learning that include a 
broad ecological focus, with attention to language and literacy and African-
American youth. Her career spans 58 years, having taught high school, primary 
school and at community college before entering Northwestern University.

Haki R. Madhubuti, poet and scholar, has been one of the 
primary architects of the Black Arts Movement.  As a writer, 
publisher, editor, educator and activist, he has been a pivotal 
figure in the development of a strong Black literary tradition. 
His third book, Don’t Cry, Scream! (1969) with an introduction 
by Gwendolyn Brooks, was a sensational hit selling over 75,000 

copies during its first year of publication. He has published more than 37 books, 
including 14 books of poetry.  He is considered one of the world’s best-selling 
authors of poetry and non-fiction. His poetry and essays have been published 
in more than 100 anthologies and journals.  He has given poetry readings and 
conducted workshops in thousands of community cultural centers, libraries, 
bookstores, colleges, and universities in over 38 states and on four continents.

He has been a leading architect, proponent and supporter of independent 
Black institutions.  He founded Third World Press (1967) and Third World Press 
Foundation (2002).  He is a founder of the Institute of Positive Education/New 
Concept School (1969), and a cofounder of Betty Shabazz International Charter 
School (1998), and Barbara A. Sizemore Middle School (2005), all of which are 
located in Chicago and are still operating.

An award-winning poet, he is also the recipient of  National Endowment for 
the Arts and National Endowment for the Humanities fellowships, the American 
Book Award, Illinois Arts Council Award, and Studs Terkel Humanities Service 
Award among many others. In 2009, he was named one of the “Ebony Power 
150: Most Influential Blacks in America” for education (for the 2nd time).  In 2015 
he received the Fuller Award for lifetime achievement from the Chicago Literary 
Hall of Fame.
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Lyle Miller has been a professional entertainer for 30 years. He 
has appeared in over sixty productions at Black Ensemble 
Theater alone, as well as on several TV shows and in films. Lyle is 
also a web developer, content creator and video editor.

Ugochi Nwaogwugwu is a multidisciplinary creative. An 
internationally renowned poet, singer, writer, poetry instructor 
and founder of Spirit Speaks, Inc., Ugochi has executive 
produced, written and co-arranged three album projects; African 
Buttafly, A.S.E. (Afro Soul Effect) and Love Shot. Chicago Music 
Awards named Ugochi and her band African Soul Ensemble 

(A.S.E.) Best African Entertainer in 2005, 2022 and 2023. Her poems have been 
published in Storm Between Two Fingers and Too Young, Too Loud, Too Different, 
both international anthologies released in the UK; Golden Shovel Anthology, 
(honoring Gwendolyn Brooks), The Eternal Year of African People, and Wherever 
I’m At, released nationwide. 

Ugochi is a beloved member of her poetry community in Chicago and a member 
of Malika’s Poetry Kitchen in London, England. Ugochi has created an original 
pan-African poetry form called “Ike,” (pronounced EE-kay), paying homage to 
her Igbo heritage of Nigeria and fostering Black/African appreciation worldwide. 
She has written newsworthy blogs and essays for publication including Not My 
President, published by Third World Press in 2017. She released her first book of 
poetry & prose entitled Seasons of Separation (S.O.S.), An Igbo Family Tale, in 
2023. In addition, Ugochi is a playwright, activist, Treasurer of the Association 
for the Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM) and Recording Academy 
Chicago Chapter Governor.

Ron OJ Parson, director and artist, hails from Buffalo New York, 
and is a graduate of the University of Michigan’s Professional 
Theatre program. He is currently a resident artist at the Tony 
Award winning Court Theatre, as well as being the co-founder 
and former artistic director of Onyx Theatre Ensemble of 
Chicago. He is also the co-founder and co-director of Ripe 
ManGo Productions.

Among a long list of directing credits, Parson’s recent additions include his work 
on The Lion in Winter, Arsenic and Old Lace, and Two Trains Running at Court 
Theatre, Toni Stone at Goodman, Trouble in Mind at TimeLine Theatre, Relentless 
with both TimeLine and Goodman, and The Reclamation of Madison Hemings at 
Indiana Repertory Theatre. He has worked in theaters across the country and 
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in 2022 was named Chicagoan of the Year for Theatre by the Chicago Tribune.

Parson has worked with Jackie Taylor at the Black Ensemble Theater, as well as 
in the re-introduction of the Black Arts and Cultural Alliance of Chicago in 1997. 
Parson is also a proud member of the AEA, SAG-AFTRA, and SDC. 

Maya Schnake joined the American Writers Museum in August 
2023 as the marketing & creative associate. She graduated from 
Northwestern University with a degree in theatre. As an actor, 
Maya has worked with Subtext Studio Theatre Co., Definition 
Theatre, and Shattered Globe Theatre, among others.

Tynea Wright, a longtime financial representative, is the only 
daughter of Jackie Taylor. Born and raised on Chicago’s North 
Side, Tynea is the mother of Tayden McGown, Jackie’s grandson.

Harvey Young  is Dean of the College of Fine Arts at Boston 
University, where he also holds appointments as Professor of 
English, Theatre Arts, and African American & Black Diaspora 
Studies. An expert on the performing arts and an arts advocate, 
he is the author/editor of ten books, most recently  Theater 
and Human Flourishing  (Oxford University Press, 2023). He has 

appeared on CNN, Good Morning America, NPR, CBC Radio as well as within 
the pages of the New York Times, Washington Post, Boston Globe, and Chicago 
Tribune. 

“Just because we’re in what could be called a catastrophic environment 
right now, we still have to hold on to our beliefs, and those of us who are 
sincere and who believe in the opposite of what’s being perpetuated 
right now have to continue to raise their voice, continue to do what is 
necessary to help that pendulum swing back to some sense of humanity 

and honor and not be based on the ego of crazy people.”

– 2025 for WTTW with Marc Vitali
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WRITING A BETTER WORLD
by Donald G. Evans

Around Black Ensemble Theater, people 
call Jackie Taylor “an alien that never 
sleeps.” This, according to Daryl Brooks, 
who’s known Jackie more than a quarter 
century, since a one-off ushering gig 
turned into a box office job and eventually 
his current role of Producing Managing 
Director.  

“She’s always working, always trying to 
come up with new ideas, always trying to 
implement new things,” Daryl says. “Black 

Ensemble was made with the mission to eradicate racism, through the theater 
arts and community work, and that’s exactly what she’s done.”

Jacqueline Elizabeth Taylor, born on August 10, 1951 in Cook Country Hospital, 
is most recognized as the founder and CEO of Black Ensemble Theater. She’s 
widely adored and revered for building that institution from the ground up, 
and ever expanding the theater’s outreach, in terms of audience, education, and 
community involvement. Along the way, she has been recognized for her talents 
and accomplishments as an actress, director, teacher, and producer. From her 
earliest days, though, Taylor has been a writer. 

In a 2019 Chicago Defender interview, Jackie tells the story of her genesis in 
the theater, and, in a way, as an author. She remembers her kindergarten class 
recreating “a Tom-Thumb wedding.” Jackie, cast as a bridesmaid, had no dialogue. 
She wanted dialogue. So despite the nun’s clear instructions, Jackie waited until 
the bride said, “I do,” before chiming in, “I do, too.” At that tender age, Jackie was 
improvising a better script.

“And the audience just died!” Jackie is quoted as saying. “They just cracked up. So 
I was like ‘ohhh this is great, just great.’ I just loved it, it was the greatest feeling in 
the world, they applauded and they laughed; of course my teacher wasn’t happy 
with what I did. But it was the greatest satisfaction for me I could ever have and I 
sought it ever since.” 
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Jackie spent her first years living on the West Side, until in the second grade her 
family moved to Cabrini-Green Homes, a high-rise Chicago Housing Authority 
project located on the near North Side until its demolition in 2011. As a student 
at St. Joseph Elementary School (then located at 1065 N. Orleans), Jackie 
authored plays, poetry and stories. Sister Celestine encouraged Jackie, who said 
that the nun “recognized my talent, fed my talent, and wouldn’t let me take my 
talent for granted. She expected the best out of me, and in turn I gave the best of 
me.”

Jackie’s youthful efforts, like those of nearly all writers, are now relegated to the 
category of “juvenilia,” and mostly don’t survive. She does, though, remember 
writing a play called The Swinging Wizard of Oz that was perhaps a precursor to 
her more mature work. Jackie’s take on L. Frank Baum’s classic children’s story 
included a lot of African American music, and a Toto who could both talk and 
sing. Jackie penned this play more than a decade before the 1978 film, The Wiz. 

“I think our past exists inside of us,” Jackie said. “When we’re born, something 
is there, in every human being. My passion was writing, and is writing. And it 
stayed with me all these many years.”

Jackie had two sisters and three brothers, but all except Joe were much older and 
on their own by the time the family made the move to Cabrini. Jackie’s mother 
Lucille Taylor and her father Gus Taylor, a piano player, were often separated 
during her formative years. Her mother was Jackie’s major influence. Lucille 
Taylor was “very intellectual,” according to Jackie, and kept folders of her writing 
in a closet in that childhood apartment. “I was too young to understand or read 
her writing, but she was writing all the time,” Jackie says. 

Early on, as now, Jackie did not limit her artistic expression to writing. Though 
recognized with a gold statue for her writing while barely a teenager, Jackie 
thought of herself as an actress and was already trying her hand at directing. 

“When I started a theatre, I wasn’t thinking about an institution. But as 
I grew older, I realized this had to go beyond me and my lifetime. I’m 
hoping that one day our board of directors will say, ‘That mission 
that we have to eradicate racism—what does that mean? We’re so 
beyond that. How can we make this relevant now?’ That’s my dream.”

– 2012 for Chicago Magazine with Gina Bazer
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Jackie would write a script, “and the teacher would allow me to take some kids 
from the classroom and whatever I wrote, we would put on plays. I would be the 
director, and the writer, and sometimes I would put myself in it and be an actor, 
too.”

This, of course, established a pattern that not only continued but accelerated as 
Jackie gained traction in the theater-arts world. 

“The words we use today are multi-hyphenated: actor-producer-director-
composer,” says Harvey Young, Dean of Boston University’s College of Fine 
Arts and an expert on the performing and visual arts. “That is the aspiration 
for all young artists today, to be entrepreneurial and multi-hyphenated, to do 
it all. Jackie is the role model for all that work. She has the experience of being 
an actress, but when we talk about Jackie…she’s a businesswoman, a writer, a 
marketing whiz, a producer. She has this wealth of talent that can accomplish 
everything. She’s kind of like Prince. Prince played every instrument on his 
albums, he produced the songs, he knew what experience he wanted to have for 
people. Jackie is like that. She has that extremely rare mix, she knows what she 
wants, she knows where she’s going, she knows where she wants to take people, 
and she can play all those roles.”

At St. Michael Central High School, located at 48 N. Hudson before it was 
converted to a condominium complex, Jackie was a cheerleader, and wrote and 
starred in plays. Even then, Jackie was an intense listener and eager to learn about 
her world, her art, and the intersection between the two. Jackie earned a B.A. in 
1973 from Loyola University, where she majored in theater with an education 
minor. 

“She was my student at Loyola, when I was acting chair of the program,” said 
Artistic Director Emeritus at Victory Gardens Theater Dennis Zacek. “She was 
one of the few Black students in the program. It was a challenge for her. I 
remember vividly as an actress, she would frequently present the work of white 
authors, people like Arthur Miller. She did a piece from Death of a Salesman; the 
honesty of emotion was so strong, it made it difficult for me to stay in the room. 
She was extraordinary. She was always driven, always wanted to have her own 
company. She started that drive, almost as soon as she left Loyola.”

“Theater was something that was always in me for as long as I can remember”

– 2020 for Picture this Post
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Dennis refers to the dearth of 
opportunities back then for Black 
artists, especially in the theater. 
Jackie, in keeping with her lifelong 
commitment to positivity, never 
dwells on the barriers she surmounted 
enroute to her legendary career. Rather, 
she remembers her nascent efforts in a 
more matter-of-fact manner. 

“I mean, being Black, growing up in Cabrini, you know the environment is 
limited, that there are very stringent boundaries,” she says. “I didn’t think about 
what I couldn’t do at all. I did not stop at boundaries. I did not allow for anybody 
to determine what I was going to do. When I auditioned for different plays, I 
wasn’t looking for Black or white characters, I was looking for a human center 
that the soul can experience, and we all have experiences, whether we recognize 
them or not, that connects with our souls, that connects with our past.” Jackie 
performed Death of a Salesman, A Streetcar Named Desire, and Medea, among 
other plays. “I did work that touched my heart. I didn’t think about it in terms of 
color.” 

That same year Jackie graduated from Loyola, she began working with Free Street 
Theater. Soon after, Jackie got her first film break in 1975’s Cooley High. Barely 
removed from her student acting days, Jackie was already doing impressive 
work with impressive people. She worked with film industry luminaries like 
Sidney Poitier, Vanessa Williams, Lawrence-Hilton Jacobs, Ice Cube, Laurence 
Fishburne, and Michael Schultz. 

“It was like having some money, it was like having income,” Jackie says. 
“Free Street Theater was a wonderful learning ground. We entertained in 
communities that had never even seen a Black person. We entertained in all Black 
communities, but we also entertained in all white communities. We entertained 
in Hispanic communities. We ran the gambit. Having that exposure at such a 
young age was wonderful.”

Jackie’s line about having money is literal and metaphorical. She was compensated 
as a working actress, but also banking all that experience. Over and over in 
conversations with those close to Jackie, you hear about her ability to internalize 
experience. She has the rare ability to incorporate lessons from many parts of her 
life into a unique, relentless vision for her own artistic career. 
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Still incredibly young, Jackie won parts in productions at many storied Chicago 
institutions, such as the Goodman Theater, the Organic Theater and Victory 
Gardens Theater, as well as Hollywood films such as Cooley High. But Jackie 
wanted different stories, better stories, stories with more resonance to her own 
life and vision. 

“Jackie has many traits that have been impactful in her work,” says BET Board 
Chair, Andrea Zopp. “She is a visionary. Our mission at BET is to eradicate 
racism. And Jackie is very serious about that being the goal. She knows that when 
people share their stories, ignorance and distrust, which underscore racism, fade. 
She sees the best in people, even when they don’t see it in themselves, and is able 
to help them be excellent.”

“The Black exploitation that was out in the 70s was horrible,” says Jackie. “It 
glorified drugs, it glorified gangs, and it was very violent; it’s still violent today. 
The messages that it sent about Black people were demoralizing. And I wanted 
to make a difference. I didn’t want to sit by on the sideline. So that was one of the 
major reasons why I decided I would start a theater, a theater with the mission to 
eradicate racism.” An unoccupied space at 1429 N. Wells Street became the first 
home of Black Ensemble Theater in 1976. 

Now, Jackie needed to write the stories that would be told, and from the opening 
of the Black Ensemble Theater, to the construction of its own permanent space 
in 2011, through to the plans for major expansion, Jackie did just that.  She has 
written more than a hundred plays, nearly two a year, which would be incredibly 
prolific for any author but almost impossible for a woman investing so much time 
in so many other areas of expertise.  

Jackie’s characters have had a lot to say. Her first play, The Other Cinderella, 
premiered in 1976 as Black Ensemble Theater’s inaugural production. It has 
since become a classic, on par with the Goodman’s A Christmas Carol and Joffrey 
Ballet’s The Nutcracker, a much-anticipated and enjoyed holiday tradition. Jackie’s 
take on the original story is about self-confidence, as much as hope and love. It is 
set in the all-welcoming Kingdom of Other! There is the familiar ball to help the 
Prince find a bride, but when the kids from the “hood” do their bit, or the Fairy 
God-Mama enters the stage, or when we hear an inside-the-Black community 
joke, we know we’re going to a much different Disneyland.

Muddy Waters: The Hoochie Coochie Man, co-written with drummer Jimmy 
Tillman, premiered in 1984, a year after the musician most responsible for the 
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Chicago blues sound passed away. Doo Wop Shoo Bop, 1995, tells the stories of 
some famous 50s-era doo-wop singers but also delves into the lives of Chicago 
male groups such as the Flamingos and El Dorados. The Jackie Wilson Story, 
first produced in 2000, looks back on the life of the iconic singer’s addictive but 
vibrant life. All in Love is Fair, a 2007 musical set in the fictional town of Love, 
Illinois, celebrates romance. The BlackWhite Love Play from 2015 tells the story of 
Chicago film critic Roger Ebert and his longtime wife and love, Chaz, who wrote 
on RogerEbert.com that she was “stunned” at the playwright’s ability to recreate 
dialogue. In 2018’s Rick Stone: The Blues Man, Jackie recast her real-life friend, 
who also grew up in the Cabrini-Green public housing projects and starred 
in Cooley High, as a fictional night club owner.

Chicagoans like Curtis Mayfield have been the subject of Jackie’s musical 
biographies, but so too have many others, like Billy Holiday, Marvin Gaye, and 
Dionne Warwick. She’s written about institutions like Stax Records. 

“There are a hundred of these plays and musicals,” says Harvey Young. “The 
format works because it’s so identifiable. Jackie has a manner of storytelling 
that lets the audience walk through someone’s life and to see their struggles and 
ultimately to find something redeeming to take home with them. It’s a feeling that 
she creates. It’s almost like a painting, in terms of her body of work. If you see one 
stroke or one dot, you’re not sure what it is, but if you step back you can really 

“Music already crosses cultural boundaries and binds us together. 
Dance is also a binder and sets the tone while enhancing the story. 
These are trademarks of the Black Ensemble Theater wrapped in the 
arms of Excellence.” 

– 2020 for Picture this Post
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appreciate her vision. It’s a vision that understands that theater is about people 
coming together to share an experience; it’s a vision that understands that music 
is a glue that connects; it’s a vision that understands that those individual strokes 
or stories can be captivating, and once people have a wonderful experience, they 
want to have another. Very few people have had that level of consistency with 
their work. It’s all targeted for the community she’s cultivated. To think there are 
people who have watched Jackie’s plays for four decades--it’s pretty amazing. You 
can’t say that about anybody else.”

Perhaps the most personal of Jackie’s plays is also one of her most recent. Elvis 
Presley Was a Black Man Named Joe is a story built on Jackie’s memory of her little 
brother, who was 30 when he was killed by a drunk driver. As children, Jackie 
and Joe went often to watch Elvis Presley movies at the Windsor, after which her 
brother would sing the tunes from Kissin’ Cousins, or Love Me Tender, or Spinout. 
Jackie’s office today is filled with Elvis Presley memorabilia.

“Every time I hear an Elvis Presley song, what comes to my mind is my brother, 
and what we were doing when that song came out, and how that movie that the 
song was in impacted our lives,” Jackie says. “Holding onto Elvis Presley is like 
holding on to my little brother.”

Jackie’s output as a writer cannot be underestimated, especially when you factor 
in that each script is just the start of the entire production process, each part of 

“There are always lessons 
to be learned from looking 
back. But I’m not gonna live 
in the past. I’m not gonna 
beat myself up. I’m too 
wonderful for that.” 

– 2019 for Chicago Magazine
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which Jackie often oversees. “It can take me a week, it can take me two weeks, 
it can take me six weeks,” says Jackie of her plays. “When the spirit hits me, I’ll 
write a poem, or if I’m walking outside and I hear a rhythm, I can write a poem. 
If something is coming at me or pushing at me and I need to write about it, I’ll 
write about it. It doesn’t have to be any place in particular, doesn’t have to be any 
particular subject. Inspiration, along with passion. And motivation. Those are my 
three keys.”

This also speaks to Jackie’s work ethic. She does not pause much to reflect upon 
her success, but when she does it’s to marvel at the collaborative process.

“When you’re living it, you don’t give it a name,” she says of her early breakout 
as an actress then theater founder. “I was living day to day. I didn’t call it success: 
I called it work. Theater is all about collaboration. When you see it, it’s the work 
of many, many people, down to the sound that you hear, the lights that you see, 
the sets that change the picture of where you are, the actors, the musicians, the 
designers…a strong production looks seamless. All that collaboration should just 
mesh together to create a reality that takes you in and draws the audience into the 
play, and they become the other part of the collaboration.”

Nobody knows a script better than the actors cast in the play. Those actors, like 
Lyle Miller, need to read the words over and over as they memorize their own 
parts and gain an in-depth understanding of the story’s movements, themes, 
characters, and especially dialogue. “Truth and honesty are always in her scripts,” 
says Lyle, who starred in Joe Tex and played parts in I Am Who I Am: The Story 
of Teddy Pendergrass and Do Wop Shoo Bop. “There’s enough negativity to go 
around, so she showcases some things that are positive. She has a very good way 
with the language.”

“Great writers are simply great storytellers,” says Andrea Zopp. “Jackie is a truly 
great storyteller. She identifies the parts of a particular artist’s story that will be 
most compelling and engaging to an audience and then highlights those parts. 
She focuses on the artists’ humanity, good and bad, not just their talents.” 

Jackie’s both a natural and a trained teacher. It comes through in her writing, but 
also in virtually every other facet of her work. She has a Masters of Education 
from American College of Education, and is currently working on another degree 
and certification, should she decide in the future to create a school. “I’ve been a 
teacher forever and I will always be a teacher, because that’s how I operate,” Jackie 
says.
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Dr. Carol D. Lee (Safisha Madhubuti), Professor Emerita of Education in the 
School of Education and Social Policy and in African American Studies at 
Northwestern University, points out that Jackie’s writing is part of the fabric 
of her larger life’s mission. Jackie has served many organizations in various 
capacities: teaching in the Chicago Public Schools through the Illinois Arts 
Council; as assistant director of special projects for Urban Gateways; as president 
of the African American Arts Alliance; as vice president of the League of Chicago 
Theater; as a consultant to major cultural organizations; and more. Jackie has also 
served on the board of directors for the charter schools Dr. Carol D. Lee (Safisha 
Madhubuti) co-founded, the Betty Shabazz International Charter Schools.

This is a busy year for Jackie and Black Ensemble Theater. As she approaches the 
50th anniversary celebration of her theater, Jackie is working harder than ever to 
secure its future beyond her own time. The days of that tiny storefront theater 
were only the start. Even the 2011 opening of the new theater and cultural center 
at 4450 N. Clark Street, at a cost of nearly $20 million, by some estimates, was not 
nearly the end. BET is now a nationally prominent enterprise known far and wide 
for having created a platform to enhance civic dialogue.

“The work of Black Ensemble Theater is extremely important, particularly with 
the things that are happening today in Chicago, in terms of division,” says Harvey 
Young. “What’s fascinating about Jackie is how she has really sort of centered her 
voice as being quite unique, and she’s created a whole physical location for it. She 
literally built a building to house her words; that is something that few people can 
say. Jackie has a firm, immovable vision of racial equity in all her work.”

Donald G. Evans is the author of a novel and story collection, as well as the 
editor of two anthologies of Chicago literature, most recently Wherever I’m At: 
An Anthology of Chicago Poetry. He is the Founding Executive Director of the 
Chicago Literary Hall of Fame. 

“We as human beings are so 
much more alike than we 

are different. When we come 
together, live together and create 

together, that we are the same.”

– 2023 for Block Club Chicago 
with Joe Ward
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CELEBRATING AN ICON
by Harvey Young

Jackie Taylor is a creator. She dreams and then executes, transforming ideas into 
reality. 

Black Ensemble Theater’s extraordinary building stands not because others were 
quick to tell Jackie Taylor that it was possible but rather because folks said that 
her vision was not viable and Jackie Taylor chose not to allow their disbelief to 
end a transformative vision. 

In a city filled with towering personalities, Jackie Taylor is an icon. She has been 
celebrated not only for her talents as a multihyphenate playwright-director-
producer-actress but also for being an inspiring community leader with a deep, 
unwavering commitment to eradicating racism within the city and beyond. 

Chicago has been improved thanks to the story worlds created by Jackie Taylor. 
Challenging the long history of legal and voluntary segregation across the long 
history of the city, Jackie Taylor creates stories and experiences with broad appeal. 
She invites people of differing backgrounds and contrasting beliefs to come 
together, to sit side-by-side, to enter into dialogue, and to find common ground. 

One of our country’s most prolific professional playwrights, Jackie Taylor 
understands that the experience of theater is a combination of what happens on 
the stage and what is occurring in the hearts of audiences. With her plays, which 
often center on a recognizable person within popular culture, Jackie Taylor writes 
characters who are complex and undeniably human. They too have dreams. They 
also have obstacles to overcome. There is a lesson to take away from their lives as 
imagined by Jackie Taylor’s Black Ensemble Theater. Through song and humor 
(as well as compelling drama), her plays evoke a feeling and engineer a sense of 
community. Theater—Jackie Taylor’s theater—is a powerful act of solidarity.

The number of times that Jackie Taylor’s words and ideas have brought people 
together throughout this city and elsewhere is astounding. Generations of 
Chicagoans have grown up (and grown wiser) with Jackie Taylor’s voice and 
her innovative theatrical stagings. For an artist who attained early fame and 
wide recognition thanks to her film work (such as Cooley High), her incredible 
productivity as an artist over the past fifty years is incredibly inspiring. 
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In addition to authoring stories with dynamic characters, Jackie Taylor is a 
shaper of opportunities. With a long-held commitment to community-engaged 
work and outreach, she has established a place where all feel welcome. Equally 
importantly, she has poured her energy into others. She has nurtured their 
creativity and enabled them to walk the path of professional artistry that she 
has paved. Jackie Taylor leads by example. She has shown countless young 
professionals how to breathe, dream, and innovate in this world. She has modeled 
confidence and the importance of believing in one’s own possibility. For artists 
and arts leaders who practice in Chicago as well as across the United States, the 
influence of Jackie Taylor has been profound. 

Jackie Taylor is a literary icon. Her success and incredible influence are anchored 
in the power of the stories that she penned. Her plays built Black Ensemble 
Theater, both the award-winning professional theater company and the physical 
building that has transformed its Uptown neighborhood. Her characters 
attract large, diverse audiences and have helped them to find connection and 
understanding. Jackie Taylor has changed Chicago and American Theater for the 
better.

Harvey Young, author of ten books, is an expert on the performing arts and an arts 
advocate.

“The arts shape who we are, 
whether we are artists or not. 
They are a learning tool that 
increases your ability to enhance 
who you are as a human being. 
You can’t take away the arts. 
They ain’t going nowhere.”

– 2025 for WTTW with Marc Vitali
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PERSONAL TRIBUTES
A Theatrical Tornado
Jackie Taylor is like a theatrical tornado. Having worked with her in the early days 
of our careers, she produced my one-woman show, we performed together in Eden 
by Steve Carter and Goodman Theatre’s production of Death of a King’s Horseman 
by Wole Soyinka. I have witnessed and respected the focused and determined 
work ethic Jackie exemplifies. As her career and legacy continued to blossom, 
we have come to know her as a writer, producer, director, and visionary who has 
built an audience that now supports her theatrical work in an incredible building 
constructed from the ground up, much needed on the north side of Chicago, for all 
our diverse communities to enjoy. Many of these accomplishments occurred at a 
time when it was rarer for a Black person to work so hard and achieve such success. 
Ms.Taylor also fought the woman’s “glass ceiling” and shattered it.

Jackie Taylor never lost sight of her vision. She now stands tall with pride and 
passion that rivals any theatrical institution in Chicago, due more so to her building, 
with sweat and tears, an eye-catching brick-and-mortar establishment that will 
last forever. For the community she continues to offer programs in schools and 
employment for staff, artists, and actors, which is a testimony to her unparalleled 
talent, intelligence, and fortitude.

With Ms. Taylor’s “Let’s go” personality, may she continue to write, develop, 
produce, and be a beacon in the theatre and business industry of Chicago and 
beyond.

Let’s raise a glass to this theatrical trailblazer and watch as Jackie Taylor continues 
to conquer the world, one show-stopping performance at a time.

Maséqua Myers, Producer

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

That’s Edu-tainment
Jackie has a writing style all her own; she has a real understanding of the characters 
she writes about. She’s able to write in a voice that is universal. A lot of writers write 
for one audience; she writes for any audience. Through those characters she speaks 
to the humanist in us, and moves people in ways that no other writer does. She’s 
very unique in that way. At one point in time, Jackie would call the shows edu-
tainment. Audiences always learn something about themselves. 

Daryl Brooks, Producing Managing Director, Black Ensemble Theater
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Witty, Sharp, and Positive
There is always a positive message in the stories Jackie tells. Even if it’s a sad story, 
it’s always a happy ending, something that will uplift the audience. She doesn’t have 
to beat you over the head with a message to make you feel good. She has a way 
of taking a true story--an authentic, historical story--and turning it into a great 
literary work. She can tell the story of a real person’s life like a fairy tale almost. The 
dialogue in her scripts, top to bottom, makes sense. The voices--an executive at 
a record company, a gangbanger-- are so accurate, so authentic, so witty, and so 
sharp.

Lyle Miller, Star of Joe Tex and performer in other Jackie Taylor plays

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Change for the Better
Jackie Taylor with her Black Ensemble has positively altered the way 
Chicago theatre goers and producers have come to appreciate Black Theatre here 
in this city.

Chuck Smith, Resident Director, The Goodman Theatre

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

She Reigns SUPREME
Talented, wise, and intuitive Jackie Taylor was able to carry the torch of the best 
qualities of all of her ancestral mentors. She developed her own style of theatrical 
presentation that was clearly her unique brand of entertainment, with a focus on 
paying tribute to the lives of well-known musicians.  Musical excellence, wonderful 
storytelling, energetic choreography, and dazzling singing and acting, were always 
crowd-pleasing highlights in Black Ensemble shows. Jackie’s approach was highly 
sophisticated, engaging, and expertly publicized in the media.  Her efforts have 
garnered many esteemed accolades, including a 2018 Lifetime Achievement Award 
from the League of Chicago Theaters, the 2010 Actors’ Equity Rosetta LeNoire 
Award, designation as Chicagoan of the Year by Chicago Magazine in 2012, as well 
as a host of production honors.  Jackie’s The Other Cinderella is a Black Ensemble 
classic!  Her Hollywood film debut was in 1975’s Cooley High, a film that audiences 
still love. She also gave memorable dramatic stage performances as Blanche DuBois 
in A Streetcar Named Desire, and also as Anna in a soulful production of Black 
Ensemble’s Anna Lucasta.  Year after year, show after show, is proof of why Jackie 
Taylor reigns SUPREME!

Runako Jahi, Director, Playwright, Actor, Acting Coach
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A Towering Inspiration
Jackie Taylor has been a towering inspiration to Black Theatre nationwide—and 
to The Floyd J. McCree Theatre in Flint, Michigan, in particular. Her visionary 
leadership and artistic brilliance have shaped not only the trajectory of the Black 
Ensemble Theater in Chicago but also served as a blueprint for countless institutions 
striving to uplift and celebrate Black voices through the performing arts.

To say we’ve emulated her work would be an understatement. We’ve studied, 
admired, and drawn deeply from the dynamic energy she infuses into every 
production. Her shows are more than performances—they are immersive 
experiences that engage audiences with powerful storytelling, vibrant music, and 
unapologetic authenticity. Jackie Taylor exemplifies what it means to be a role 
model as the Oxford Dictionary defines it: “a person looked to by others as an 
example to be imitated.” She is that and more.

Beyond her artistic achievements, Jackie’s tireless commitment to building and 
sustaining the Black Ensemble Theater is nothing short of heroic. I’ve had the 
privilege of visiting both the original BET facility and the magnificent new space. 
The transformation is breathtaking—a testament to her unwavering dedication, 
resilience, and belief in the power of Black artistry. She has not only built a theatre; 
she has also built a legacy, an institution, and a cultural monument that all of Black 
America can be proud of.

Jackie Taylor’s work continues to inspire us at McCree Theatre to dream bigger, 
reach higher, and remain rooted in purpose. Her impact is immeasurable, her 
example invaluable, and her presence in the world of theatre—essential. We honor 
her not just for what she’s done, but for who she is: a trailblazer, a mentor, and a 
beacon of excellence.

Charles Winfrey, Executive Director, Floyd J. McCree Theatre

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

“You’ll have a lifetime of hopes and 
dreams of successes and failures in 
planning life’s scheme – there will 

always be heartaches that you must go 
through – but you live through them 

all – because of the spirit in you.”

– The Other Cinderella
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She Has Stories to Tell
Jackie writes the common man and woman. She’s not interested in being perceived 
as this great literary queen -- she has stories to tell and she tells them in ways that 
are accessible to regular folks. You don’t have to have a post graduate degree to get 
with what she is saying. And so that’s one of the biggest things; we all know that 
she’s really drawn to enlightening, heightening, and understanding the memory 
of so many of our musical cultural heroes, and in times like now it’s even more 
important than when she started and it was important then. 

Nora Brooks Blakely, President, Brooks Permissions

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

New Ideas and Perspectives
Jackie’s scripts always have unique and interesting details about the subjects’ 
stories that people didn’t know. Even when the subject is famous and people 
thought they knew them. Jackie is an educator and teacher. She is passionate about 

sharing knowledge and exposing 
people, audiences, the students she 
touches, through BET’s educational 
programming and her staff, to new ideas 
and perspectives. And I think her desire 
to educate, uplift and inform is what 
drives her writing and our productions 
and makes them so powerful.

Andrea Zopp, Board Chair 
Black Ensemble Theater 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Listening with Respect
I was in Jackie’s office this summer. There were two student interns to see her; 
they were upset about something. I’ve never seen anyone listen quite so intently. 
There was this long pause. I started to get worried Jackie was spacing out, but then 
it became apparent she was thinking it through. She blew me away. She heard 
everything they said; she responded to each one of them. She said she was going to 
respond, that she appreciated hearing from them. She indicated that their concerns 
were valid, and asked them to just be patient, do what they need to do and let her 
do what she needed to do. People know Jackie hears and respects them. 

Helen Shiller, Former Chicago 46th Ward Alderperson
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A Strong Statement
Jackie’s independent. She makes the decisions--you become a decision maker when 
you create the institution. She has been able to make a statement in Chicago, in 
Illinois, in the nation, around Black theater. You cannot write about Black theater, 
you cannot say or make serious comments about Black theater, without quoting, 
observing, or studying the work of Jackie Taylor. You just cannot do it.

Haki Madhubuti, Founder, Third World Press

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Community Builder
Jackie’s steadfast commitment to building community, that’s what drives everything 
she does. She’s a fighter, doesn’t take no for an answer. Many of her plays keep alive 
Black musicians but also provide insight into the personal lives of these intense 
indivuals. It gives the community insight and asks, “What does it mean to be resilient 
in the face of challenge? What does it mean to pursue that which you love?” 

Dr. Carol D. Lee (Safisha Madhubuti), Professor Emerita of Education in the 
School of Education and Social Policy and in African-American Studies at 
Northwestern University

CHICAGO LITERARY HALL OF FAME’S 
2025 ONLINE AUCTION

The fundraiser will be held online 
Midnight, Tuesday, October 21 – Wednesday, December 3

Up for auction are items we readers 
and writers need, or at least want:
•	 theatre tickets
•	 sports memorabilia
•	 collectible books
•	 artwork
•	 and more

As part of the CLHOF’s year-end fundraising efforts, we are hosting an 
online auction.  Proceeds help our organization continue to stage major 
literary ceremonies, readings, discussions, tours, youth contests, and much 
more. Your bids will help us celebrate Chicago literature—past, present, and 
future—and showcase our city’s dazzling array of voices. We at the CLHOF 
believe that quality literature is vital to our lives in so many ways. It builds 
community. It offers us different perspectives. It teaches us. It inspires us. In 
short, it makes us better people. New items will be added daily throughout 
the next couple of weeks. Thanks in advance for your support.

TO BID, SCAN 
THE QR CODE
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by Sophie Pederson

Founded by Jackie Taylor in 1976, the Black Ensemble Theater is an enduring 
establishment in the Chicago arts scene. In their own words, the BE “use[s] theater 
to bring diverse races together in a community that embraces similarities and fosters 
dialogue, understanding, acceptance, and healing.” What began nearly fifty years ago 
as a small community initiative focusing on uplifting Black actors has grown into a 
dynamic program that strives to amplify Black voices and creativity with each new and 
unique project.

The Black Ensemble Theater’s mission is to eradicate racism through the unifying force 
of theater arts. In the words of Kathy Hey for Third Coast Review, Taylor “has rewritten 
theater rules by allowing Black people to see themselves in roles traditionally filled 
by white actors.” BE has partnered with other Chicago theaters, like the Steppenwolf, 
to educate the community on the history and reality of enduring racism. In addition, 
programs such as Plays with a Purpose (PWAP) and Strengthening the School through 
Theater Arts (SSTTA) allow the BE to work directly with students and teachers in the 
inner city in order to give them the means and power to overcome adversity. 

In 2011, the Black Ensemble Theater relocated to its current home at the Black 
Ensemble Cultural Center in Uptown. It has continued to grow in the years since, with 
developments including a new theater space that will begin construction this year. 
Crystal Paul of American Theater describes Taylor’s latest proposal, the “Free To BE” 
village, as a plan for “an artist corridor that will include affordable housing for artists, 
a film and technology center, and an arts education center along North Clark Street 
surrounding the theater.” The mission of this proposed village is to provide a stable 
financial foundation for the theater and its continued growth, so that, in Taylor’s words, 
“the work can continue no matter who is operating the engine.” The BE navigated 
obstacles set forth by COVID with the help of a 2021 grant from philanthropist 
MacKenzie Scott, with an intention to aid the theater in continuing to serve Black 
artists.

Each year, the Black Ensemble Theater runs four productions, most of which are 
musicals centering around the lives of famous Black artists. These are written by and 
for members of BE, and are typically produced by Jackie Taylor herself. The theater’s 
current show is a blues musical entitled Blue Heaven, written and directed by BE 
veteran, and producing managing director, Daryl D. Brooks. Blue Heaven is currently 
running through October 26th.

Elle Campbell and Lily Dietz contributed to the research and editing of this article.

OUR HOST:
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The American Writers Museum congratulates  Jackie  Taylor  on this award, 
recognizing her historic work as a playwright, director, educator, actress, and 
founder of Black Ensemble Theater. Her work has 
influenced countless other artists in Chicago and 
across the country, and this honor is well-deserved. 
American Writers Museum

On behalf of the League of Chicago Theatres, we extend our heartfelt congratulations 
to Jackie Taylor, founder of Black Ensemble Theater, a true Chicago legend, and a 
tireless advocate for the arts. Jackie’s visionary leadership, unwavering commitment 
to equity and representation, and her extraordinary contributions to the cultural 
fabric of our city have left an indelible mark on Chicago theatre.
As a longtime supporter, past board member and vice president of the League 
of Chicago Theatres, Jackie has been a driving force behind our mission and a 
beacon of inspiration for generations of theatre artists and audiences alike. Her 
work has not only elevated Black voices and stories but has also helped shape a 
more inclusive and vibrant theatre community.
The Fuller Award for Lifetime Achievement is a fitting tribute 
to Jackie’s legacy—a legacy built on passion, perseverance, and 
the power of storytelling. Because of forces like Jackie Taylor, 
Chicago theatre can and does thrive. We at the League are 
deeply grateful for her enduring impact and celebrate this well-
deserved honor with admiration and pride.
League of Chicago Theatres

If Chicago's Black musical theatre has a queen, her name would 
be Jackie Taylor. Her many years of work have been foundational 
and set a standard for all those who come after. The Guild Literary 
Complex joins al those in saluting the longstanding legacy of 
Jackie Taylor and her defining presence in Chicago's theatre scene.
Guild Literary Complex 

With respect, admiration and appreciation Premier Catering 
& Events congratulates Jackie Taylor for her incredible legacy  
of presenting  phenomenal storytelling that celebrates the 
Black experience!
Premier Catering & Events
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