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Our First 40 Years…And Our Next

O N SEPTEMBER 7, 1965, THE FIRST CLASSES WERE HELD at North
Carolina School of the Arts.  Forty years later, it is hard to 

imagine that, at the time, there was resistance to the idea of 
creating a place in North Carolina where young artists, aspiring to 

professional careers in the arts, could come to train.  But there was 
much resistance to our proposed School.  There were critics that 
proclaimed our certain failure.  Thankfully, they were wrong.  We’re 
not only still around, we have earned our place among the top arts 
training institutions in the world. 

When our School was conceived, the primary purpose was to be 
"the professional training, as distinguished from the liberal arts 
instruction, of talented students in the fields of music, drama, the 
dance and allied performing arts, at both the high school and 
college levels of instruction, with emphasis placed upon 
performance of the arts, and not upon academic studies of the 
arts," as the N.C. Legislature’s Enabling Act 
prescribed.  Thanks to the handful of visionary 
leaders who believed in the value of this, along with 
those who have continued the work in this tradition, 
we now have a 40-year legacy of excellent training for artists.

To celebrate, we’ve planned a number of events and projects 
throughout the year.  We’ve designed a special 40th anniversary 
logo, which now graces everything from stationary to magnets to 
banners.  Open Dream Ensemble, a troupe made of NCSA alumni, 
performed during Family Weekend in October. In November, we 
honored our retired faculty and staff with a luncheon and heard 
stories from them about the first magical, and sometimes trying, 
days of the School.  In April, retired University of North Carolina 
President Bill Friday (and parent of NCSA Dance alumna Betsy Friday 
‘75/’78) will moderate a panel discussion with founders of the 
School.  And we are planning an ever-changing, permanent digital 

display of alumni work on campus that you will soon be hearing more 
about.

To launch the year-long celebration, we invited North Carolina 
Representative Earline Parmon to be our guest speaker at the 

School’s opening convocation.  Some of you will 
remember her as manager of our Snack Bar 
more than 30 years ago, who was fired by the 
company that managed food service when it 

was discovered that she sometimes gave students food on credit.   
Others of you will remember having protested, resulting in her return 
to her post.  Many of you later voted to crown her “Miss Pickle.”   You 
probably didn’t think of it as history-in-the-making at the time.  
You probably didn’t think you were shaping the future of the School 
thirty years later.  But, you were.  Now a two-term member of the 
North Carolina House, Representative Parmon is a staunch advocate 
for NCSA.

In 1981, John Ehle, one of those visionary leaders who worked to 
see our School established, shared these words, “This school is in its 
days of pearls.  You have your days of diamonds just ahead.  And of 
emeralds. And of spices from the Orient… Please protect this place, 

guard its own temple doors, even as you open its soul to the world.”     
As alumni, we hold our own personal place in the 40-year 

history, and we each have our individual stories to tell of that 
history.  We, along with the faculty, staff and devoted friends of the 
School, have shaped its history, so it is important that we look back 
and honor our first 40 years.  And, because we are alumni, we also 
have a permanent relationship with our alma mater, giving us the 
unique ability – some might even call it a responsibility – to direct 
our future with the same amount of passion.  I urge you to be 
involved in the current life of the School and to have an active role 
in our future.

  ~ Eva James Toia ‘95, Design & Production    

a note from your Alumni Director
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wDear Alumni,

W E ARE IN THE MIDDLE of all of the business-as-usual
school year right now. Productions and classes are 

buzzing along, keeping us occupied for far too many hours each 
day. In the middle of all of this I took some time to sit down and 
reflect on the changes in D&P and in NCSA.

The place has a different look than it did a few months ago. 
We have a new, state-of-the-art costume, wig and makeup 
building that we opened at the beginning of the school year. It is 
incredible. There are two big costume workrooms, a costume craft 
studio, a dye room, two big fitting rooms, a prosthetics studio, a 
walk-in spray booth, a makeup studio and a wig studio. There are 
also faculty offices, proper sprung floors, and every safety 
feature you can imagine. And, it has connected costume storage. 
The most common thing that colleagues from the professional 
world have said when they see it is, “Wow!” 

We have also started a process to get the other D&P facilities 
fixed up. The main D&P building has been looking very bad in the 
past several years. Peeling paint, mold stains, worn out carpet, 
missing floor tile, water damage, and so forth were becoming the 
D&P “look.” Through years of budget problems the D&P facilities 
had become an eyesore. We can’t have that. Our students deserve 
better than that. So, in the summer of 2005, with a crew of great 
D&P student workers, a little help from NCSA Facilities Services 
and led by D&P Assistant Dean Dennis Booth, we started a 
refurbishing program for the D&P facilities. We started at the 
Waughtown Street (now called Ehle Drive) entrance to the 
building. Cracked windows were replaced. Grime was cleaned from 

the carpets. Holes in the walls were repaired. A lot of new paint 
was applied. 

The crew worked their way back through the main hallway of 
the building making the place look great. We could only get just 
past the free-hand drawing studio before we ran out of time and 
money. Walking down the hallway now and passing from the newly 
refurbished facilities to the areas that have not been worked on 
yet is an interesting experience. We go from pretty nice to pretty 
darn shabby in just a few feet. The change is very dramatic, and it 
illustrates the state of disrepair the facilities were in.  We have a 
lot left to do to bring things “up to snuff” in the rest of the 
building.  

There are changes that are not so physical and visible. The 
D&P faculty is working on updating the curriculum in every D&P 
program. As you know, we have a great faculty and I just can’t 
wait to see what new, exciting, and innovative ideas they have to 
make D&P an even better place to train professionals for the 
business. 

And, of course, NCSA as an institution is in a state of flux. A 
search is underway for a new chancellor. The appointment of a 
new chancellor will inevitably bring changes to NCSA. The top 
leadership sets the tone, the agenda, and the future direction of 
the institution. I can’t wait to find out where NCSA is headed next.

Stop by for a visit. The old place is looking pretty good. Let us 
know what you are doing. We always want to know so we can brag 
about your accomplishments.

Best regards,

~ Joe Tilford, Dean

Core training philosophies identified during the current 
curriculum review are “training for professional careers; 
professionals as professors; hands-on learning; hands-on 
teaching; and comprehensive programs.”  Photo by Jim Farrell.

Second year graduate student Jorie Malan fitting the wig she 
made for School of Music student John Kawa for the title role in 
the winter opera, Mozart’s “Idomeneo.” Photo by Jim Farrell.


