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“When you become the image of your own
imagination, it's the most powerful thing you could
ever do.”
― RuPaul

For nearly 25 years, KST has envisioned and brought to life
groundbreaking initiatives with Pittsburgh-based artists,
youth, families, East End residents, and Black and queer
communities. Situated in the great neighborhood of East
Liberty, our presence as an anchor institution has been
instrumental in fostering cultural vibrancy and community
cohesion. By harnessing the power of collective
imagination, we have created this future in which we
thrive. 

Through sustained and responsive low- to no-cost
programming, KST facilitates one of a kind experiences,
supporting emerging artists in launching their careers,
empowering independent producers to realize ambitious
projects, and celebrating the intrinsic and irreplaceable
beauty and brilliance of our community. Above all, we have
established a home, a sacred space rooted in the
liberation of Black and queer people.

As we look toward this season’s programming, we are
excited to share a full calendar of KST Presents Events that
innovate, blend diverse influences, and advocate for
freedom through individual expression. To add to the
excitement, we are reviving a pre-pandemic KST tradition of
hosting parties after performances. We can’t wait to see our
community gather in our space and call it home.

Fall 2024 also marks the first season in which KST is led by
two Co-Executive Directors, expanding our capacity to serve
our mission. 

At KST, we believe the future is worth imagining. Now is the
time for great imaginations to guide us toward new
paths where we own our futures.

In community, 

joseph Hall 
CO- Executive Director

Melanie Paglia 
Co- Executive Director



ABOUT kelly strayhorn Theater
Kelly Strayhorn Theater is a non-profit community
performing arts center in East Liberty, with two venues
running along historic Penn Avenue. KST’s Alloy Studios is a
cultural hub in the heart of East Liberty, and the historic
Kelly Strayhorn Theater is located in the thriving business
district. More than 20 years after its founding, KST is a home
for creative experimentation, community dialogue, and
collective action rooted in the liberation of Black and queer
people.
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Heavy Is The Crown is a celebration of African American
culture and the beauty of the Black diaspora by Freshworks
artist Arnita Simone. This contemporary dance performance
in progress explores the interconnected, sacred histories of
Black hair traditions, honoring them while educating audiences
about the fascinating origins and revolutionary applications
of these styles. Heavy Is The Crown traces historically and
culturally significant moments from 3500 BCE, when a hairstyle
would be used to communicate a person’s wealth, power,
ethnicity, marital status, social status, religion, and more, through
the natural hair movement of the 1960’s, to the social media
resurgence of natural hairstyles in the 2010’s.

Arnita centers the philosophy of traditional Black hair designs as
being a sacred part of the connected consciousness of melanated
human beings. Join the artist as she celebrates braids, twists,
knots, and locs by diving into the beauty of the Black diaspora,
and its influences on the current media, beauty trends, and
popular culture of today.

About the work 

arnita simone
Heavy is the crown

freshworks|dance|theater

About the Artists
Arnita Simone is a choreographer, and
creative director from Pittsburgh. After
earning a Psychology degree from
Clarion University in 2019, she pursued
the arts, holding positions such as
teaching artist for Propel Schools,
Manager of Residential Programs for
Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre, and dance
instructor for various studios, including 
KST’s Alloy Studios. Arnita enjoys collaborating with other artists,
participating in productions like Diving Within by Andraya Rand-
Mathis and Underland X Alice by Kontara Morphis. Inspired by
the human psyche, history, and cultural influences, her mission is
to express through movement and art the unspoken and often
overlooked nuances of life. She aims to leave her audience with
new insights and perspectives.

Amani Hill is a dancer and
choreographer based in Pittsburgh, PA.
She has been dancing and teaching for
over seven years, focusing on correct
posture, technique, and core growth.
She has performed in multiple shows
in Pittsburgh, including the Shona
Sharif African Dance and Drum
Ensemble’s Black Nativity, where she                                
choreographed a piece and danced. Along with local
performances, Amani has choreographed for her dance team,
entering them into the USASF: U.S. All Star Federation – Cheer
and Dance.
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Marissa Lily is a graduate in Musical
Theater from the American Musical
Dramatic Academy in New York City
earning her triple threat status. She is
now a production assistant working on
major network TV and film productions
in Pittsburgh. She also spends her time
working at a non-profit helping and
uplifting her community through the
arts. She is an entertainment creative                     
 who has an equal passion for producing behind the scenes and
entertaining in front of the camera and on stage. Some of her
most recent credits include Mayor of Kingstown, Netflix’s Rustin
and Lee Daniels’s The Deliverance. 

A Pittsburgh-based actress and dancer,
Naijah Simon seeks to embody the
range of the human experience
through various mediums. A recent
NYU graduate, she’s making her mark
on Pittsburgh’s artist community,
studying acting at Ensemble Actors
Studio and Donna Belajac Actors
Studio. She recently performed for the
UN’s Convention of Youth, and co- 
 wrote and performed at NYU Abu Dhabi’s annual RealAD Show.
She’s excited to work with Arnita Simone once again in Heavy is
the Crown!
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