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HILLTOWN LIFE

“The Hobbit” 
brings middle-
earth magic to 
Mohawk

Register to walk today!

2013 Meals 
on Wheels 
Walkathon

For more information, contact 

Franklin County Home Care 

at 413-­773-­5555 or 978-­544-­2259. 

Saturday,
May 4, 2013

8–11 am

www.fchcc.org

926 WATSON SPRUCE

      Corner ROAD

      ASHFIELD, MA
Call (413) 628-3970
nancyI@crocker.com
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Retired Mohawk Trail Regional School District art teacher 
Polly Anderson supervised and designed the fantastical mu-
rals now on the walls of the Mohawk Trail Regional School 
auditorium. She worked with other set designers Sarah 
Townsely (Mohawk class of 2012), parent Laura Iveson and 
and a sophomore technical crew for the school’s upcoming 
production of “The Hobbit.”

Performances take place March 8-10

By Catherine Fahy

BUCKLAND — Lounging on 
stage in expectation of cakes 
and ale, a group of dwarves 
listens to Mohawk Drama Co-
ordinator Jonathan Diamond 
instruct one female dwarf in 
voice projection during a recent 
rehearsal of “The Hobbit,” one 
of the more unique theatri-
cal productions the Mohawk 
Trail Regional School has ever 
staged. 

“Can you hear her?” Diamond 
shouts to the chorus of elves at 
the back of the auditorium.

When the elves reply that 
they can’t hear the young ac-
tress, Diamond shouts, “That 
won’t work; louder!” and the 
dwarf belts out her line with 
gusto, “Some ginger beer, 
please!” 

When the curtains open on 
March 8, Mohawk’s adaptation 
of “The Hobbit” promises to 
be every bit as popular and 
fantastical as the 1937 book by 
J.R.R. Tolkien that follows Bilbo 
Baggins, a homebody hobbit 
who reluctantly joins a band 
of dwarves on a journey to the 

Lonely Mountain to reclaim 
their home from a dragon 
named Smaug.

The Mohawk produc-
tion follows the December 
release of the film “The 
Hobbit: An Unexpected 
Journey” and includes 
a lot of ambiance, said 
Diamond, as well as some 
original songs. 

Diamond, who started 
at Mohawk this year and 
is co-producing “The 
Hobbit” with the school’s 
new Music Director Scott Hal-
ligan, said the cast of more than 
50 students is following a 1968 
script by Patricia Gray that was 
approved by Tolkien. 

“I’ve been wanting to do ‘The 
Hobbit’ forever and Scott and I 
thought we really needed some-
thing that would bring in a lot of 
people who would not necessar-
ily do musical theater, and with 
the movie coming out it seems 
like a logical choice,” Diamond 
said during a rehearsal break.  

The production is coming 
together with a tremendous 
amount of creative input from 
not just Mohawk faculty, staff 

and students, but also from nu-
merous family and community 
members. With a cast of more 
than 50 that includes an impres-
sive ratio of younger students, 
“The Hobbit” may be the start 
of a new generation of Mohawk 
theater enthusiasts, said one 
elfin queen sitting in the hall-
way outside the auditorium.

“This year there’s a huge 
rush of seventh graders trying 
out, which is really cool,” said 
sophomore Sam Harris-Fried, 
who plays one of the three 
Rivendell Elves with freshmen 
Lexxey Boron-Smith and Kayla 
Kurland-Davis. 

Junior Ashley Robertson 
described her character, 

Gollum, as “a lonely deranged 
creature” and said she’s enjoy-
ing the production because it 
involves much more than acting. 

“There is a lot of acting, but 
there’s also a lot of staging and 
some artistic factors,” Robert-
son said, watching the dwarves 
rehearse from a seat near the 

back of the auditorium. 
Among the more eye-catching 

aspects of the set on display at 
a recent Friday afternoon re-
hearsal were five circus silks in 
bright red, purple, black, white 
and ochre hanging from the 
stage ceiling. After a scene in 
which some of the more limber 
dwarves climbed the silks, the 
trolls appeared on stage — stu-
dents with menacing gray-green 
headdresses balanced on their 
shoulders. 

Diamond said volunteers 
will be needed up to the last 
minute, including set builders 
and actors to participate in the 
big battle scene at the end of the 
play. He said as plays go, “The 
Hobbit” is one that encourages 
students with a wide range of 
skills to get involved because 
so much of the action involves 
music and movement, as op-
posed to delivering lines. 

“If you’re a good actor, you 
can deliver a strong line, but 
you don’t have to be a gifted 
actor in order to enjoy this,” he 
said. “You can be someone who 
likes to climb a circus silk or 
someone who enjoys dancing.”

 Diamond said he plans to 
return to Mohawk’s more tra-
ditional roots in future produc-

tions, adding that “The Hobbit” 
was on this year’s short list 
with “Chitty Chitty Bang Bang,” 
“Mary Poppins” and “Oliver.” 

Sitting near the green head 
of the dreadful dragon Smaug, 
Harris-Fried said “The Hobbit” 
is very unlike anything Mohawk 
has produced in the past. For 
instance, last year, she and 
Boron-Smith and Kurland-Davis 
were the leads in “Seven Brides 
for Seven Brothers.” 

“This is a huge change for us 
and we’re learning a lot of new 
stuff,” said Kurland-Davis. 

Freshman Erin Townsley, who 
plays Smaug, said she loves the 
story of “The Hobbit” and hopes 
to bring an element of wisdom 
and intelligence to the old, yet 
still-fierce dragon. 

Next to her, freshman Cassie 
Kudlay, who plays Essie the 
Troll, said the many elements 
of the production are coming 
together surprisingly well, 
considering how large and 
complicated it is. She noted how 
everyone is working really hard. 

“The props department is so 
much better than other years,” 
Townsley said emphatically. 

Unlike more conventional 
plays, “The Hobbit” uses the 

entire auditorium. Diamond, 
a founder of the Heath Drama 
Club, said he enjoys producing 
plays that move the audience 
from room to room. 

“This is the first time in years 
that I haven’t been able to do 
that, so I’m going to move the 
room around the audience,” he 
said with a laugh.

Another unique feature of 
“The Hobbit” is the number 
of students participating from 
other schools, including the 
Academy at Charlemont and 
Heath Elementary School, said 
Diamond, noting that there has 
always been a strong relation-
ship among the various school 
drama departments. He said 
this summer the Hilltown Youth 
Summer Theatre Workshop will 
stage an indoor-outdoor produc-
tion of “The Hobbit” betweent 
Mohawk and the Academy. 

Community collaboration 
Dramatic theatrics aside, one 

of the most impressive aspects 
of “The Hobbit” is its level of 
collaboration between Mohawk 
and the wider community. 

People helping with the pro-
duction include Pan Morigan, 
who worked with the Rivendell 
Elves on their vocals; drummer 
Kate Hennessey and the Serious 
Play! Theatre Ensemble, who 
helped the elves choreograph 
their stomp number and silk 
trainer Maeve Gallaghar, who 
helped the wood elves learn to 
climb the aerial fabrics.

Additionally, Hannah Jar-
rell, a core ensemble mem-
ber of Ashfield’s Double Edge 
Theatre, helped a number of 
cast members with stage move-

 ➤ continued on page 8

Photo credit: Lorena Loubsky 
Visiting artist film production designer Larry Sampson 
helps freshman Cassie Kudlay build her troll costume.
Hanging below:  Sam Harris-Fried

Photo credit: Lorena Loubsky 
Visiting artist Hannah Jarrell (left) and Rivendale Elven Queens, 

ninth graders Lexxey Boron-Smith and Kayla Kurland-Davis, work with fabric. 

Photo credit: Lorena Loubsky 
Cast member Oliver Diamond (Bofer) with part of set designer 
Larry Sampson’s dragon puppet.  The dragon, Smaug, is played 
by ninth grader Erin Townsely.
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NATURE NOTE

ARTS

•  Woodpeckers and 
seedeaters are coming to 
feeders where we can see 
their size, color and general 
shape close-up, and also 
notice small details like eye 
rings, wing bars and patches 
of color. Learning a few 
birds well will help us to 
gain a keener eye for seeing 
others that may be unfamil-
iar or new to us. At twilight, 
listen for owls. If you hear 
a racket from blue jays or 
crows around a tree, look 
up; there may be an owl or 
hawk perched there.

•  Crows are now roost-
ing communally at night. In 
some areas there may be 
hundreds (or even thou-
sands) of these intelligent 
and social birds in the trees. 
Every morning small groups 
leave to feed, then return at 
sunset. As omnivores, they 
have no problem finding 
food: farm debris, weed 
seeds, fruits, carrion (dead 
animals), garbage, and even 
poison ivy berries. Where 
you see their tracks in the 

snow, you might spot the 
imprint of the bird’s wings 
where it has taken off or 
landed.

• Winter skies are amaz-
ing! And so are we. Here are 
some inspiring words from 
an old song by Jay Learner: 

On a clear day, rise and 
look around you 

And you’ll see who you 
are. 

On a clear day, how it will 
astound you

That the glow of your being 
outshines every star. 

You’ll feel part of 
Every mountain, sea and 

shore,
You can hear, from far and 

near,
A world you’ve never 

heard before. 
On a clear day — on a 

clear day,
You can see forever, and 

ever, more.

	 — Kathleen O’Rourke, 
herbalist/naturalist

“Emerging from a Scar” is the title of 
this torso in “One in Eight: The Torso 
Project,” on display at Salmon Falls 
Artisans Showroom March 1-April 29.

Hobbit . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                                                 from page 7

SHELBURNE FALLS—One 
in Eight: The Torso Project, 
a compelling exhibit of em-
bellished plaster cast torsos 
made by area breast can-
cer survivors, female family 
members and friends, will be 
on display at Salmon Falls 
Artisans Showroom March 
1-April 29. A reception for the 
public will be held Saturday 
March 16 from 2-4 p.m. Light 

refreshments will be provided.
Women affected by breast 

cancer from Western MA, VT, 
and NH created their torsos 
during workshops offered by 
Forest Moon: Celebrating Can-
cer Survivorship, a nonprofit 
based in Brattleboro, VT. 
The exhibit and recent torso-
making workshops in western 
Massachusetts are collabora-
tions with Cancer Connection 

Torso Project a vivid reminder

By Catherine Fahy

CHARLEMONT—Ambition, 
greed, violence and betrayal. 
As the overarching themes in 
Shakespeare’s “Macbeth,” these 
characteristics are as prevalent 
today as they were more than 
400 years ago when the play 
was written. 

Considered one of William 
Shakespeare’s darkest works, 
“Macbeth” nevertheless has a 
timeless allure, said Director 
Neale Gay.  

“I think it’s easier for young 
people to react to extreme acts 
of violence than some of the 
more political plays because the 
violent themes of ambition and 
gender interplay are what they 
see mirrored in their worlds,” 
said Gay, explaining why he 
chose to stage “Macbeth” this 
year at the Academy at Char-
lemont. “The plays that have re-
mained the most relevant over 
the past 400-plus to 500 years 
are the tragedies because they 
deal with themes that never 

go away, like hubris, ambition, 
violence and greed.”

Gay said audiences who see 
the play when it opens Thurs-
day, Feb. 28 will have ample op-
portunity to ponder the human 
capacity for evil in Macbeth’s 
quest for the throne. 

“It’s really the only Shake-
peare play that has no cathar-
sis,” Gay said. “Evil has been 
vanquished, but this play does 
not end on the highest of notes. 
If the audience leaves the play 
thinking, ‘Yes, justice has been 
done but at what cost?’ then 
we’ve done our job.”  

Gay, the Academy’s college 
counselor and upper school 
humanities teacher, is making 
his directorial debut at the 
Academy with “Macbeth” after 
studying Elizabethan theater in 
2006 and 2007 with a grant from 
the National Endowment for the 
Humanities (NEH). 

Gay started the theater pro-
gram at Mohawk Trail Regional 
High School during his nine 
years there prior to being hired 

by the Academy. He said he’s 
accustomed to directing “re-
ally weighty and philosophical 
works” like  “Death of a Sales-
man” so he’s comfortable with 
the material in “Macbeth.” 

In addition to studying Shake-
speare through the NEH pro-
gram, Gay was part of an actors’ 
and directors’ training program 
at Shakespeare & Company in 
Lenox, which in previous years 
has partnered with the Academy 
to produce a Shakespeare play. 

Gay said the Academy has a 
tradition of staging the Bard’s 
work and while “Macbeth” may 
seem like a particularly chal-
lenging choice, it has parts for 
every student who wants to act. 

“The philosophy at the Acad-
emy is that everyone who wants 
to participate can, so it had to 
be a large enough play so that 
everyone who wanted to be 
involved could be involved,” 
he said. “I thought of all the 
options I had, the ones that 
appealed to me most were ‘Mac-
beth’ and ‘Richard III,’ but had 

Academy’s “Macbeth” opens Feb. 28 

in Northampton.  The finished 
three-dimensional pieces and 
photos will be displayed at the 
gallery, each accompanied 
by a personal statement de-
scribing the woman’s breast 
cancer journey and experi-
ence of making her torso. An 
interactive area at the exhibit 
invites community response 
and healing.

The title of the show, “One 
in Eight: The Torso Project,” 
brings attention to the fact that 
one in eight women, over the 
course of her lifetime, will be 
diagnosed with breast cancer. 

Forest Moon Program Di-
rector Pam Roberts of Shel-
burne Falls initiated the proj-
ect after her own experience. 
Roberts is a 19-year breast 
cancer survivor. An artist, 
writer, and certified yoga in-
structor, she leads programs 
for people affected by cancer 
throughout New England.

“The exhibit is a celebra-
tion of life,” says Roberts. 
“It honors the courage and 
creativity with which women 
meet the challenges of a breast 
cancer diagnosis. The exhibit 
brings healing and awareness 
into the larger community, 
where most of us are affected 
in some way by knowing some-
one with breast cancer.”

On Saturday, April 20 from 
3-5 p.m. the gallery will host 
a reading by members of Rob-
erts’ writing groups, Spirit of 
the Written Word. A healing 
ritual will follow the reading. 
Both are open to the public. 

ment. Polly Anderson (retired 
Mohawk art teacher) and Sarah 
Townsley (Mohawk alum and 
Erin Townsley’s sister) executed 
the detailed murals of the green 
dragon and the gnarled tree 
roots and circular doors on hill-
side hobbit holes that cover the 
auditorium walls. Most props, 
including axes, swords and gi-
ant pumpkins, were made by set 
designer Laura Iveson of Heath 
(a New Orleans transplant), with 
costume design led by another 
Heath parent, Carin Burnes.

Buckland-Shelburne Elemen-
tary School art teacher Rachel 
Silverman helped turn exit 
ramps into rivers and create a 
convincing stage backdrop.

“Basically, I wanted to trans-
form the auditorium so that 
when the audience came in, it 
was a totally different world, 
and that’s pretty much what’s 
happening,” Diamond said.  

Working on stage during re-
hearsal, Heath resident Larry 
Sampson trimmed the trolls’ 
burlap sack costumes. A pro-
fessional set designer who has 
worked on “The Departed” and 
“Shutter Island,” among other 
TV shows and films, Sampson 
said he enjoys contributing his 
time to community productions, 
especially during the winter 
when his work is slow. 

He demonstrated how the 
puppets are held up with metal-
frame backpacks and metal 
crutches and pointed to where 
he would be adding fur and 
skull-and-crossbones necklaces 
to make the creatures more 
convincing. 

“We sort of invent it as we go 
along,” he said. “It’s a mixture 
of Home Depot and the thrift 
store.” 

Diamond said collaboration 
is high on his list of goals to 
build a better theater program 
at Mohawk. 

“Teaching children and 
young adults ensemble work 
and how to be part of a team is 

at the heart of what I do,” he 
said. “For me, ‘The Hobbit’ is 
not just a play, it’s theatrical 
barn raising!”

Imparting a love of theater 
Directing in a crisp white 

button-down shirt, black pants 
and bare feet, Diamond doesn’t 
stop moving, even sweeping one 
young dwarf up in his arms and 
carrying her to a chair after she 
twisted an ankle in a scene with 
the circus silks. 

Diamond, a therapist with 
practices in Shelburne Falls 
and Northampton, said theater 
was more of an avocation than 
a vocation when he joined Mo-
hawk after starting the drama 
club at Heath with Bruce Les-
sels, whose daughter attended 
the school there at the time. 
Diamond said his wife Dana 
Blackburn is more of a thespian 
that he is, but he’s learned a lot 
from her and from his two boys, 
who attend Mohawk and the 
Academy at Charlemont and are 
both involved in “The Hobbit.” 

“It started out as a way of 
enriching my own kids’ elemen-
tary experience, then I started 
to find my own way,” Diamond 
said, adding that he had a lot of 
mentoring from Matthew Glass-
man, former Heath gym teacher 
who is now executive director 
of Double Edge Theatre.

Diamond said one of his goals 
is to “seed” theater programs 
at some of the other Mohawk 
District schools. He particularly 
enjoys seeing children who par-
ticipated in theater with him 
at the Heath School doing the 
same at Mohawk.

“I want to see that happen in 
the other elementary schools,” 
he said with characteristic 
enthusiasm about all the good 
things acting can do for a child. 

Because so much of his “oth-
er” work involves counseling 
kids with emotional difficulties, 
he said it’s refreshing to work 

with healthy kids in a healthy 
environment like theater. 

“The younger you get them, 
the better and the sooner you 
can instill that kind of passion 
in them, because they start 
to get self-conscious around 
middle school,” said Diamond, 
whose highest goal — which he 
shares with Halligan — is im-
parting a love of music and the-
ater to as many kids as possible. 

“While Scott and I have tried 
to pass onto our students our 
love for these art forms, what 
we’re most passionate about 
is using theater and music 
to build supportive, creative 
communities,” he said. “The 
hilltowns are home to some of 
the region’s and [the] country’s 
finest performing artists. Part 
of my job is to make Mohawk 
a dynamic and exciting space 

for visiting artists to spend time 
and exchange voices and ideas 
with our talented students and 
faculty.” 

Performances of “The Hob-
bit” are Friday, March 8 at 7 
p.m.; Saturday, March 9 at 2 
p.m. and 7 p.m. and Sunday, 
March 10 at 2 p.m. in the high 
school auditorium. Tickets are 
$7/adults and $5/students and 
seniors. Tickets are available 
at the school’s main office, by 
calling 1-866-967-8167, online 
at mohawkschools.org or by 
visiting area retailers including 
Mocha Maya’s, Mo’s Fudge Fac-
tor and Elmer’s Store, where 
fundraiser chocolate bars are 
also sold. 

I known they would find Rich-
ard’s body in a car park, I would 
have chosen that.” (Gay refers to 
the Feb. 5 report that Richard 
III’s remains were found buried 
beneath what is now a Leicester, 
England parking lot.)

The cast of more than 20 
students spans every grade at 
the Academy, with senior Ben 
Miller (last year’s Julius in 
“Julius Caesar”) playing the title 
role beside Waverley Engleman 
as Lady Macbeth.

Gay said audiences watch-
ing the performance in Sum-
ner Recital Hall will notice a 
change in seating with a the-
ater-in-the-round arrangement 
that provides a more imitate 
experience. 

Thanks to choreographer 
Christina Gabriel, mother of ac-

 photo credit: Kellie Rainville 
Academy at Charlemont seniors Waverley Engelmen, playing Lady Macbeth, and Ben Miller, 
playing Macbeth, rehearse for the school’s production of “MacBeth,” opening Saturday, Feb. 28.

tor Allen Gabriel and a Juilliard 
graduate, there will be a lot of 
dance in the play, most notably 
in the witches’ scenes. 

“They’ve had separate prac-
tices for that,” Gay said. 

In the production, some cos-
tumes have been updated to 
lend the play a modern current, 
but weapons in it remain true 
to the original writing. 

“The students were really 
adamant that they absolutely 
wanted there to be swords,” 
he said. 

“Macbeth” opens at The 
Academy at Charlemont at 7 
p.m. on Thursday, Feb. 28. It 
continues at 7 p.m. Friday and 
Saturday, March 1 and 2, with 
a 2 p.m. matinee on Saturday. 
Tickets are $10 for adults, $7 
students, and free for children 
12 and under. The Saturday 
matinee is free, but reservations 
are encouraged. For tickets, 
call 413-339-4912 or visit char-
lemont.org.


