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2019-2020: A Year Unlike Any Other
The 2019-2020 school year began auspiciously. In the works was a production funded in part by a number of cam-
pus stakeholders, meant to prompt important conversations about race, identity and privilege across campus and 
in the community. We were brewing plans to bring a number of theater heavy hitters to campus to engage in an-
other important conversation, this one about women in theater. We prepared to begin the search for a new faculty 
member to join us to teach voice.

We all know how the year ended, thanks to a pandemic that is sweeping the world: a production halted, then post-
poned indefinitely, a half-dozen student projects cancelled, dozens of seniors sent into the world without their 
traditional valedictory.

It was not the ending anyone wanted. 

And yet, it is worth noting how much we did accomplish. 

The campus and community came together for a powerful series of performances and conversations around Kris-
tin Greenidge’s Baltimore, including a school matinee with a bracingly frank discussion. Conversations shifted, 
thanks to a wildly popular reimagining of The Bacchae of Euripides, to comment on the carceral state. Play Lab sold 
out one of its performances for the first time ever with The Interrobangers!, a new play in which a Scooby Gang 
of teens explored a science fiction mystery and confronted questions of gender, identity, and growing up, while 
Walden looked at climate change and family relationships. We mounted Water Station, a play with no spoken dia-
logue, enthralling an audience that hadn’t seen anything quite like it before. 

We completed the AQAD review, an accreditation process that includes a rigorous self-assessment and visioning, 
a site visit from leading theater  professionals, and a response to their findings, with flying colors. (Excerpts of the 
AQAD study are included in the appendix of this Year In Review.)

Due to COVID-19, Theresa Rebeck was unable to come to campus to talk about women and comedy and Mimi 
Lien didn’t get to talk about what it’s like to be a female set designer in a male-dominated field. However, To-
ny-nominated lighting designer Jane Cox was one of many guests who made their way to us, be it in-person 
pre-lockdown, or via Zoom after we were all asked to go home; she spoke on her field and how she navigates a 
male-dominated space.

In the fall, we will be joined by our new voice instructor, Elisa Gonzales, who’ll help us reenvision this important 
aspect of performance.

We were galvanized by a gift from a generous donor to create a new fund that helps students afford internships, 
named in honor of Professor of Lighting Design Penny Remsen, and raised over $18,000 in support of the fund, 
even with the cancellation of the final fundraising event of the UMass school year. 

Students adapted to online learning in classes that had them acting with scene partners across the country or 
designing lighting for an imaginary stage. We celebrated them online. It’s not the same as handing them those 
all-important Alumni Lifetime Passes in person, but our pride in their accomplishments is no less.

We don’t know what 2020-2021 will look like. But we know our season will seek to create and present art in ways 
that safely draw in our community and respond to our world as we see it today. Our work as theater artists and 
scholars is to reflect on and respond to our society, and we look forward to seizing this opportunity to innovate 
and create art that looks at the challenges of our time.
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Onstage
2019-2020 Season
Box Office
FY20    
THE SHOW  SPACE   EST #    ACTUAL +/-
Baltimore  Rand   $6,000.00   $5,541.32   $(458.68)
Baltimore Matinee Rand   $500.00   $600.00   $100.00 
Bacchae  Curtain  $2,500.00   $2,920.58   $420.58 
Bacchae Matinee Curtain  $500.00   $265.00   $(235.00)
Play Lab  Curtain  $1,500.00   $1,258.67   $(241.33)
Water Station  Rand   $2,500.00   $2,821.35   $321.35 
Mr. Burns  Curtain  $2,500.00   $-      $(2,500.00)
Mr. Burns Matinee Curtain  $500.00   $-      $(500.00)
  SUBTOTAL    $16,500.00   $13,406.92   $(3,093.08)
  LESS 9.2%   $1,518.00   $1,233.44   $(284.56)
  TOTAL    $14,982.00   $12,173.48   $(2,808.52) 

AUDIENCE TALLY
FY 20   
THE SHOW  TOTAL REVENUE COMPS
Baltimore  1067  84%  16%
Baltimore Matinee 206  
Bacchae  696  70%  30%   
Bacchae Matinee 60  
New Plab Lab  387  7%  33%  
Water Station  641  74%  26%   
TOTAL AUDIENCE 2997  78%  22%     

Like so many theater organizations, our season box office projections were devastated by the effects of the coro-
navirus. To be blunt, the upward trend in our audience and box office numbers will take a large hit this season as 
we lost an entire mainstage production to the campus closure forced by the pandemic, as well as a number of free 
outreach opportunities scheduled to be presented to the public, not mention a slate of student work. The effects 
on our box office, both financially and in terms of the number of people who walked through our doors, meant a 
serious reduction over previous years.

We expect numbers to be lower in the coming year as well, as we adapt to safety measures to protect theatermakers 
and patrons and forego charging for our productions, but we hope that getting outside our walls will introduce us 
to new parts of the community in ways that will, eventually, build audiences.
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Notes about our 2019-2020 productions
Below, read press about our season as it was originally marketed, followed with notes in italics about noteworthy ele-
ments of each production as it was presented in our season.

BALTIMORE
by Kirsten Greenidge
Directed by Josh Glenn-Kayden
Rand Theater
Oct. 10, 11, 16, 17 and 19 at 7:30, Oct. 12 and 19 at 2, Oct. 16 at 10, Oct. 18 at 4

When a racist incident divides her first-
year students, reluctant resident advisor 
Shelby finds herself in the middle of a 
conversation she does not want to have. 
As pressure to address the controversy 
mounts from residents, the new dean, and 
even her best friend, Shelby must decide if 
she will enter the fray or watch her com-
munity come apart at the seams.
Sharp, funny, and searing, Baltimore is 
not only a timely drama about racism on 
college campuses, but a reminder that 
each of us carries unique experiences 
that influence how we move through the 
world. And when we acknowledge this, 
we are better able to combat our biases 
and build a stronger, more inclusive com-
munity where we truly see each other.
Presented in collaboration with the Office 
of Equity and Inclusion and Student Af-
fairs and Campus Life.

Baltimore opened our season with a 
cross-campus collaboration, as the Office of 
Equity and Inclusion and Student Affairs 
and Campus Life helped fund this produc-
tion. Dramaturg Shaila Schmidt arranged 
the training of student facilitators to lead 
post-show conversations among audience 
members. Our actors also participated in a 
frank Q&A with the over 200 students who 
attended the student matinee performance 
of this production. In addition to bring-
ing us the talents of Projection Designer 
Devorah Kengmana, this project brought 
community actor Kent Alexander into our 
department; later this year, he led faculty 
and staff in a valuable workshop on race 
and inclusion.
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Our production of Baltimore, which opened the season, offered 
opportunities for frank conversations about race, identity and 
privilege with our audience members. Top photo by Derek Fowles, 
bottom photo by Anna-Maria Goossens



THE BACCHAE OF EURIPIDES
by Wole Soyinka
Directed by Judyie Al-Bilali
Curtain Theater
Nov. 7, 8, 9, 14, 15 and 16 at 7:30, Nov. 13 at 10, Nov. 16 at 2
Ecstatic dance and music fuel political uprising in Soyinka’s adaptation of Euripides’ classic play about a god and 
the despot who attempts to control him. When autocratic King Pentheus of Thebes imprisons Dionysus, the god 
of wine, fertility, and theater, he unleashes a frenzied revolt among the women of the city, driving them to the 
mountains and to madness. Gender, sexuality, and identity become transgressive, visceral expressions of protest 
among Dionysus and his followers, the Bacchantes, linking a mythical past to the art and creativity that power 
revolutionary change today. 

The Fall 2019 production represented Professor and director Judyie Al-Bilali’s return to the piece after 20 years 
away from it. This version was set in the near future and used the text to comment on the carceral state. We 
brought in community performer Moriah Leigh to choreograph the celebratory dances of the Bacchantes and Dio-
nysus.  The production sold out the entirety of its run and drew an enthusiastic crowd of students (and a few select 
members of the Hadley Council on Aging) to view and discuss the themes in the work.

Joyful dances by the Bacchantes 
powered the production when 
director Judyie Al-Bilali revisit-
ed The Bacchae of Euripides 20 
years after she last directed it at 
UMass. Our students designed 
and constructed a richly-imag-
ined world for the play. Student 
groups attended a performance 
and post-show Q&A. Top photo 
by Derek Fowles, other photos 
by Anna-Maria Goossens

6



UMASS NEW PLAY LAB
Produced by Maegan Clearwood, Bianca Dillard, Josh Glenn-Kayden, and Tatiana Godfrey 
Directed by Josh Glenn-Kayden
With Play Lab, UMass Theater throws out the old script and welcomes the new. We are proud to be part of the 
national movement to present a vibrantly diverse range of experiences on stage through cutting-edge works from 
up and coming theater makers. Play Lab is a venue for playwrights to experiment, for directors and dramaturgs to 
collaborate on shaping new work, for actors to bring intriguing characters to life, and for audiences to help shape 
the work through their reactions.

The Interrobangers
by M Sloth Levine
Jan. 31, Feb. 1 and 6 at 7:30, Feb. 8 at 2 
The Curtain Theater
Four groovy teens and a dog search the woods in their van to solve a 
mystery while exploring drugs, queerness, and the fear that men in 
rubber masks are scarier than monsters. The four question the world 
they know, looking into the parts of their history they would rather 
avoid.

Walden
by Amy Berryman
Feb. 14, 15, 20 at 7:30, Feb. 22 at 2
The Curtain Theater
In the not-so-distant future, climate change has intensified and 
scientists are recommending that we colonize elsewhere. Cassie, a 
NASA botanist, returns from her year-long deployment in space and 
is shocked to find her sister, Stella, a former NASA architect, engaged 
to an Earth Advocate. As the twins grapple with questions of rivalry 
and love, humanity hangs in the balance.

This year, Play Lab returned to focusing entirely on professional play-
wrights. Our search for new works yielded two that used science fiction 
conventions in entirely different but complementary ways to examine 
weighty topics — identity and coming of age for Interrobangers, and 
climate change and family relationships for Walden. Both pieces were 
well received, with Interrobangers notching a first-ever-for-Play-Lab 
sell-out performance. Our teams threw themselves into helping the 
playwrights shape the performances, from the dramaturgs who attend-
ed rehearsals and ran feedback sessions with the audience to the actors 
speaking new words onstage throughout the performance.

Above, we celebrated playwrights M. 
Sloth Levine and Amy Berryman for their 
work with us during Play Lab during 
a special lobby toast. Below, Play Lab 
notched a first-ever sell-out show for 
Levine’s  The Interrobangers. Photos by 
Anna-Maria Goossens
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THE WATER STATION (Mizu no eki)
by Ōta Shōgo
Directed by Vishnupad Barve
Rand Theater
Feb. 27, 28, 29, March 4, 5, 6, 7 at 7:30, March 7 at 2
In this installment of the avant-garde, internationally-influential Station trilogy, travelers visit and drink, wash, 
fight, and love at a water station. No words are spoken in this work, but much is communicated in a space trans-
formed by water, light, movement, and sound. We tease out meaning from subtle gesture and the interactions of 
the characters as their lives brush up against each other, and we glimpse our shared understanding and deeper 
connection to the living universe. 

Graduate director Vishnupad Barve embraced experimental theater with his choice of thesis project, presenting a 
piece without dialogue that asked audiences to watch mindfully. As the actors performed, overhead and behind them, 
graduate student Li Xinyuan’s huge sculptural set pieces slowly shifted into place. 
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Undergraduate Jordan Mitchell designed the lighting for Water Station, while graduate student Li Xinyuan 
created the sculptural set. The piece was directed by Vishnupad Barve. Photo by Derek Fowles



MR. BURNS: A POST-ELECTRIC PLAY
by Anne Washburn
Songs by Michael Friedman
Directed by Michelle Hendrick, musical direction by Kyle Boatwright
Curtain Theater
April 9, 10, 16, 17, 18 at 7:30, April 11 and 18 at 2, April 15 at 10
In Anne Washburn’s darkly funny, grandly operatic Mr. Burns, survivors of a nuclear apocalypse may not have 
much, but they have Bart Simpson, Sideshow Bob, and Gilbert and Sullivan. Gathered around a campfire, they 
piece together the plot of a “Simpsons” episode from memory. It’s the first moment of a people establishing a cul-
ture through storytelling, and we sing and laugh along as this mainstay of classic television, mashed up with songs 
and contemporary memes, becomes the foundation of a new mythology and artistic tradition.

When our original director left the production, we were thrilled to find that UMass Theater alumna Michelle Hen-
drick, who had been teaching in our department all year, was ready and willing to step into the production. Unfor-
tunately our production has yet to come to fruition, since the pandemic prompted a campus closure right as the team 
shifted into the final weeks of rehearsal. The Thursday before campus closure, the company performed the entirety of 
the piece during a design run that was opened to all members of the department, a deeply resonant experience for 
those who gathered. We look forward to resuming production with as much of the original team as possible during the 
2020-2021 season.
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Student Work Series
Some students never perform, direct, design, or crew in our mainstage season. They choose instead to put their 
energies into student works, created by student teams with minimal faculty and staff involvement and frequently 
funded by grants and fundraisers headed by students as well. These independent productions have been a pow-
erful parallel to our mainstage season since the department’s founding and offer students valuable experience in 
self-producing and production management. 

While it doesn’t fit the bill in the traditional sense, we were thrilled with a new weekly initiative called Community 
Play Read, run by students, in which a different play got a cold read, with parts randomly assigned to that week’s 
participants. The series has continued through the campus closure and into the summer, when, in light of the 
protests against racial inequity that followed the murder by police of George Floyd, the series focused in on Black 
writers. Students are committed to continuing in the 2020-2021 school year.

To support student work, the depart-
ment scheduled its mainstage produc-
tions earlier to allow time at the end of 
each semester for student work. 

In the fall, we enjoyed a Fringe Festival 
that brought a number of original piec-
es, an open mic where faculty and staff 
shared their talents, and even a movie 
night designed to bring us together as 
a community. See the calendar created 
by assistant production manager Tom 
Kelleher to highlight the various events.

The works planned for spring never came 
to fruition as full productions. Howev-
er, when it became clear that the cam-
pus was closing, students organized an 
Open Mic where they presented songs, 
scenes, and work from classes. Most of 
the songs from John LLewellyn and Sa-
mantha D’Orazio’s Wild Party were pre-
sented with full choreography, as was a 
scene from Shaila Schmidt’s MFA thesis, 
Matt and Ben. It was a very emotional 
evening as people had found out a few 
hours earlier that this would be the “last 
dance” in person for 2019-2020.

We look forward to seeing the creativi-
ty of our students next year, in whatever 
form the pandemic allows.

10

UMASS Department of Theater Presents

Fringe Fest
THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY

Fall 2019
SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY

765

141312111098

21201918171615

7:00p 
Wrong Answer

7:00p 
Wrong Answer

8:00p
QUEENS-4-CA$H

7:30p
Open Mic Night

7:30p
13 Titles

4:30p 
Community Play Read

5:00p 
Up Movie Night

Wrong  Answer
What’s race got to do with high stakes testing?
What would you change about standardized testing to make it 
better for all?

Wrong Answer: Examining Stakeholder Voices in High Stakes 
Testing is an art-based intervention that highlights the chal-
lenges with testing in the black and brown communities who 
all too often fall victim to detrimental outcomes for being at the 
lower end of the educational achievement gap. Come out and 
join us in a theater experience that reimagines current testing 
practices and develops action steps to insight equitable change 
in society. 

Location: New Africa House Studio

Performances: December 6th & 7th at 7 pm doors at 6:30 pm

Reserve your free seats at wronganswer.brownpapertickets.com

1 -877-QUEENS-4-CASH
1-877-QUEENS-4-CA$H is a performance ensemble that 
joyfully combines the arts of drag and burlesque to celebrate 
queer identity and glamour, and to advocate for undeserved 
communities. We are centered on queering the dominant 
narratives of sexuality and gender, in addition to liberation from 
our sexually repressive and patriarchal society. 

Location: FAC 204

December 8th at 8 pm

Reserve your free seats by contacting Faolain Bobersky

13  Tit l es
13 Titles by Leslie Field and Jacqui Dupré and Jacqui Dupré 
and Leslie Field. A theatrical exploration of the role of women in 
art history, the fascist structure of The Alphabetical Order, and 
Canada geese. Plus music.

Location: FAC 204

December 16th 7:30 pm

Tickets are free and first come first serve

F ina l  Commun ity  P lay  Read
Please join us for the final community play read for the semes-
ter with special guest Henry McEnerny V on December 6th at 
4:30 pm in FAC 204.

Open Mic  N ig ht
Please join us for the department open mic night full of fun 
surprises from our faculty on December 11th at 7:30 pm in the 
Curtain Theater.

UP Mov ie  N ig ht
Please join us for a showing of Disney’s UP in the Rand theater 
on December 7th at 5 pm.

7:30p
TH342 Showcase

7:30p
TH444 Showcase

Act ing  (TH 342)
 Performa nce  Showcase

Please join us for an evening of contemporary scenes and 
monologues.
Thursday, December 12 at 7:30pm in Curtain Theater

Detonated  La nguage  (TH444) 
Performa nce  Showcase

Please join us for an evening of verbally adventurous scenes 
and monologues.
Friday, December 13 at 7:30pm in Curtain Theater
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Our Programs
Conquering a steep learning curve 
This year, students and faculty found themselves engaging in an impromptu experiment in transferring theater to 
an online learning space. 

Our YouTube channel includes a video created by student Tom Kelleher showing how lighting students at both the 
beginner and advanced level adapted to create their final projects in a virtual theater, and our News page included 
several articles explaining for posterity how we adapted individual projects and entire classes. 

One of them, by student Abby Charpentier, is reproduced here:

On March 11, the University of Massachusetts community was informed of the decision to suspend all 
in-person classes and implement remote classes after spring break. While this transition was easy for some 
departments, many members of the Theater Department found themselves asking the same question: How?

Many of its courses are hands-on and rely heavily on class members working closely with one another and 
with their faculty and staff mentors. This applies across disciplines, including performance, design and 
technology, and dramaturgy.

ACTING AND DIRECTING
Professor Milan Dragicevich — who taught Actor/Director Collaboration (TH 494AI) alongside Professor 
Gina Kaufmann’s Graduate Directing Studio — explained they were able to creatively move their scene 
assignments to Zoom.

“Zoom cannot replace live in-person experience. Still, given the reality of today’s circumstances, the course 
has adjusted fairly well to this new platform,” he said.

Kaufmann said 
she was proud of 
her acting students 
and the way they 
embraced Zoom 
and its limitations. 
On top of making 
choices regarding 
lighting, such as us-
ing flashlights and 
cellphone lights on 
a dimly-lit screen 
for a nighttime 
scene from Ham-
let, students played 
with their use of 
their space.

“Rather than just 

Lighting design students Zoomed to create their final projects, while graduate 
student Sydney Becker helped remotely program their designs into a virtual 
theater space.
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sitting in front of their computers, they moved about, crossing in and out of camera at times,” Kaufmann 
explained. “In my 100-level acting class, when one character handed another character a beer, one actor 
passed the bottle out of the screen and the second character reached out of their screen and, when their 
hand reappeared, it had a beer in it.”

Dragicevich also taught Stage Movement (TH 341), which focuses on the rigorous movement exercises 
developed by Japan’s Tadashi Suzuki. This course proved more difficult to transition online, since involves 
very active physical work on stage where students need to work as an ensemble. 

“With everyone now scattered in different home environments (on Zoom), much of this work needed to be 
completely changed or adapted,” Dragicevich said. “Some of it we could not do at all.”

Despite the challenges presented in his Stage Movement class, the class was still able to execute some of 
the key exercises that are more focused on “in-place” gestures, like the Suzuki “statues” where actors strike 
various statue poses while developing core strength, and the yoga warm-ups that they typically use before 
Suzuki work.

Still, Professor Gilbert McCauley, who taught Directing II and Black Theatre Workshop, perhaps put it the 
best: “Live theater is a unique experience. You can do things ‘like it’ but nothing replaces the ‘live’ aspect. 
The experience is being ‘mediated’ by something else, in our case Zoom technology.”

DESIGN AND PRODUCTION
Not only did acting and movement classes have to adjust, but so did classes that focus on design and tech-
nology.

Professor Michael Cottom taught Technical Direction (TH 365). This spring, he was leading a trans-dis-
ciplinary project with Professor Charles Schweik of the Department of Environmental Conservation. To-
gether, their students were creating a 20’ planet Earth to be placed next to the campus pond. Leading up to 
the structure that people could enter would be a line of  2’ by 3’ posters focusing on positive actions to fight 
climate change. The plan was to have the project completed by April 22 for the 50th anniversary of Earth 
Day, “and then the virus hit…”

Cottom and his team decided to adapt the project, called “Earth! One,” rather than scrapping it completely. 
“Our deliverable will be a nice packet of technical designs, ready for fabrication,” Cottom said. It will have 
a Creative Commons copyright that will allow others to build the project. Another university, for example, 
might be intrigued by the project and “make it happen,” with the ability to make their own revisions.

The department team that teaches lighting design and technology were also able to adapt for the online 
space, albeit in a different way.

Master Electrician Michael Dubin reported that students in Penny Remsen’s (TH 361) Lighting Design 
class were able to execute their light lab musical cuing projects with the aid of a lighting visualization com-
puter program. In conjunction with attending Zoom lectures, demonstrations, and individual meetings, 
students worked on lighting a virtual three-dimensional stage space in the program Capture. Lighting 
instruments can be placed in this digitally rendered environment, and designers can preview the effect of 
different lighting angles, colors, intensities, and fade times — a measure that has real-world applications 
outside the current situation as it can be expensive and/or time consuming to pre-program lighting cues 
in a real space. 

Dubin explained the class’ teaching assistants had access to the program and shared their screens with 
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students so they were able to see changes in the lighting as they asked the TA to manipulate the control 
channels of the virtual light plot.  The lighting changes were all recorded as cues in the same manner as they 
would be in an actual stage space. Video clips of the light cues running in time with the student’s chosen 
music were made in order for the work to be shared and discussed among the entire class via Zoom. Dubin 
emphasized that without the hard work and skill of graduating senior Tom Kelleher and Graduate Assis-
tant Sydney Becker, it would not have been possible to pivot so smoothly to retain the light lab component 
of Professor Remsen’s class syllabus.    

DRAMATURGY
Another professor who was successful with remote learning is Megan Lewis, who taught Drama and the 
Media: Performing Mythologies in the Contemporary World, Honors (TH 105H) and African Perfor-
mance (TH 332).

“I’ve been using technology in classes… to film messages to my students, online lectures, and make dy-
namic content,” she said.

Lewis decided not to use Zoom as a regular form of instruction because she did not want to contribute 
to Zoom fatigue. Instead, she uses a Moodle forum and focuses on self-driven assignments. Lewis also 
changed the final project for her Drama and the Media class. The original plan was for the students to all 
make a documentary, but after surveying the students about the logistics of doing this remotely, she decid-
ed to change it. Students could complete a final project and process what is currently happening: Create a 
piece of art that responds to this moment in time.

One thing she particularly enjoyed about using online spaces, such as forums on Moodle, was the same 
thing she enjoys about the classroom dynamic: the community. Now, it is more visible in her students’ 
written comments.

“Everyone is kind and loving and able to express that while isolated,” Lewis said.
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How to Approach 2020-2021
In the four months since we last gathered in the Fine Arts Center, the two spheres in which the Department of The-
ater functions — education and the performing arts — have been irrevocably altered by the realities of COVID-19.

To help us forge a path forward, a pair of task forces looked at priorities and ideas for the coming fall, from which 
Chair Harley Erdman established a series of principles and practices that include the following:

The UMass Department of Theater is actively developing plans to provide the best student learning oppor-
tunities for the coming year. Given the many unknowns, we are planning to be as nimble and flexible as 
possible in everything we do. The exceptional circumstances require us to go “outside the box” and use our 
resourcefulness and creativity in ways that will make for memorable leaning experiences in an extraordi-
nary time, while keeping ourselves safe.

We firmly believe in “learning by doing,” and we will find innovative mechanisms for students to learn this 
way, whether face to face, remote, or in some combination.

We will be flexible with our syllabi and our requirements for the major and minor, to gear our teaching 
most successfully to the circumstances; we will encourage team teaching, foster cross-course communica-
tion, and deepen the staff ’s relationship to our curriculum.

We recognize that the pandemic has disproportionately affected Black and Brown communities. We will be 
mindful of this disparity as we adjust our models of learning and season programming. 

We will rethink how space is used and assigned in our building, putting a priority on best safety practices, 
while also seeking additional usable space in other buildings. We will outfit at least one of our spaces with 
remote instruction technology, and seek other safety upgrades. We will all be vigilant and proactive custo-
dians of our own space. 

We recognize that “one size does not fit all,” and support the idea that each class, area, and project has its 
own needs. For the coming year, being nimble will mean being smaller: smaller projects, smaller classes, 
smaller gatherings, and shorter time blocks together, whether face to face or remote. For many of us, best 
practices will mean a combination of synchronous group meetings, asynchronous assignments, and syn-
chronous individual mentoring or coaching. 

We will use the opportunity of next year to strengthen our advising, using Zoom to our advantage for more 
regular check-ins.

We will find innovative ways to foster a sense of connection and community, even remotely, with events 
like Open Mics, Community Play Read, Drop-In Lunches, Virtual Purple Lobby, and other gatherings.

Finally, as we look at planning productions, UMass Theater’s goal this Fall is to give offer students and larger 
community stories that give greater meaning to our lives, forge connections, and use the realities of our time to 
re-examine what it means to live and make theater. We will present short, nimble, remotely rehearsed and staged 
pieces. We are particularly interested in works that can be created in a sustainable, nourishing way, that allow for 
joy, that imagine new possibilities, and that are responsive to the Black Lives Matter movement. 
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The Undergraduate Program
Our undergraduate majors count was down compared to last year due in part to a large graduating class in spring 
2019. However, we grew over the course of the school year and ended with a tally of 109 majors and 30 minors by 
spring 2020. 

Undergraduate Program Director Gilbert McCauley, together with Administrative Assistant Bethany Sherwood 
and several members of the Undergraduate Advisory Council, helped those who had an interest in theater find 
their way to us, whether they were new and transfer students at advising sessions or prospective students touring 
the campus. Chair Harley Erdman teamed up with representatives of Music and Dance to attend recruitment fairs 
for prospective students in Boston and New York.

As for our current students, when we realized we would not be celebrating them in person, we came together to 
honor them via a Zoom ceremony online.

Next year, Professor Amy Altadonna takes over for Gilbert McCauley as the Undergraduate Program Director. 
At the end of this school year, we surveyed current and past students about where they attended high school and 
about the comunity theater programs in their home towns. She will use this information as she crafts outreach 
inititiatives of her own. 
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Multicultural Theater Certificate
This year, Multicultural Theater Certificate Program Director Priscilla Page was on leave, so her colleague Profes-
sor Megan Lewis stepped in to run the program. In addition to capably managing the program in her colleague’s 
absence, she visited the Odyssey Bookshop in South Hadley to give a talk about the certificate and encourage more 
students to pursue this course of study.

We awarded Multicultural Theater Certificates to UMass students Elisabeth Goncalves, Carolyn Parker-Fairbain, 
and Melissa Smith, as well as Hampshire College students Jenny Gutierrez, Hannah Jones, and Jahlisa Pelle.
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Graduate Program
Professor Chris Baker took over the position of Graduate Program Director this year, a year when we both recruit-
ed a new cohort and graduated another.

MFA students Vishnupad Barve, Emma Hollows, Shaila Schmidt and Gabriel Harrell all graduated. Among those 
affected by the campus closure, Emma Hollows found her costume design thesis for the musical Sophiatown, orig-
inally scheduled for the Augusta Savage Gallery at New Africa House, moved to a virtual exhibit on the gallery 
website. 

Emma and Li Xinyuan participated in Design Showcase East, co-organized by Professor Anya Klepikov and fea-
turing almost 90 students from 20 schools around the country.  This first-ever online version of the NYC confer-
ence was an opportunity to get feedback on their work outside of UMass and to see the work of other graduating 
designers, as well as to hear keynotes from theater professionals such as lighting designer Justin Townsend ‘97.

The graduate committee re-imagined recruiting efforts for next year, bringing representatives of the department 
into contact with other members of the field via participation in various conferences such as USITT and Design 
Showcase East, creating a new design program brochure, and tracking how and where applicants heard about the 
UMass program and what led them to apply, so we can get a better idea about what efforts are most effective.

We look forward to seeing how these new initiatives improve our recruitment efforts. 
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People

Faculty and Staff
Several faculty members were on sabbatical or on leave: Yao Chen, Judyie Al-Bilali, Priscilla Page, Chris Baker and 
Gilbert McCauley, while Anya Klepikov was on a research-intensive leave and not teaching in spring. We were 
joined by several wonderful guest artists to teach and advise on productions in their absence: alum dramaturg 
Finn Lefevre was part of the Theater 100 team, and alum Talya Kingston, who works with WAM Theatre in the 
Berkshires, served as dramaturgy advisor on spring productions, as well as teaching. Meanwhile, Risher Reddick, 
who is affiliated with Shakespeare & Co., and alum Michelle Hendrick taught in the performance area, as well as 
stepping in to direct Mr. Burns. We were also joined by scenic designer Claire DeLiso, as well as Ciera Wells in the 
costume design area, who taught and advised while our design colleagues were away from teaching.

We were pleased to be joined over the spring semester by Prince Duren as our playwright in residence. A Profes-
sor within the Department of Art and Theatre at Jackson State University, also his undergrad alma mater, Duren’s 
primary artistic focus is his work as a playwright. His plays include Like Fine Wine, performed at Infinity Stage, 
and Enchanted, which has been published by Off The Wall Plays. He has written a playwriting textbook, The Road 
to Your First Play. Other published work includes “Man in the Mirror” Off the Rocks, Volume 20, NewTown Writ-
ers; “Drinks on Me,” The Paragon Journal Special Issue August 2016; “Delta Secret”, Fourth Wall Review; and “Iden-
tifying the HBCU Graduate and HBCU Experience,” HBCU Experience — The Book, edited by Tia C.M. Tyree and 
Christopher D. Cathcart. 

We are looking forward to a new face in our midst come fall. After a successful search, we hired Elisa Gonzales as 
our new voice teacher, previously on the faculty at Milliken University. We look forward to introducing her to our 
community in earnest once she joins us; in the meantime, her bio reads as follows:

B.F.A. in Acting - Emerson College
M.F.A. in Theatre Performance - Arizona State University
Professional Affiliations - Voice and Speech Trainers Association (VASTA), Fitzmaurice Voicework Institute
Elisa Gonzales received her BFA in Acting from Emerson College and her MFA in Theatre Performance from Ar-
izona State University.  As an actress, her extensive resume includes credits at the New York International Fringe 
Festival, the Nuyorican Poets Cafe, San Diego Repertory Theatre, Commonwealth Shakespeare Company and the 
La Jolla Playhouse.  Before coming to Millikin, Elisa taught acting and voice at Arizona State University.  Elisa is a 
certified Assistant Teacher of Fitzmaurice Voicework.  Additional creative research interests include site-specific 
storytelling, community-based performance, devised theatre, and Latinx theatre.
Disciplines - Voice and Speech, Dialects, Acting

Also noted:
Professor Anya Klepikov designed costumes and sets for Miami City Ballet’s Firebird

Professors Harley Erdman and Gina Kaufmann and collaborators Aaron Jones and Kyle Boatwright gathered with 
a cast in New York City to record a new version of their musical Legacy Boy, formerly known as Donny Johns. 
Erdman, Kaufmann and Boatwright also collaborated on a new play called Lullaby in Zoomland, a fundraiser or-
ganized by Boatwright’s Rise Up organization to benefit the Pioneer Valley Workers Center.
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UMass Amherst Costume Shop Creates Hundreds of Cloth Masks 
for Local Veterinarians, Nursing Homes, Food Banks and Others
As the costume shop ceased its regular operations due to the pandemic, costume shop manager Kristen Jensen 
and assistant costume shop manager Felicia Malachite turned their talents as sewists and managers to creating a 
mask-making operation. They received campus and community coverage for their capable production pivot. 

From a UMass gateway page article:
When Kristin Jensen and Felicia Malachite of the Department of Theater’s costume shop at UMass Amherst 
learned that masks were being shifted from facilities such as veterinary clinics to human hospitals to help address 
the scarcity, they decided to make cloth masks for animal doctors and other non-emergency health care workers 
so they can extend the life of their existing PPE supplies.

...In addition to local veterinary hospitals, the masks have been distributed to the 
Hospice of the Fisher Home in Amherst, Amherst Community Connections, 
Royal Health Group nursing homes, the Western Mass Food Bank, Pioneer Val-
ley Hospice and Palliative Care, the Amherst Survival Center, individual nurses 
and their colleagues, and on-site UMass employees who come to campus.

“Kristin and Felicia run our extraordinary costume shop, and this undertaking 
of theirs – not just crafting the masks but personally arranging for their distri-
bution – is totally in keeping with their dedication, kindness, professionalism 
and community orientation. And courage,” says Harley Erdman, chair of the 
Department of Theater, which is housed in the College of Humanities and Fine 
Arts. “It is why our costume shop is a place all our students want to work. They 
are also master technicians in everything they make: they pour tender loving 
care into everything.”

With all theater performances for the semester canceled, Jensen and Malachite 
gathered materials on hand in the department and set to work to create the 
handmade masks from their own homes when the campus shifted to remote 
learning for the remainder of the academic year. (Graduate students Emma Hol-
lows, Mikayla Reid, and Calypso Michelet shifted from working to create cos-
tumes to helping produce masks.)

... “We have been making both fitted masks and pleated masks,” Malachite says. 
“Our masks are made of pre-washed, tightly woven, 100% cotton fabrics, and 
include an opening for the user to insert a filter if they choose.

“We aim to honor requests of recipients,” Malachite explains. “Most include a 
soft strip of wire enclosed within the top edge seam that can be shaped across 
the bridge of the nose for a closer fit. We have been using either elastic or fabric 
ties, but we have learned that most groups prefer fabric ties as they are more comfortable for someone wearing a 
mask over an extended period of time. Some have requested a third layer of fabric and several have asked that we 
not launder them after construction, as they would prefer to sterilize them on location.”

“Everyone has been so thankful, and it feels good to be able to serve the community in this way,” Jensen says. “We 
will continue this effort for as long as there is a need. We foresee that there will be regular deliveries to a few of our 
recipients.”

Kristin Jensen and Felicia Mal-
achite led a team that creat-
ed masks for the community. 
Photos courtesy of Kristin 
Jensen and Felicia Malachite
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Guest Artists and Instructors
Kent Alexander, actor and community activist — guest artist during Baltimore, workshop leader on inclusion 
and equity for faculty and staff

Brett Bailey, South African theater maker — spoke to dramaturgy classes

Eliza Bent, playwright — guest speaker for community meeting about producing, guest performer for Commu-
nity Play Read

Toby Vera Bercovici, intimacy direction instructor, director — guest artist in intimacy direction for Bacchae, 
Water Station

Amy Berryman, playwright — Walden playwright, artist 
in residence for Play Lab

Kyle Boatwright, actor, musician — music director, Mr. 
Burns

Ed Check, scenic designer — scenic design advi-
sor, Water Station

Jane Cox, lighting designer — presenter on light-
ing design, women in design (via Zoom)

Claire DeLiso, scenic designer — visiting lec-
turer, scenic design advisor

Paul Dennis, choreographer and dancer — guest 
choreographer for Baltimore

Mark Dold, actor — guest speaker, Career 
Prep class

Prince Duren, playwright and actor — visiting 
lecturer in playwriting

Norman Frisch, dramaturg — guest speaker, 
Dramaturgy Round Table

Naya Gabriel, artist — artist exhibitor for Wa-
ter Station

Michael Garcia, performer — guest actor and choreographer for Mr. Burns

Katie Geraghty, performer — Career Prep class

Michelle Hendrick, actor, director, instructor — visiting lecturer, director for Mr. Burns

Clockwise from top left, 
guests Eliza Bent, Jane Cox, 
Kyle Boatwright, Harrey 
McEnery, Michelle Hendrick 
and Prince Duren worked 
with us this year. Photos 
courtesy of the artists
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Amanda Huesmann, pianist — pianist for Water Station

Devorah Kengmana, projection designer — projection design for Baltimore

Talya Kingston, dramaturg, associate artistic director of WAM Theatre — visiting lecturer and dramaturgy ad-
visor

Finn Lefevre, dramaturg instructor and activist — visiting lecturer

Moriah Leigh, choreographer and dance instructor — choreographer for Bacchae

M Sloth Levine, playwright — The Interrobangers playwright, artist in residence for Play Lab

Ben Liebert, performer — guest speaker, Career Prep class

Heather Hala Lord, performer — guest performer, Bacchae

Harry McEnery, performer — guest speaker on stage combat (cancelled due to COVID-19), guest performer for 
Community Play Read

Matthew Morin, stage manager, weapons expert — fight choreographer for Bacchae

Dave Neeley, new student orientation — Baltimore facilitator trainer

Sarah Pucket, pianist — pianist for Musical Theatre course

Risher Reddick, actor and acting instructor — visiting lecturer in performance and dramaturgy, voice and speech 
coach for Baltimore, Bacchae

Al Sanchez, scenic artisan — scenic artisan 

Sean Sanford, scenic designer — guest artist for Baltimore

Afrikah Smith, dramaturg — guest artist for Baltimore (dramaturgy and projection design content)

Matthew Spellberg, scenic designer — guest speaker in scenic design classes

Ben Tibbetts, pianist — pianist for Musical Theatre course

Denise Wallace-Spriggs, milliner – guest instructor, millinery workshop

Ciera Wells, costume designer — visiting lecturer, guest advisor for Baltimore costume design

Michael Wilson, screenwriter — guest speaker, Career Prep class

Scheduled but did not join us due to COVID-19:
Mimi Lien, scenic designer — speaker, Women in Design
Theresa Rebeck, playwright — speaker, the Rand Lecture
Ryan Winkles, performer and fight choreographer — fight choreographer for Mr. Burns
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Student Achievements
The fact that we ended the year separated from them couldn’t obscure the wonderful work our students did over 
the course of the school year. We celebrated them at the year-end ceremony held over Zoom, where we read the 
names of seniors aloud and gave out awards. Our ceremony, as well as a slideshow of our seniors, can be found at 
our UMassTheater YouTube channel. 

We created a poster for our undergraduate seniors which you can see on the undergraduate page, and there is a 
photo of the Multicultural Theater Certificate recipients, and the graduate MFAs on their respective pages else-
where in this Year in Review. 

Meanwhile, below are those who received awards in recognition of their work this year.

(Note: We were unable to award the Stephen Driscoll BADA Scholarship this year because the Summer in Oxford 
program was cancelled due to the pandemic. We hope to be able to award this scholarship again in coming years.)

The 2020 Frank Prentice Rand Schol-
arship in Drama is funded by the 
generous bequest of the late Margar-
ita H. Rand. Professor Frank Pren-
tice Rand taught dramatic literature 
here in the English Department. Our 
Rand Theater is named for him be-
cause he and Mrs. Rand loved the-
ater and promoted the founding of 
our department.  The Frank Prentice 
Rand Scholarship in Drama is given 
to undergraduate theater majors on 
the basis of scholarship and demon-
strated merit in production work in 
the areas of: Directing, Producing, Playwriting, and Dramaturgy. Scholarship checks for this award, along with all 
other scholarships this year, will be mailed to the awardees.The 2020 Frank Prentice Rand Scholarship in Drama 
recipients are: Samantha D’Orazio, Jacqui Dupre, John Llewellyn, Eliza McCann.

The purpose of the Ed Golden Acting Scholarship Endowment is to honor the exemplary teaching career of Pro-
fessor Emeritus Edward J. Golden 
by recognizing and fostering stu-
dents with exceptional acting talent 
through scholarship awards. Awards 
may be made to Theater majors who 
are either sophomores or juniors 
and who have demonstrated out-
standing promise and commitment 
to the art. The 2020 Ed Golden Act-
ing Scholarship recipients are:
Alison Butts, Fiona Herter, Celena 
Lopes, Emma Perakis Professor Gina Kaufmann, with (clockwise) Alison Butts, Fiona Herter, 

Chair Harley Erdman, Celena Lopes. Not pictured but present: Emma 
Perakis.

Production Manager Julie Fife, with (clockwise) Samantha D’Orazio, 
John Llewellyn, Jacqui Dupre, and Eliza McCann
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The Susan M. and Larry G. Bene-
dict Scholarship Endowment was 
created to provide undergraduate 
scholarship support for students 
within the Department of Theater 
who are studying theater design, 
production, and management.Spe-
cial consideration will be given to 
sophomores and juniors who have 
who have demonstrated technical 
proficiency and a commitment to 
professionalism. The 2020 Susan 
M. and Larry G. Benedict Scholar-
ship recipients are: Rebecca Cottrell, 
Thomas Kelleher, Sena Yacteen.

The Denise Lessard Wagner Com-
munity Spirit Award is given to 
graduating seniors who, through 
their beyond-the-call-of-duty ded-
ication and commitment, have 
made an outstanding contribution 
to the community spirit of the De-
partment of Theater. Though not a 
scholarship, the names are of the 
winners will be added to the plaque 
that is posted in the Curtain The-
ater Lobby. The award is named 
in honor of longtime Department 
of Theater Administrative Assis-
tant Denise Lessard Wagner, who 
exemplified the ideals behind the 
award. The 2020 Community Spirit 
awardees are: Liz Diamond, Thom-
as Kelleher, John Llewelyn, Jordan 
Mitchell, Tatiana Rodriguez.

General Manager Willow Cohen with Denise Wagner, and awardees 
(by rows starting at top) Tatiana Rodriguez (with Sami Brzozowski 
and Emma Perakis), Liz Diamond, John Llewellyn, Jordan Mitchell, and 
Thomas Kelleher, with Chair Harley Erdman.

Professor Penny Remsen with Larry Benedict, and awardees (clock-
wise) Rebecca Cottrell, Sena Yacteen, and Thomas Kelleher.
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University-wide awards given to two undergraduate students, 
and other noteworthy student accomplishments

Junior Angela Kwebiiha receives the William F. Field Alumni Award

Only five students in all of the College of Humanities and Fine Arts received the William F. Field Alumni Scholar 
Award in 2020, and UMass Theater major Angela Kwebiiha is one of them.

The William F. Field Alumni Scholar Awards, established in 1976, recognize and honor third-year students for their 
academic achievements at UMass Amherst. Kwebiiha, who is a member 
of the Commonwealth Honors College and is pursuing a minor in Af-
ro-American Studies in addition to her theater work, has distinguished 
herself in several areas of theater including dramaturgy, performance, 
and technical theater.

“Thank you to everyone who has guided my education experience in the 
School of Humanities and Fine Arts,” said Kwebiiha. “I am so grateful 
for everyone who has taken me under their wing and was patient with 
my growth! I specifically want to thank everyone in the Department of 
Theater and am so honored that I was even nominated for this award! 
Thank you to the Alumni Association for this honor!” 

The honor was richly deserved. In his nominating letter, Theater Chair 
Harley Erdman wrote: “(Angela) is well-known to me as a multitalented 
member of our community who has acted in a number of our shows and 
worked behind the scenes in various ways. She is witty, personable, and 
enthusiastic; she possesses an infectious energy that helps to lift every 
team or project.” He added, “Angela is multi-faceted. Her passions lie at 
the intersection of multiple departments, communities, and endeavors. 
Her achievements here reflect a concern for social justice and commu-
nity service. We nominate her as someone embodies the spirit of the liberal arts student in an exceptional way.”

Research is not just for STEM: UMass Theater boasts 4 Rising Researchers in 2 years 
Earlier this month, the University of Massachusetts announced that senior theater major Kit Newell had been 
named a Rising Researcher. Newell, who was honored for their acting work, is the fourth theater major in the span 
of two years to receive that designation. UMass has also named Queer & Now creator Garrett Sager, scenic designer 
Sean Sanford, and playwright Tatiana Rodriguez as Rising Researchers.

It’s a remarkable run of recognition for students in a field whose work falls outside the stereotype of what consti-
tutes “research” for many people. While individually grateful for the honor, these theater artists also see the value 
for theater as a whole each time one of them is recognized for their work. 

“I generally see acting as more related to science and ‘hard research’ fields than many outsiders might,” Newell said. 
“There’s this curiosity and this questioning spirit that’s always asking ‘Why,’ … whether it’s ‘Why is this protein 
structured this way?’ or ‘Why does this person respond this way in a certain scenario?’ This openness to exper-
imentation and failure is essential in science, and it’s also essential in acting, to work through as many things as 
possible in order to find the solution for you that works best in terms of storytelling.”

This award “has helped legitimize this work in the academic sphere,” Sager said.

Angela Kwebiiha. Photo courtesy of 
Angela Kwebiiha
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Rodriguez noted that being acknowledged as a researcher by the uni-
versity has inspired her to continue her education. After she graduates 
this spring with degrees in Theater, English, and WGSS, as well as certif-
icates in Creative Writing and Multicultural Theater Practice, Rodriguez 
plans to continue her education at the University of Massachusetts in the 
W.E.B. Du Bois Afro-American Studies PhD Program in Literature and 
Culture.

“In the humanities and fine arts you often hear of how difficult it is to be 
recognized,” she said. “As a young playwright and artist it was incredi-
bly meaningful to me to have my work recognized and to hear that my 
achievements were seen in my field. It also motivated me to reevaluate 
my future, and start applying to programs for graduate school so I could 
continue my research and cultivate more knowledge.”  

Sager noted that in his work, findings “are emotional, so they aren’t 
quantifiable”  — and explained that he has employed a system of exper-
imenting, learning from the results, and then building toward the next 
phase of a project in his multi-year Queer & Now project, for which he 
also received the Frank Prentice Rand Scholarship from the Department 
of Theater, among other honors. 

For Newell, the craft of acting has been the focus of their research, and one of the remarkable aspects of the work is 
the way it changes with each role. Various roles have required Newell to improvise Gregorian chants, learn to knit, 
and navigate the world as a man several times their age. 

On a project like Wild Thing, which was the focus of their Rising Researcher nomination, the research takes a 
different shape. This translation and adaptation of a little-known Spanish play tells of a young woman, Gila, who 
became a local folk hero after exacting bloody revenge on the men who betrayed her and rejects her society’s ex-
pectations for her. 

Some of Newell’s initial research focused on what life was like at the time the play was set, on learning about both 
the real circumstances and folk tales from which the play was inspired, and on perfecting the pronunciation of the 
Spanish words used in the play. Newell found themselves in an old print shop in London at one point, researching 
old Spanish maps to get a feel for the topography of the place. There were sessions with a fight choreographer to 
create swordplay that was specific to Gila’s character. 

Then, there is the question of Gila’s gender and sexuality, which read as shockingly modern for a 400-year-old play.

“Something that is unavoidable whenever you read this play is that it is radical for its time in its conception of gen-
der roles,” Newell said, and its approach to sexuality. Its heroine could be read in today’s terms as non-binary, and 
she effusively expresses her ardor for Queen Isabella. “Gender is very much at the forefront of contemporary dis-
cussions on society and on individuality,” Newell said, but they were curious to place the work a wider context that 
looked beyond contemporary attitudes toward gender and sexuality. “What are gender roles historically? What 
different cultures have perceived gender in different ways? Has everything been strictly binary? Or what cultures 
have established societies in which there are more than two genders that are accepted?” ...

Being a Rising Researcher has been a boon. “I’m incredibly grateful to receive this affirmation for all the hard work 
I’ve done,” they said, and to get that affirmation from people “outside of our theater comfort zone.”

Kit Newell. Photo courtesy of Kit 
Newell
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Newell has no intentions of resting on any laurels. “It’s the work that’s done to get this award that’s important.”

Also Noted:
UMass Theater Scenic Design Professor Anya Klepikov helped organizers at Southern Methodist University trans-
form Design Showcase East into a virtual event. Twenty schools and 88 students participated in this event. The 
participating graduating students enjoyed over 650 portfolio reviews, which took place over the three days (May 
9-11) with designers/directors/production managers and other professionals in theater and entertainment. Among 
those whose portfolios were reviewed were two graduating MFAs from UMass: costume designer Emma Hollows 
and scenic designer Xinyuan Li, who both received feedback on their portfolios from over 20 professionals in their 
respective fields.

Additionally, Augusta Savage Gallery at the University of Massachusetts hosted a digital exhibition entitled Kofi-
fi/Covfefe by Emma Hollows. Kofifi/Covfefe marked the culmination of Hollows’ MFA Costume Design thesis,  
which  envisions a production of the South African musical Sophiatown to be staged in Massachusetts. Through 
her design process she identified the many similarities between the struggles of people of color in the US to those 
in South Africa. The focus behind the costume designs for this exhibition is to balance the political, historical and 
social context of the play with the context of the audience to create believable and relatable characters on stage.

Student Jordan Mitchell helped the department successfully pitch an idea to bring two renowned women designer 
to comapus to talk about design and working in a male-dominated field. Women for UMass Amherst funded the 
event, although it ended up being cancelled due to campus closure. 

Student Calypso Michelet assisted Professor Anya Klepikov on her scenic and costume designs for Miami City 
Ballet’s Firebird production in February. Alums Christina Beam and Sean Sanford also worked on the project.

The Firebird program, with UMass names circled. Photo courtesy of 
Anya Klepikov
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Alumni Achievements
Our alumni are making their mark on theater and related fields. Here are some of the remarkable alumni we wrote 
about in the last year. (Excerpted and adapted from the original articles on our News page.)

Scenic Artist Athena Parella ‘17 embarks on a gilded career
Athena Parella ‘17 is a newly-minted Journey Scenic Artist with Local USA 829 in New York, and she owes her job 
to one of her UMass Theater mentors, and gold leaf.

Here’s the story: Working in the scene shop at UMass 
Theater, Parella had to add gold leaf to a piece of scen-
ery, a tricky, delicate task. Miguel Romero, then Profes-
sor of Scenic Design, spent hours with her, showing her 
how to use a special glue called Wunda Size and then to 
follow specific steps to successfully apply this expensive 
material.

Several years later, she applied for the union’s selective 
apprenticeship, which puts young scenic artists to work 
in prestigious scene shops for on-the-job training, sup-
plemented with a rigorous schedule of classes to hone 
specialized skills. 

“I remember thinking, I’m never going to gold-leaf 
anything ever again,” Parella tells the story, “and on the 
apprenticeship exam… one of the questions was, spe-
cifically, ‘What is the Size used for gold leaf?’ I got in 
by a point and a half, and that question was worth two 
points.”

“That’s scary to me, but that’s also magical, because 
that’s totally the teacher’s own will, to just put in the effort for me. I remember, with Miguel, he spent hours of 
overtime with me, and I didn’t realize that was overtime until I became a full-fledged adult,” Parella reflected. 

Parella was not originally an enthusiastic proponent of UMass Theater. Her plan had been to attend art school, but 
her top choices waitlisted her, so she ended up at UMass. She stumbled upon Theater 110 (backstage practicum) 
and was intrigued by the prospect of working in the design area. She talked her way into working in the scene 
shop even though she hadn’t completed all the prerequisites yet, and in return Technical Director Michael Cottom 
talked her into adding a theater major.

She laughed, because her father advised her to have a second major to fall back on if art didn’t work out. “I chose 
theater, and he said ‘No, that’s not what I meant at all!’”

However, she said, her father’s skepticism was a motivator. “I wanted to work harder than anything in the whole 
world to make sure it’ll pay off.”

Theater proved to be a great fit. Parella valued the relationships she built with her instructors, including those in 

Athena Parella worked on the Fantasy Fair backdrop 
for Joffrey Ballet’s production of The Nutcracker.
Photo courtesy of Athena Parella
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non-design areas, all of them generous with attention and mentorship.

 “I remember so many teachers making me feel like I was so important, and that made me want to try even harder, 
because I felt like people cared,” she said.

... Looking toward graduation, Parella consulted Cottom — she jokingly calls him “my forever guidance coun-
selor” — for career advice. He reached out to industry contacts in New York, and one of them mentioned the 
apprenticeship.

The program only accepts a cohort every three years, and the next group was starting shortly after Parella’s grad-
uation. There were four rounds to the application process, including tests and interviews, and Parella was among 
those accepted in 2017.

The apprentices, who get their union card, work alongside other members of the union most of the week (they 
start at a 50% wage and get increases as the program progresses until graduation) painting, building, and repairing 
various scenic elements. Parella once spent a day painting bird poop on a roof; on another, she made dozens of 
hand turkeys for a TV set.

... While many in her apprenticeship cohort were focused on television and film, Parella remained loyal to the art 
form that brought her to the job and found work at Scenic Arts Studios, which does scenery for the Metropolitan 
Opera, among other things. 

Her apprenticeship, Parella said, was incredible, and she’s beyond grateful the opportunity was available to her.

“I think when I got into the apprenticeship, that was when I truly realized how important UMass was to me,” she 
said. “That’s when you realize how beneficial the program is because you see the effects. I worked 200 percent all 
the time without knowing what the end product was, because there’s that blind hope that you have as a student, 
and if you take that for granted then you won’t know the answer to the gold leaf question.”

Eggtooth Productions finds ways to make theater despite social 
distancing
Participants in Eggtooth Productions’ Promenade 1 (over the still world) can experience art outside. Walking 
through Bramble Hill in Amherst with headphones, they’ll hear sounds subtly augmenting the natural ambience of 
birdcalls and wind. Then: “Stop!” a woman’s voice commands, before reciting a beautiful passage of text. Walking 
on a bit further, at a small manmade water feature, a man’s voice muses on ponds and water, and further on, there 
is a piece about trees — 44 sound cues in all invigorate a lovely walk.

This presentation by the Greenfield-based company is the first salvo in a season that aims to offer collective art in 
creative, safe ways during the COVID-19 pandemic.

“This is what artists do. We look the ugly right in the eye and make something of it,” said Linda McInerney ‘98G, 
the company’s Artistic Director. 

While many companies found themselves needing to shut down as the pandemic hit, McInerney and her compa-
triots — a network of movers, actors, and installation artists, some of them, like her, with UMass ties — sprang 
into action. Since 2011, she said, the company has been offering immersive productions as well as traditional plays. 
Immersive theater puts the audience into the show. Rather than being seated and viewing the performance, audi-
ence members move through the space and interact with the environment and the performers, giving each person 
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a unique experience.

“We’re living in a time where theater is seeking and yearning for 
other forms beyond the proscenium, and this really does open up 
a whole other way of experiencing theater,” McInerney said.

...“We’ve decided for the first time to create a full season, so that 
people will know what’s coming, and so people will have some-
thing creative to depend upon and to look forward to,” McInerney 
said. “I feel like we have an obligation to offer something that can 
give a little light, give a little hope.”

The various presenters who make up the season received Mini-
grants from Eggtooth, which speaks to another of McInerney’s 
priorities: supporting artists. “We really want to keep performers 
performing and vital and nimble,” she said.

Not coincidentally, the group’s educational arm has offered work-
shops for artists who are interested in immersive and experimen-
tal theater. “It’s hard for us to break out of the mode of what we do,” she said. The workshops aim to help artists 
who want to shift their mindset “to being open to creating in an entirely new way.”

Amid the sadness and chaos of the moment, for Eggtooth and its collaborators, there is an opportunity to take 
performance and theater in new directions.

“We have to seize this moment with innovation and passion and relentless dedication, to make something good 
happen out of this pandemic,” McInerney said.

Miss Massachusetts USA Sabrina Victor ‘18 has UMass Theater 
roots
Sabrina Victor, an alum from UMass Amherst, graduated in 2018 with a dual 
degree in theater and journalism. On January 12th, 2020, Victor, now living 
in Brockton, was crowned the newest Miss Massachusetts USA. Currently, 
she is working full time at Bridgewater State University in the Human Re-
sources office, but as part of her Miss Massachusetts USA duties, she serves 
as an arts and education activist and an ambassador for Massachusetts. Al-
though she is observing social distancing, she is still pursuing this work in 
the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

“I am fortunate to have this title and excited to take on the next step by com-
peting for Miss USA in the summer,” Victor said.

Victor has a deep passion for volunteer work, and with the title of Miss Mas-
sachusetts USA, she is able to use her platform to educate people about top-
ics most important to her. Examples of this include her facilitating a kid’s 
program at the Brockton Public Library for kids ages 5-12 where they played 

Eggtooth’s collaborators at a pre-shut-
down breakfast. Photo courtesy of Linda 
McInerney

Sabrina Victor in Infants of the Spring. Photo by Jon Crispin
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theater games and read books together. She also participated in a panel for women minorities who own businesses 
and discussed resources they used to advance in the working world through the Metro South Commerce of Busi-
ness. 

“I am proud to be Haitian-American and glad that I can represent my culture and people through the title of Miss 
Massachusetts USA,” she said. She does this by creating her brand image and making public appearances. (She was 
scheduled to sing the national anthem at an upcoming Celtics game before the NBA season was interrupted due 
to COVID-19.)  

Annette Vadnais ‘99 helps students in and out of the library
Ask Annette Vadnais ’99 why she’s a librarian, and she happily admits 
she’s drawn to the job for the students.

“It’s not necessarily ‘library’ — I just like helping people,” she said. 

She feels so strongly about that aspect of her job, in fact, that she put her 
personal brand on the line, offering to shave her purple hair if enough 
people donated to the Student Care and Emergency Response Fund 
(SCERF) to assist students affected by the Coronavirus. Her campaign 
worked.

In the video asking for the donation, Vadnais explains that she was a 
first-generation, low-income student and wants to help students who 
find themselves in financial straits. While financial aid helps students 
with tuition expenses, SCERF helps students struggling to afford food, 
housing, childcare, and other important needs — needs that may be-
come even more critical during this time.

Vadnais became a theater major because she liked the way it brought 
people together.

“Part of why I choose theater as major was my hometown was not a very diverse place, and yet when we did our 
senior play, everyone came together — the uncool kids, the cool kids. It levelled the playing field, so even if the 
cliques existed outside the theater … within it they didn’t,” she said.

“I really enjoyed this particular program and that you had to learn all aspects — although for me the acting part 
was very scary. You had to learn an appreciation of what everyone does, not just your particular thing that you’re 
interested in, so you do get to see, acting isn’t easy, lighting isn’t easy,” Vadnais said. 

There are still aspects of her theater training in her work, Vadnais noted, whether it’s in the way she presents herself 
as she gives tours, the opportunities she seeks out for creativity in her work (she made a falcon costume in tribute 
to the falcons who nest atop the library building a few years ago), or the way the collaborative element of theater is 
reflected in the way her job is about connecting students to the people and resources the library has to offer.

“My tagline is always ‘work smarter not harder’,” she said. “That’s sort of the point of libraries vs Google. If you 
call Google and tell them you didn’t find anything, I don’t know what they’ll tell you, but if you call us and say you 
didn’t find anything, as librarians we want to find you the things. All the things!”

Annette Vadnais. Photo courtesy of 
Annette Vadnais
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“Penny-Approved”: Two alumni, two decades apart, share a mentor
Matthew Richards graduated in 1995 from the University of Massachusetts Amherst Department of Theater; Erin 
MacDevitt graduated last May. Both are lighting designers, both count Professor of Lighting Design Penny Rem-
sen as their mentor, and both benefitted from Remsen’s generous policy of connecting current and past students 
professionally. This October, thanks to Remsen, they worked together as lighting designer and assistant, respec-
tively, for Hartford Stage’s production of Cry It Out. 

When they’re asked if they discovered any common threads in their experience with Remsen, Richards mentioned 
the phrase “Penny-approved,” which means that Remsen is vouching for that individual’s skill and professionalism. 
“I specifically asked if there was anyone who was ‘Penny-approved’,” he said, when he was looking for someone to 
help him on this project. Remsen’s class is rigorous, Richards said, and she expects her students to be on top of their 
work. Remsen instills professionalism and how to conduct oneself in the theater along with teaching the creative 
aspects of lighting design. When she gives someone that stamp of approval, Richards said, “you’re going to get a 
responsible person.”

“She wants people to succeed,” MacDevitt agreed. “She’s teaching a class of people that want to do this for a living, 
so she’s not going to take any nonsense from people that are going to slack off in her class.”

Richards and MacDevitt’s collaboration began, no surprise, with a phone call to Remsen.

“I use assistants all the time,” said Richards. 
While he has a slate of folks he works with 
regularly, he was interested in finding some-
one new for this project, so he consulted his 
former teacher to see if she could recommend 
anyone. 

“She immediately said ‘Yes, Erin!” he said. 
“She was really emphatic.”

The two met, and Richards liked what he saw 
of MacDevitt’s portfolio. Being an assistant 
lighting designer is “a nuts and bolts kind of 
a job,” he said, “but I prefer to have someone 
who has a design eye, and I was taken with 
Erin and her work.” 

Richards often does work delegated to assis-
tants, such as putting the design down on 
paper, himself. “I use the process of putting 
the design on paper as part of the design process,” he said. “I’m very hands-on.” However, he wanted to bring in 
someone who could help him out in the theater during the final week of technical and dress rehearsals. Besides 
having another person with an eye for lighting in the theater, MacDevitt helped by handling a number of tasks for 
Richards when he was occupied offsite.

MacDevitt noted that Richards was simultaneously working on American Son, a play that is set during a rainy night 
in a police station, at TheaterWorks Hartford.

“Yeah, Matt said, ‘I promise I do plays that aren’t just gray lighting!’” she laughed.

Matt Richards and Erin MacDevitt with mentor Profesor Pen-
ny Remsen. Photo courtesy of Erin MacDevitt



MacDevitt worked as an assistant lighting designer at Spoleto Festival last summer, and has interned at William-
stown Theatre Festival. She appreciated the opportunity to work with an established designer, saying she learned 
“a ton” from Richards over the course of the week-long collaboration.

 “I eventually want to be in Matt’s position with my career, but I know it’s a slow sort of build to get to that point for 
many people, so I’m trying to assist as much as I can, be around as many designers as I can,” she said.

She’s assisted for a production at the Flea Theater in New York City, worked at Federal Hall in New York City for 
fashion week, and helped set up a red carpet event for the premiere of an Apple TV show — anything to start 
building up her network. 

“I think that’s the big challenge, is figuring out who your people are. Theater is an art that’s not like writing or being 
a studio painter. You need community in order to do it,” Richards said.
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Community Engagement
Student Matinees
Student matinee performances are a key component of our outreach and have been so for many years. Every year 
we offer between 1 and 3 matinees at 10 a.m. on week days for local schools and organizations to attend. This year, 
that included Baltimore and Bacchae, though we were unable to welcome folks to our Mr. Burns performance due 
to the campus closure. We have about 10 schools that attend on a regular basis, with a number coming to every 
performance. (We even have a hardy group of a half-dozen senior citizens from Hadley who attend every perfor-
mance.)

Our matinee is paired with a study guide and post-show Q&A, both offered to every school. We have been im-
pressed and inspired by the frank and searching questions from students when discussing issues raised in our plays 
from racism to LGBT rights and economic inequity.

Also offered in conjunction with every matinee is a pre-show workshop. We are usually able to serve 1 or 2 schools 
with this resource — students come an hour early to participate in a workshop that elucidates some of the issues 
raised during the performance they are about to see, offering them some “inside” information that helps them be 
committed, engaged audience members.

Post-show Conversations
Our dramaturgs train for the audience and community engagement that will likely be a part of their work upon 
graduation with ample programming and resource creation for each of our productions. Almost every one of our 
performances includes an additional opportunity for our audiences to engage with theater, whether it’s by offer-
ing an enhanced booklet with materials to put a production in context, or by moderating conversations on the 
hot-button issues raised in the play. 

For our season opener in Fall 2019, Baltimore, graduate dramaturgy student Shaila Schmidt trained a team of 
student facilitators to lead conversations on race, stereotyping, identity and related issues after every performance. 

Recruitment Activity
Chair Harley Erdman joined members of Music and Dance to attend fall recruiting fairs in Boston and New York. 

Engaging Online
The Department of Theater has a lively online presence. After several years of education from the Public Relations 
Director, students are now in the habit of taking to their preferred social media platforms to spread the word about 
mainstage shows in which they are participating.

Their efforts augment a robust and lively online presence for the department that includes a regularly-updated 
website with informative articles about faculty, staff, students, and alumni, as well as a devoted following on Insta-
gram, where we have an engagement statistic that is the envy of any influencer. New on the scene this year are the 
UMass Amherst Theater Design Facebook and Instagram accounts, run by members of the design area to spread 
the words about its graduate and undergraduate programs.

These efforts matter, not just when it comes to letting our patrons know about an upcoming show but because they 
give our alumni a chance to remain connected to our department, even decades after graduation.
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Grants, Professional Development and 
Scholarship Awards
The faculty, staff, and students of the Department of Theater have traditionally been creative and persistent about 
finding support for various academic and creative projects. This year, they raised over $40,000 altogether, although 
we won’t reap the benefits of some of that investment until next year due to the campus closure.

Grants and Fundraising
Faculty  Award    Amount  Notes
Harley Erdman PMYR    $2,000.00  
Harley Erdman WFUM   $4,731.00  Women in Design and Technology 
        lectures and masterclasses rescheduled to 20-21 
        due to COVID-19
Megan Lewis  PEP Fellowship $1,000.00  
Megan Lewis  TEFD Flex Grant $500.00  
Megan Lewis  MSP RSF   $1,000.00  
Megan Lewis  HFA research grant $1,250.00  
Megan Lewis  HFA research grant $2,000.00  Travel canceled due to COVID-19
Judyie Al-Bilali MSP RSF   $1,000.00  
Judyie Al-Bilali TEFD Flex Grant $500.00  
Judyie Al-Bilali HFA research grant $1,200.00  
Judyie Al-Bilali Brown Paper-PREP  $3,313.00  
Milan Dragicevich TEFD Flex Grant $500.00  
Milan Dragicevich MSP RSF   $1,000.00  
Milan Dragicevich HFA research grant $1,250.00  
Yao Chen  MSP RSF   $1,000.00  
Anya Klepikov  HFA research grant $1,500.00  
Anya Klepikov  HFA research 
   presentation funds $1,250.00  
Anya Klepikov  TEFD Flex Grant $500.00  
Anya Klepikov  MSP RSF   $998.64  
Finn Lefevre  TEFD Flex Grant $500.00  
Finn Lefevre  MSP RSF   $1,000.00  
Risher Reddick MSP RSF   $1,000.00  
Gina Kaufmann MSP RSF   $1,000.00  
Chris Baker  TEFD Flex Grant $500.00  
Chris Baker  MSP RSF   $1,000.00  
Michael Cottom TEFD Flex Grant $500.00  
Michael Cottom MSP RSF   $1,000.00  
   TOTAL   $32,992.64  
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Student  Award    Amount  Project/Production/Description
Jacqui Dupre  Fringe Fest Grant $100.00  Community Play Read Project
Emma Hollows Arts Council   $1,100.00  Thesis Exhibition — revised due to COVID-19
Vishnupad Barve Grad Travel Grants $250.00  MFA Research — 2 Metropolitan Opera productions
John Llewellyn 
and Sam D’Orazio Arts Council   $700.00  Wild Party project — revised to due COVID-19
John Llewellyn  CHC Thesis Grant $900.00  Wild Party project — revised to due COVID-19
Shaila Schmidt  Rand Lecture Fund $4,000.00  Theresa Rebeck lecture — rescheduled to 20-21 
        due to COVID-19
Shaila Schmidt  Arts Council   $950.00  Thesis Production — revised due to COVID-19
Tatiana Godfrey Arts Council   $600.00  Water Station production — dramaturgy installation
Taylor Lennon  Arts Council   $1,200.00  Abundance student project — rescheduled to
         20-21 due to COVID-19    
      TOTAL  $9,700.00  
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Development
A new fund
We received a delightful surprise in our 
inboxes early this September, when a gen-
erous donor contacted us with a desire to 
give the department a gift of $5000. After 
careful consideration and consultation 
with our donor and department mem-
bers, we decided that the best way to use 
the money was as seed money for a new 
theater design and technology internship 
fund named after Professor Penny Rem-
sen. 

Internships are important career build-
ers, and many of our design students have 
launched careers from the skills and net-
works built during internships. However, 
the low- or no-pay nature of the experi-
ence means many talented students are 
locked out of the experience. The fund 
attempts to address that by allowing stu-
dents to apply for up to $1500 in support 
of summer internships. It is named in 
honor of Remsen because she has a his-
tory of both supporting internships and 
helping her mentees track down ways to 
afford the experience.

With the seed money from our donor, we 
launched a MinuteFund to build up the 
fund. Our friends and alumni jumped 
into action and we ended our campaign 
with nearly $18,000 in the fund. 

As with so much else, the pandemic af-
fected our plans to raise an additional 
sum during the annual year-end UMass 
Gives campaign, and with our final pro-
duction cancelled we couldn’t ask our patrons for help via our usual program insert (see at right). Furthermore, 
with the vast majority of performance groups shut down for the summer, we did not have any students ready to 
apply for support form the fund.

We hope to continue to grow this fund while we await the time when our students can make use of it as part of 
their career development.

Fixing the internship 
Catch-22

Internships offer valuable experience and networking that can 
be the key to a successful career. However, since internships are 
usually unpaid or minimally stipended, many students who need 
these benefits can ill afford them.

That’s why the Penny Remsen Design & Technology Theater 
Internship Fund exists. Newly created this year with $5000 in 
seed money from painter Alice Arkin and supported by donations 
from friends and alumni, this fund awards scholarships to UMass 
Theater students looking toward future careers in theater design 
and technology.

Professor of Lighting Design Penny Remsen is an ardent propo-
nent of internship opportunities who has long noted this need 
for additional support for technical theater and theater design 
students. Will you join her and our friends and alumni in growing 
this fund so that we can support enterprising students in years to 
come?

Thank you for your gift.
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Laura Bailey ‘03 and her family offer support for our building
Although it is temporarily paused as we deal with the pandemic and its effects on the UMass budget, this year 
marked the start of construction on our new space in the Arts Bridge.

We were thrilled to have the support of an alumna and her family’s foundation to support work on this project with 
a $50,000 pledge to name the Laura Bailey Costume Shop in the Arts Bridge. Laura Bailey graduated in ‘03 and 
now works in the film industry as a script supervisor. 

This pledge is wonderful on its own, but the Bailey family’s support doesn’t stop there. They are also establishing 
the Department of Theater Endowment, a fund that others may give to, and to which other Theater-specific Arts 
Bridge naming opportunities (including the rehearsal space and design studios) will go.

We look forward to celebrating Laura and her family when the project is complete and we are all able to gather 
again.

Our existing funds
We remain grateful for all of our donors. 

We could not award the Stephen Driscoll BADA Scholarship to fund a UMass Theater student’s Midsummer in 
Oxford program because of its cancellation, but we hope to send someone next year.

As was noted in the Student Achievement section of this Year In Review, however, we were able to extend our other 
scholarships and awards as usual. 

Our profound thanks go to: 
Susan and Larry Benedict for their continuing support of undergraduates who are studying theater design, pro-
duction, and management

Bill Pullman ‘80G and his wife Tamara Hurwitz Pullman ‘81, Jeffrey Donovan ‘91, and Rob Corddry ‘93 who cre-
ated the Ed Golden Acting Scholarship to offer undergraduate scholarship support to gifted undergraduate acting 
students

Professor Frank Prentice Rand, who taught dramatic literature and advised the extracurricular theater group, 
the Roister Doisters, at UMass before the department’s founding. A gift from his family supports undergraduate 
theater majors of exceptional scholarship and outstanding achievement in the areas of Directing, Producing, Play-
writing, or Dramaturgy.
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Facilities Updates and Plans 

After years of planning, this was supposed to be the year of the Arts Bridge expansion, a renovation that would 
have given us a new costume and sound space, a rehearsal room, and much more. For a while, it looked like we 
were well on the way. After clearing the space and readying the building for construction, demolition of the space 
began in the winter. Then, asbestos was discovered, requiring additional abatement, and we anticipated a short 
delay while this issue was addressed for the safety of those who would soon use the space. 

Sadly, before that work could begin in earnest, the campus closed, and the University has had to deal with the 
financial and other impacts of the closure. We await an update on the new Arts Bridge timeline so that our won-
derful shops can have more space to do the work they need to do. 
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APPENDIX: The AQAD Process
UMass asks departments to engage in the Academic Quality and Development (AQAD) process every seven 
years. The process begins with a self-assessment that asks departments to reflect honestly on what they are doing 
and how well their actions align with their mission and their vision statements. After the Self-Assessment is com-
pleted, an external review team consisting of three leading theater professionals from other universities around 
the country are invited to visit, comparing what they’ve read with what they learn through class visits, a tour, and 
conversations with stakeholders representing faculty, staff and students. They compile their findings in a report 
that outlines strengths as well as areas for growth. The process concludes with a response from the department 
that addresses those areas of potential growth.

We were pleased that the process was a very positive one in which the reviewers recognized so many of UMass 
Theater’s strengths and supported our ideas for growth, perhaps best encapsulated in two short sections from our 
response to the visitors’ report:

The Department of Theater is gratified and encouraged by the report recently delivered by the
AQAD external review team. We want to convey appreciation for the visiting team’s
professionalism, thoughtfulness, and attentiveness during what was a very positive process for
us. We particularly appreciate the team’s “overwhelming impression during the visit…that
these people, faculty, staff and students, are INSPIRED.” It is gratifying to be validated by
these three outside reviewers of considerable professional stature – to hear from them that we
are doing the right thing.

...

We hope a primary takeaway for anyone following Theater’s entire AQAD process is that we are
a department that richly pays off any investment in it. We are great teachers. We do exquisitely
crafted, forward-thinking programming that challenges, provokes, stimulates, and entertains.
We are a multicultural, diverse, and inclusive space. We are a place where students success is
embodied every single day, through multiple modes of learning. Proud to stand at the “front
porch” of the campus, we aspire to be the “face” of the University of Massachusetts at Amherst
in all these many ways.

For the full self-assessment, the external review team’s report, and Theater’s response, please contact Harley Erd-
man.






















