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Westfield Community Players (WCP)
continued its 75th season with Dial
“M” for Murder by Frederick Knott.

Blackmail, murder, hidden identi-
ties, with a few twists thrown in for
good measure, made Westfield’s Mur-
der, directed by Steve Lemenille, an
evening of intrigue.

The play’s plot is based on the age-
old convention of a cheating spouse
who lusts for money and concocts “the
perfect crime.” Act I was overly ripe
with exposition, but a suspenseful Act
II was faster-paced, with twists in the
plot that peel away like layers of a
Bermuda onion. Fine acting through-
out held the production together.

~ Susan M. Dougherty

The Victorian setting was taken to
the extreme when Westfield High
School presented The Mystery of Edwin
Drood, for even the lobby was be-
decked in a lace -curtained ceiling and
the ushers were costumed.

The play, written by Rupert Holmes,
is based on the uncompleted final novel
of Charles Dickens, and utilized two
period theatrical techniques: a “Princi-
pal Boy,” and pantomime. While the
intended ending remained a mystery,
Mr. Holmes let the audience decide on
three aspects of the ending. By an
audience vote, two of the three were
selected at the end of Act II. Even
during intermission, the cast members
juggled and entertained the audience
with their interaction, giving all mem-
bers their much-deserved moments to
shine.

~ Susan M. Dougherty

April
Earth science and Project ’79 teacher

Sara Soriente, a passionate, demon-
strative educator at Westfield High
School, spent her spring break in Fond
Parisien, Haiti, serving those affected
by the January earthquake.

Her trip was sponsored by Founda-
tion for Peace. Mr. Soriente’s efforts

were embraced by the Westfield com-
munity, which held several fundraisers
to help finance her trip. As part of her
volunteer activities, Ms. Soriente taught
60 students in each of two tent school
sessions.

“I can’t imagine doing anything else
during spring break,” she said.

~ Maggie Fram

Paul Grellong’s Manuscripts – which
was performed by Union County
College’s professional theater com-
pany, The Theater Project – was liter-
ally “puzzling” to the members of the
audience. They were given pieces of a
500-piece jigsaw puzzle and, in 90
minutes, needed to arrange them from
what was revealed throughout the
evening.

Billed as a mystery, Manuscripts
deals with the death of friendship.
Everything in playwright Grellong’s
script was meaningful. The dialogue –
often funny and filled with wit and, at
other times, a bit long – was precise in
detail. The play asked the characters, as
well as the audience, to question where
their moral compass lies. The time of
the play was present day, but the heart
of the age-old situation of duplicity,
jealousy and revenge was timeless.

~ Susan M. Dougherty

Westfield’s Sound Station Records
took part in a celebration of the inde-
pendent record store on April 17.

The day was designed to foster a
celebration of music and the music-
store operators, who still play a vital
role in music distribution, even in a
digital age.

To mark the day, the store received
special shipments of vinyl records to
sell to collectors.  A group of perform-
ers, sponsored by New York radio sta-
tion 101.9 RXP and led by station
personality Rich Russo, performed
acoustically. The nearly 30-year-old
vinyl-music form has undergone a
major resurgence in the last few years.

“They just have a better sound than

Susan M. Dougherty for The Westfield Leader and The Times
LISTEN UP….Co-producer of Robbin’ Hood Carmen Bernstein (Julia Babis), bedecked in furs, set the cast and crew
straight in March in Scotch Plains-Fanwood High School’s Curtains by Rupert Holmes. The show-within-a-show co-
producer Christopher Belling (Michael Harrison), pictured far left, choreographer Bobby Pepper (Charles Centinaro) and
ingénue Niki Harris (Madeline Dillon) got a lesson on show people from Carmen.

CDs,” said one Sound Station patron.
~ Eric Nierstedt

The Artist Framer was the venue for
an eclectic group of work by the
Watchung-based Contemporary Art
Group. From portraits to sculpture, from
encaustic to photography, 80 exquisite
creations of this diverse and multi-
talented group were displayed.  Several
of the participating artists were from
the area.

Artist Framer proprietor Stefanie
Lalor was as pleased to host the CAG
exhibit as the group was to be there.
“The CAG Exhibit is a fun show by a
fun and talented art group,” she said.

~ Marylou Morano

The Cartel, a movie by filmmaker
Bob Bowdon that sheds light on cor-
ruption and waste in New Jersey public
schools, was screened for one night
only on April 19 at the Rialto Theatre.

A winner of seven film-festival
awards, including the Jersey Shore Film
Festival and the Washington, D.C. Vi-
sionary Award, The Cartel is an in-
depth look at how the system is failing
students, parents and teachers.

Mr. Bowdon employed a journalis-
tic approach on his quest to find how
tax dollars are being spent in the pub-
lic-education world. While there are a
myriad of factors that have led to – what
Mr. Bowdon believes is – a gradual
deterioration of the public-school sys-
tem, his movie follows the money trail.

Mr. Bowdon said his instinct was to
approach preserving the status quo in
education from a satirical perspective.
“The only problem was,” he said, “the
more I got into the topic, the less funny
I thought it was.”

~ Michael Pollack

Westfield author Josie Varga released
her second book, “Visits from Heaven,”
a collection of first-person accounts
from people who have received
communiqué from loved ones who have
passed over to “the other side.”

“Visits from Heaven” contains more
than 60 poignant – and joyful  – stories
of dreams, signals and signs from the
dead to the living. Ms. Varga realizes
that some people may not be comfort-
able reading a book that addresses con-
versing with the dead and believes this
is because people are generally afraid
of the unknown.

It is these people who she especially
hopes will find solace in the book.

“I want people to understand that
there is no real death. We are so much
more than our physical bodies. We are
spiritual beings having a human expe-
rience, not the other way around,” she
said.

~ Marylou Morano

Twenty-four brides walked down the
aisle at the First United Methodist
Church (FUMC) on April 24 when the
United Methodist Women presented
“Here Come the Brides – 100 Years of

Walking Down the Aisle,” a fundraiser
to benefit various church-related
projects.  Women from the congrega-
tion and its associated ministries mod-
eled wedding gowns or those of their
friends and relatives.

Charlotte Broadwell of Westfield,
affectionately known as the FUMC’s
“grandmother of all brides,” organized
the event, which was based on a similar
show held at FUMC 25 years ago.

~ Marylou Morano

May
 The Westfield Symphony Orchestra

(WSO) held a performance on May 8 at
the Presbyterian Church in Westfield
entitled “We the People.” The perfor-
mance marked the culmination of the
WSO’s two-season initiative, “Sound
Partnerships,” which featured collabo-
rations with other arts organizations
and resulted in unique performances
that neither organization could present
by itself.

WSO Music Director David Wroe
led the orchestra in Beethoven’s Sym-
phony No. 9, while his wife, Shuang
Guo, the music director of The Chinese
American Music Ensemble and Zhiyin
Chorus, conducted Xian’s “Yellow
River Cantata, a suite  of six program-
matic movements. The title of the con-
cert, “We the People,” referred to the
messages conveyed by both pieces –
human camaraderie, human dignity and
the struggle for justice against oppres-
sion.

~ Greg Waxberg

In May, the photography of Cranford
resident and Westfield Leader/  Times
photographer Paul Lachenauer was on
exhibit at  the Johnson & Johnson
World Headquarters Gallery in New
Brunswick. The exhibit was a compila-
tion of two of Mr. Lachenauer’s projects:
“Recent Landscapes,” a color series of
modern urban and suburban infrastruc-
ture made between 2008 and 2009, and
“Recent Street Portraits,” a black-and-

white series made between 2003 and
2009.

Both series were shot with medium-
format film cameras and highlighted
everyday objects and people.

“The landscapes and portraits are
beautiful and thought-provoking in the
way they reveal the nuances of the
environments and people we come
across every day,” commented Monvan
Hu, arts administrator and exhibits co-
ordinator for the corporate art program
at Johnson & Johnson.

~ Marylou Morano

The Alliance Repertory Theater
Company, in residence at the Union
County Performing Arts Center in
Rahway, perfomed Drunken City, a
romantic comedy by Adam Bock. Un-
der the tight direction of Michael
Driscoll, six talented actors discovered
the meaning of friendship and authen-
tic feelings during one drunken night.

The play was not weighed down
with scenery or props in this black-box
production, but it worked because the
lighting units, upstage of the actors, set
various moods. The drunken night eas-
ily could have become a literary con-
ceit that did not work, with so much of
the play being told via the girls’ drunken
stupor. With fine acting, however, and
Michael Driscoll’s smart direction, it
did work, and by the end, Bock’s char-
acters woke up and saw something that
causes them to realize that they cannot
continue to live the way they once did.

~ Susan M. Dougherty

The Westfield Community Players’
(WCP) May offering of the British
farce Caught in the Net moved with the
energy and speed of an out-of -control
locomotive running downhill, crash-
ing to a surprise ending.  There was no
subtlety or sensitivity here; parodies
and a running gay gag contributed to
the clever mayhem. The play was di-
rected by comedic actor  John Correll,
who grabbed the audience with the
comedy and did not let go until the last
surprising lines of the play.

~ Susan M. Dougherty

The Westfield Public School
District’s Fine Arts Show (FAS), held
at Westfield High School from May
18-20, was one of the highlights of the
academic year, providing members of
the educational community, as well as
the general public, the opportunity to
see the immense artistic talent of
Westfield public-school students and
the focused direction of their instruc-
tors.

The event featured more than 500
pieces of artwork, created by students
representing all 10 public schools and
grades ranging from kindergarten to
12. “The FAS provides an opportunity
for our students to not only admire their
own work in a public setting but to
aspire to the heights reached by our Art
IV students at the high school,” said
Linda King, supervisor of fine arts in
the Westfield Public Schools.

~ Marylou Morano

In late May, Westfield’s Full Count
Jazz Band returned to the Crossroads to
play a tribute set to legendary
bandleader/composer and Jersey na-
tive, Count Basie. Full Count played
classic compositions expertly, turning
out excellent renditions of Basie’s work,
including two unnamed numbers. Full
Count has noted that its strength lies in
its members playing not only Big Band
standards, but also more recent songs
arranged from that style. Overall, the
tribute was gripping and well-per-
formed.

~ Eric Nierstedt

June
The Friends of the Westfield Sym-

phony Orchestra presented its annual
Notable Homes Tour on June 5, featur-
ing four Westfield homes and one in
Cranford. Since the tour was held one
month later than usual, there was the
opportunity to also see the homes’ spec-
tacular gardens.

Elizabeth Ryan, WSO marketing
director, said she was thrilled to see the
large turnout for the tour. “This year,
we had people from all over New Jer-
sey,” she said, “with much appreciation
for the annual fundraiser. “The orches-
tra wouldn’t be the orchestra it is with-
out the critical support of the Friends….”

~ Christie Storms

The Crossroads played host to a bevy
of bands as part of a benefit to raise
money for the Leukemia & Lymphoma
Society.  The night showcased five very
different bands that all played their
hearts out for the cause. The Ugly Club,
Tattle Tales, the Ben Folds Five Mar-
tian and Bah Bah Baran performed.

~ Eric Nierstedt

The Continuo Arts Foundation’s
Children’s Chorus, a group of 6 to 13-
year-olds from Westfield and the sur-
rounding area, performed at Atlantic
City’s Boardwalk Hall on June 20. The
chorus performed with world-famous
violinist and conductor André Rieu, his
Johann Strauss Orchestra and Brazil-
ian singing sensation Carmen
Monarcha.

The children accompanied Ms.
Monarcha in singing Michael Jackson’s
“Earth Song,” in an epic musical tribute
to the late pop star who died almost
exactly a year prior to the performance.
The Continuo Children’s Chorus was
chosen to perform alongside Rieu and
Monarcha because of its “reputation
for excellence and previous national
and international performance experi-
ence on world-class stages,” said
Candace Wicke, the Continuo Arts
Foundation’s president and executive
director.

~ Tom Fortunato

Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Church
(HTGOC) held its fourth annual Fine
Art and Photography Exhibit at the

church’s Bouras Center. The event,
which was sponsored by the church’s
Ladies Philoptochos (Friends of the
Poor) Society, spotlighted the artwork
of 11 artists of Hellenic heritage.

One of the missions of the
Philoptochos Society is to provide a
forum for Greek-American artists and
all students and collectors interested in
the visual arts. The society is also well
known for its charitable help to those in
need. Proceeds raised by this year’s
Fine Art and Photography Exhibit were
used to support the Arts and
Philoptochos’ humanitarian efforts,
which included relief to Haiti.

~ Marylou Morano

Westfield’s First Methodist Church
was filled with the sounds and lan-
guages of peoples all across the world,
as the eclectic Guy Mendilow Band
(GMB) performed the final date of
Coffee with a Conscience. The Com-
munity Food Bank of New Jersey was
the beneficiary.

Formed by lead singer, guitarist and
musical bow player Guy Mendilow,
the band’s music reflected the long-
traveled life of its namesake, who was
born in Israel and has lived in various
countries, including South Africa, Bra-
zil, Mexico and the United States.

 “I don’t look at my music as mixing
cultures. It’s simply who I am and
where I’ve been,” Mr. Mendilow said
of his band’s unique approach. “Music
is a natural language. People just speak
with different dialects.”

~ Eric Nierstedt

Art was literally in the air throughout
Cranford when the entire town morphed
into an outdoor studio for its first an-
nual “Paint the Town Plein Air Event
and Art Sale.”

Jointly sponsored by Jersey Central
Art Studios (JCAS), the Cranford Cham-
ber of Commerce and the Cranford
Downtown Management Corporation,
the event drew 30 painters from nine
states; they set up easels on Cranford
street corners and other picturesque lo-
cations throughout the town.

Spectators were allowed to watch the
artists in action and chat with them as
they worked during the four-day event,
which was held from June 11 to June 13.

“The event was a huge success, and
I was pleased that we had so many
talented artists participating,” said Deb
Leber, JCAS president.

~ Marylou Morano

A LITTLE HELP FROM OUR FRIENDS...The Washington School Players
donned Beatles-inspired attire to perform “With a Little Help from My Friends”
during the 62nd annual show fundraiser, Believe, starting in late January. The
story centered around a Westfield High School student who becomes a contestant
on “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?” to raise money to save Mindowaskin Park.
The faith and support of her family and friends help make her a winner.

Courtesy of co-director Charlie Bowman

‘Race to Nowhere’ Offers
Insight Into Children’s Stress

By ABBIE GOLDRING
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD — “Race to No-
where,” a documentary designed to
raise awareness about the pressures
facing children and adolescents in
today’s society, was screened at
Westfield High School (WHS) ear-
lier this month.

Parents and students in 8th grade
and up were invited to attend the
event, hosted by the Edison Interme-
diate School (EIS), Roosevelt Inter-
mediate School (RIS) and WHS prin-
cipals. An open discussion between
parents and administrators followed.

Documentary director Vicki Abeles
decided to make the film after her 12-
year-old daughter was diagnosed with
a stress-induced illness. This “wake-
up call” forced her to consider that
the amount of homework her chil-
dren received was having negative
effects on her family life, according
to racetonowhere.com.

The movie featured student and
professional opinions on topics such
as college admissions and cheating,
in addition to real-life stories about
depression and suicide.

Though Ms. Abeles resides in Cali-
fornia, the information and view-
points presented are relevant across
the nation, especially in communi-
ties like Westfield. RIS Woodshop
Teacher Laura Segedin was among
one of the seven Roosevelt staff who
had seen the movie previously. She
said she “felt like [she was] watching
Westfield students. I feel the issues
brought up in the film occur in
Westfield.”

Local resident Amy Damast has
two teenagers in the Westfield school
system. “I am a teacher and I am a
parent, so I’m wearing both hats here.
Are we doing the right thing for our
students, and am I doing the right

thing for my children?” she won-
dered.

Many parents and administrators
expressed similar worries during the
open forum following the film. They
shared personal stories about their
children and urged others to voice
their concerns to the schools. RIS
Principal Stewart Carey said parents
need to get involved in order to make
a change.

Westfield Board of Education
member Mitch Slater said, “[There
are] great school districts, but what
goes along with it is stress.” Mr. Slater
said he hopes the impact from the
movie is “radical.”

Ms. Segedin also said she hopes a
change “will start with teachers and
give them good insight into what kids
are like now.”

At the discussion, WHS freshmen
Sarah Davidson and Rebecca Plotkin
spoke about an experiment at RIS
last year that some of their teachers
helped institute. The program allowed
students to retake quizzes and retry
homework if they did not understand
it, instead of receiving a zero.

RIS science teacher Jeffrey
Robbins said he did not assign home-
work and found that his students en-
joyed learning more. He tried to fo-
cus more on “content than grades.”

Similarly, “Race to Nowhere” sug-
gests reforming homework and grad-
ing policies in order to reduce stress in
children and increase their desire to
learn. Many parents and administra-
tors agreed that the film would gener-
ate conversation. As Mr. Robbins put
it, “I want to light a fuse.”

Due to the high level of interest,
there will be another screening of
Race to Nowhere on Monday, Janu-
ary 10, from 7:30 to 9 p.m. at the high
school, with a snow date of January
14.

Celebrity Soloists to Join
WSO on New Year’s Eve

WESTFIELD – On Friday, Decem-
ber 31, at 7 p.m., the fully professional
Westfield Symphony Orchestra
(WSO), under the baton of Maestro
David Wroe presents The Great Ameri-
can Songbook, a revue of American
musical theater classics featuring four
soloists from the Broadway stage and
beyond.

WSO will welcome back renowned
American baritone Leon Williams,
who received a spontaneous mid-con-
cert standing ovation for his rendition
of Old Man River at last year’s con-
cert.

Mr. Williams has performed as a
soloist with the National Philharmonic,
Honolulu Symphony and the Florida
Orchestra, as well as the Baltimore,
Reading, Grand Rapids, Hartford and
Colorado Symphonies; he is a regular
performer at Lincoln Center and
Carnegie Hall.

Michele Ragusa will also join the
WSO. A soprano known for her stage
presence and musical intelligence, Ms.
Ragusa, a Mountainside resident, was
recently seen on Broadway starring as
Elizabeth in Young Frankenstein,
Penny and Hope in Urinetown and
Evelyn in Ragtime.

She has toured nationally with Fid-
dler On The Roof, West Side Story and
Nunsense II, and has numerous re-
gional credits. Many will know her for
her frequent starring roles in Paper
Mill Playhouse productions, includ-
ing The Full Monty and She Loves Me.

The New Year’s Eve celebration
also features the husband-and-wife
duo of Gary Mauer and Elizabeth
Southard, who recently starred to-
gether in Broadway’s Phantom of the
Opera.

Mr. Mauer most recently starred in
the Broadway production of The Phan-
tom of the Opera, playing the Phan-
tom. Broadway and National tour cred-
its also include Les Miserables, The
Music of Andrew Lloyd Weber, Show
Boat, Jesus Christ Superstar, Sweeney
Todd and Pirates of Penzance.

Mr. Mauer has traveled extensively
with Marvin Hamlisch and has sung
“All I Ask of You” on ABC’s “Live
with Regis and Kathy Lee” and “The
View,” as well as NBC’s “The Today
Show.” Mr. Mauer has also performed
with symphonies all over the world,
including Brazil, Cleveland, Utah and
with Peter Nero and the Philly Pops.

Ms. Southard most recently starred
on Broadway as Christine in Andrew
Lloyd Webber’s The Phantom of the
Opera, a role she also performed in
the Vancouver production and the na-
tional tour. She was chosen by Harold
Prince to star in his latest revival of
Showboat in the First National Tour.

She has been guest soloist with or-
chestras throughout the United States,
including the Pittsburgh Symphony
with Hamlisch and has also toured in
Germany and performed at the Opera
Comique in Paris.

An event for the whole family, this
cabaret-style concert starts at 7 p.m. at
Westfield High School. The concert is
made possible in part by the support of
the Friends of Westfield Symphony, a
social organization of community-
based volunteers dedicated to the ex-
pansion of the orchestra’s audience
and projects leading to its fund devel-
opment. The Friends will also present
a raffle at intermission.

The WSO recommends making res-
ervations as soon as possible; tickets
are selling fast, and last year’s concert
was a sellout. Tickets in advance are
$35 for general admission and $65 for
preferred seating ($40 and $70 at the
door, if available.)

Tickets may be purchased directly
from the WSO by calling (908) 232-
9400 or visiting the office at 224 East
Broad Street between 10 a.m. and 3
p.m. Tickets are also available from
The Town Bookstore in Westfield and
Martin Jewelers in Cranford.

SOLOISTS (STARTING AT TOP):
GARY MAUER,

MICHELE RAGUSA,
ELIZABETH SOUTHARD,

LEON WILLIAMS

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 14

Year-In-Review Continues

Editor’s Note: Ms. Morano
culled the arts year-in-review to-
gether.


