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nless you happen 
to be from West-
ern Massachusetts, 
you’ve travelled 
extensively, or 
you’re freakishly 
good at geography 
trivia, you’re prob-
ably wondering 
where exactly the 
Berkshires and 

Pioneer Valley are. That is, if you’re reading this article at 
all. And if you’re not, I’ll assume you’re wondering about 
other things. I’m going to go with space exploration.

For our purposes, let’s say the Berkshires comprise the 
westernmost region of Massachusetts, and the Pioneer 
Valley is the area adjoining it to the east, running along 
the Connecticut River. Put another way, this article will 
attempt to cover the theatre scene in Massachusetts from 
Springfield, north to Greenfield, and west to the New 
York State border: a 2000 square-mile rectangle of col-
lege towns, rolling hills, historic homes, urban spaces, 
and trees. Lots of colorful, bright, autumnal trees. Which 
is awesome. Really. Unless you have leaf allergies. 

If you’re like me, which is to say you’re a playwright 
with leaf allergies, then you’re always trying to expand 
your audience beyond its core constituents of loved ones, 
your son’s cat Whisper, and an unnamed ficus. (Nothing 

against Whisper, but that ficus really gets my writing.) So, 
as I began connecting with theatre professionals in the 
area, I made it my mission to find the best way for play-
wrights to approach theatres with new work for produc-
tion and development.

What I found is that, regional aesthetics aside, the size of 
the theatre often correlates with their submission policy. On 
the plus side, larger theatres have more resources, a higher 
profile, and many have a professed interest in new work. On 
the minus side, they receive more submissions, which creates 
greater competition, and they often have long-standing rela-
tionships with well-known artists whose work would naturally 
get a first look. I had one artistic director tell me that at the 
beginning of a new season of selecting plays, the literary 
department will actively reach out to agents with whom they 
have worked in the past for recommendations; they also try 
to attend readings and workshop presentations both in New 
York and regionally to get to know new writers. 

By contrast, many of the producers at smaller theatres 
pull from local talent, generating more eclectic work 
often based in some aspect of community-building or 
local history. If I had to generalize about the mid-sized 
theatres in the area, I would say that they create seasons 
around “regional premieres,” producing well-known plays 
that have already had success in New York, adaptations of 
classics, or projects generated by the artistic director. In 
addition to this programming, many also have the com-
mitment and resources to sift through open submissions.

Theatre in the Berkshires 
& Pioneer Valley

by Eric Henry Sanders
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T H E  B E R K S H I R E S

My first stop was the Williamstown Theatre Festival 
(WTF). On a tour of the beautiful theatre campus with 
my engaging hosts, Antonello Di Benedetto and Kate 
Hyde, I concluded that if the Manhattan Theatre Club 
were to buy a country house and invite a major fringe 
festival over for a holiday weekend, the result might 
look something like the Williamstown Theatre Festival. 
An idyllic country drive from New York or Boston, the 
WTF has been attracting crowds since it first produced 
Arthur Laurents and Moss Hart in 1955. Combining a 
can-do spirit with Broadway actors, nationally lauded 
playwrights, and an army of college-age interns, the 
Festival produces an astonishing array of programming: 
As Di Benedetto notes, “Each summer, we produce 
three shows on the Main Stage, four shows on the Nikos 
Stage, and six to seven readings as part of our Fridays@3 
Reading Series. We also produce late-night cabarets, 
late-night one-night-only type acts, Directing Studio 
projects, and countless plays and one-acts as part of our 
Professional Training Program. In addition, we create 
and produce a community-engaged theatre piece as part 
of our Community Works Program.” 

Artistic Director Mandy Greenfield offered that the 
festival is “at its most vital when it encourages artists to 
take big risks. Because it is outside of New York there is 
less pressure; we can extend that challenge to writers with 
the hope that we are a place that writers want to work and 
need to work.” Playwrights are welcome to submit their 
work to WTF through their agents. The best way for unrep-
resented playwrights to get their work to WTF is in concert 
with a director through the Boris Sagal Fellowship/Drama 
League Residency. The Residency is an incubator for new 
work and the next generation of theatrical directors who 
may apply in collaboration with a playwright.

One absolute gem in the region is the Berkshire Theatre 
Group (BTG), which was created in 2010 by the merger of 
“two of Berkshire County’s oldest cultural organizations, 
Berkshire Theatre Festival founded in 1928 in Stockbridge 
and The Colonial Theatre built in 1903 in Pittsfield.” As the 
home of the Berkshire Playhouse, The Colonial improba-
bly saw the launch of James Cagney, Katharine Hepburn, 
and Jane Wyatt and featured members of the mid-century 
theatrical dynasties the Lunts and the Barrymores. In short, 
there’s a lot of history on those boards. 

Under the leadership of Artistic Director and 
CEO Kate Maguire, BTG is an incredibly 
inviting artistic environment; touring 
their space, I wanted to be adopted 
into their world of dogs and babies 
and making extraordinary theatre. 
The Group has garnered countless 
awards and accolades across their 
four theatres and myriad programs 
and their educational programming 

Daniel Elihu Kramer

CHESTER THEATRE COMPANY is a small profes-
sional theatre focused on contemporary work, on the 
edge of both the Berkshires and the Pioneer Valley. We 

perform in an intimate 130-seat space in the Chester Town Hall, 
and across 30 seasons we have fostered a remarkably close rela-
tionship between our audience and our artists. As The New York-
er said last year, “Getting there requires some real intentionality. 
Yet, despite this, CTC manages to produce some of the most 
adventurous programming in the area.”

CTC has premiered plays such as Arms on Fire by Steven 
Sater and Duncan Sheik, Railroad Bill by TJ Edwards, and The 
Betrothed by Dipika Guha, along with presenting American 
premieres of plays from Ireland, Canada, and the UK. As we 
head into our 30th season this summer, we’re working to make 
producing and developing new work an increasing part of our 
mission.

Our audience, to be clear, is ready. They are admirably willing 
to come see plays they’ve never heard of, and they put a great 
deal of faith in us to choose plays that are thoughtful, evocative, 
intimate, and theatrical, and that reward further reflection. The 
difficulty in doing more new work lies far more on our end than 
on theirs.

It’s harder than you might think to grow a robust play 
development program, and to move toward putting more 
premieres into our season. We’re working hard to create the 
pathways and structures to support original work, and to develop 
long term relationships with playwrights. We’re learning how to 
work further out, planning projects that may take two or three 
years to make it into our season.

[continued on page 39]

pp30-41 MarApr.indd   37 2/8/19   12:14 PM



38

•

reaches 13,000 students per annum with an after-school 
program, in-school residencies, and touring shows. 

According to Maguire, Berkshire Theatre Group’s in-
clusive mission is to support creative work that “enriches, 
educates, invigorates and transforms artists and audienc-
es.” The Berkshire Theatre Festival produces eight to ten 
plays each summer, while The Colonial and The Garage 
provide year-round programming that includes a reading 
series of six to ten plays. BTG has “a tradition of valuing 
new plays” and they maintain an open submission policy. 
They are looking for “socially conscious plays,” and invite 
playwrights with such work to email a query or the full 
manuscript to Gwenn Evitts: gwenn@berkshiretheatre.
org. Playwrights should expect a six-month response time.

A block or two away from the Berkshire Theatre Group 
is the Barrington Stage Company (BSC). Their upcoming 
25th anniversary season includes a world premiere musical 
developed from their musical theatre lab, and new plays 
and classics by nationally-known writers. They do not ac-
cept unsolicited scripts, and according to Artistic Director 
Julianne Boyd, the best way for playwrights to connect with 
the Theatre is through the 10 X 10 New Play Festival, or by 
inviting a member of the staff to attend a reading in New 
York or the Berkshires. BSC is looking for “plays that deal 
with social issues” and “humor is a plus.” Julianne Boyd 
also mentioned a strong interest in supporting women and 
diversity on stage in order to hold “a mirror to our society 
and our humanity in a contemporary setting.” 

Located in nearby Great Barrington, the Berkshire 
Playwrights Lab (BPL) is entirely dedicated to new play 
development. BPL currently offers three tiers of develop-
ment, with a fourth in the works. As Managing Director 
Tristan Wilson put it, “we’re going through a growth spurt.” 
They are moving towards a season that includes a slate of 
readings, a play being workshopped, and a full production, 
with the latter two ideally having been brought through a 
development process in-house. As that process evolves, 
the BPL are open to submissions for the Radius Playwrights 
Festival (short plays by playwrights living within 50 miles of 
the theatre), as well as Berkshire Voices, a workshop, and a 
staged reading series. Playwrights, both local and national, 
are encouraged to email a query, and further details for this 
process are available on the BPL website.

WAM (Where Arts and Activism Meet), located in a 
bright beautiful space in Lenox, is an up-and-coming the-
atre with a “dual mission of theatrical and philanthropic 

endeavors.” Specifically, WAM donates a quarter of their 
box office for each production to charitable and activist 
organizations, while producing plays exclusively by wom-
en. As Talya Kingston, Associate Artistic Director puts it, 
“we don’t half-commit to artists. It’s a full commitment.” 
Although small at the moment, they “would love to have a 
large literary staff to support a national submissions process 
for women writers.” WAM supports women playwrights in 
New England, and their upcoming programming will in-
clude a world premiere by a local playwright. The best way 
for playwrights to connect with the theatre is through the 
Fresh Take Play Reading Series, where five plays are select-
ed each year which may be a testing ground for full-produc-
tions by the company. A query letter is the best way to apply 
if a playwright’s work fits their mission to support women.

The last theatre I was able to contact in the Berkshires, 
UBU Theatre, recently enlisted 70 to 80 members to the 
300-person community of Tyringham to create a produc-
tion of Our Town. Ann Gallo, who runs the one-woman 
company, is actively looking for a new play that is similar 
in scope for production; her other area of interest is ad-
aptation of children’s books for the stage. She can be con-
tacted at anngallo@ubutheater.org. 

T H E  P I O N E E R  V A L L E Y

Speaking with Lucinda Kidder, I learned that the Silvert-
horne Theater Company is the resident company at Hawks 
and Reed Performing Arts Center in Greenfield. They 
produce a four-show season and are actively seeking new 
plays for world-premiere production. Two years ago, they 
started a new play competition which will continue in 
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spring 2019; the aim of the competition is to select three 
plays for public readings with one finalist selected for a 
mainstage production. Several of their productions have 
toured to other theatres in the area. Aesthetically they 
would like plays that “don’t depend upon spectacle,” but 
rather “thought-provoking and challenging plays that fos-
ter empathy and understanding.” Queries can be sent to 
Lucinda Kidder at silverthornetheater@gmail.com. 

The iconic Academy of Music in Northampton opened 
its doors in 1891 and “quickly became a favorite stop of 
leading troupes and big-name performers,” including such 
luminaries as Sarah Bernhardt, Mae West, and Harry Houdi-
ni. In its current iteration, the theatre has become “a venue 
for live theatre, as well as for dance, film, music, and arts 
education.” According to Executive Director Debra J’An-
thony, they are “always looking for new work that resonates 
with the community,” in particular, “art that elevates the 
discourse around a particular social justice issue,” or “that’s 
centered on local history.” They recently commissioned 
several new works by local playwrights, and in addition to 
hosting the work of other theatre companies, programming 
includes at least one new play per year. If you have a play 
about a social justice issue or are a local playwright, you can 
query Ms. J’Anthony at djanthony@aomtheatre.com.

Serious Play Theatre Ensemble, also located in 
Northampton, is an “ensemble of creators, and present-
ers” touring “new original collaborative work locally and 
internationally.” Under the direction of Sheryl Stoodley, 
Serious Play is establishing an exchange in conjunction 
with the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, “presenting Valley 
artists at the world’s largest theatre festival and bringing 
bold and compelling international productions for local 
audiences to present at the new Arts Trust Complex in 
Northampton” (more on that new theatre space at the 
end of this article). Playwrights with work that falls into 
the company’s mission of “reshaping society’s conversa-
tion around prominent social issues through the art of 
ensemble theatre” can email a script or a few paragraphs 
of an idea to seriousplaytheatre@gmail.com. 

The Chester Theatre Company lies just between the 
Pioneer Valley and The Berkshires and is another find in 
the region. In the interests of full disclosure, I will say 
that Artistic Director Daniel Elihu Kramer and I have 
worked on several theatre and film projects together, but 
being as objective as I can, Chester produces consistently 
award-winning theatre. The company is “focused on pro-

ducing contemporary work,” mainly regional premieres, 
and several American premieres as well. According to 
Kramer, “ideally we would have at least one brand new 
play in each season.” Playwrights are welcome to submit 
writing for production consideration in the intimate 130-
seat mainstage theatre, bearing in mind that “cast size is 
of enormous importance” and preference is given to small 
cast plays (two or three characters are ideal). The theatre 
is looking for “shows we want to talk about,” and they of-
ten do just that, featuring post-show audience talkbacks 
with the cast and crew. Playwrights are encouraged to sub-
mit a query letter including a synopsis, bio, and ten pages 
of the script. 

The new resident theatre at Gateway City Arts in Holy-
oke is Ghost Light Theater, an exciting young company 
with a four-show season and a monthly reading series, 
Workshop Wednesday. The company is open to submis-
sions from across the country for the reading series, and, 
according to Artistic Director Kevin Tracy, they are inter-
ested in “eclectic work grounded in good storytelling.” 
Given their broad interests, the selection process comes 
down to finding an aesthetic match with someone at the 

We’re in the midst of some steps that are going to make a big 
difference. Dan Lombardo has joined the company as our staff 
dramaturg. A long-needed renovation project will soon allow 
us to create retreats and residencies for playwrights. Through 
an astonishing gift from Frances Henry and Walter Korzec, we 
have initiated a major commission from playwright Darcy Bruce. 
Seeing this project through from conception to production 
will teach us a great deal, and we look forward to putting those 
lessons to use in developing more new work.

We actively invite any playwright to submit a ten-page script 
sample, along with a synopsis and a bio. Bear in mind that most of 
our plays have two to four actors, with an occasional five-person 
cast. We read every submission, and we promise to reach out 
when it makes sense for us to see the full script. 

DANIEL ELIHU KRAMER, Producing Artistic Director, produced his first 
season at Chester in 2016, winning Berkshire Theatre Awards for his 2017 
production of Duncan MacMillan and Jonny Donahoe’s Every Brilliant 
Thing and his 2018 production of Annie Baker’s The Aliens. His own plays 
include Pride@Prejudice (Playscripts), Coyote Tales (Samuel French), 
and My Jane, a four-actor adaptation of Jane Eyre. He is also professor of 
acting and directing at Smith College. 

[continued from page 37]
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company. The theatre makes every effort to build an inclu-
sive audience, and as Tracy notes, “Most people are pretty 
amazed that theatre can be so entertaining, nearby, and 
affordable.” To submit work for the reading series, please 
contact gltplaysubmission@gmail.com.

Based at the high school in South Hadley, The Black 
Cat Theater is a community theatre producing two shows 
a year: a “multi-generational musical” in the fall and a 
“wild-card” in the spring. They put out a yearly open 
call for the latter and are seeking comedies or dramas 
that would appeal to their inclusive, diverse community. 
Although they have not produced any world- or region-
al-premiere plays, they are open to receiving scripts that 
fit within their programming goal of serving the commu-
nity with entertaining “family-oriented” or slightly edgier 
work. Queries may be addressed to Dawn Larder at black-
cattheater@gmail.com.

Other noteworthy small companies in the Pioneer 
Valley include Pauline Productions and Eggtooth Produc-
tions. Under the direction of Jeannine Haas, who happens 
to be a gifted actor in addition to running the company, 
Pauline Productions is now in its thirteenth year. The 
company originates and tours shows, producing new work 
by local playwrights during a three- to five-show season. 
Pauline Productions has added a development component 
this year, offering two playwrights one to two weeks of 
rehearsal time culminating in a staged reading. They are 
committed to paying actors and are interested in plays 
that have “strong roles for women both on stage and be-
hind the scenes.” If you are a national playwright with a 
small-cast (under four) play that fits in with this mission, 
you can query the company at paulinelive@gmail.com.  

Eggtooth Productions is an innovative company 
based in Greenfield. Artistic Director Linda McInerney 
is currently focusing on festivals like the upcoming Rad-
ical Interconnectedness Festival (RIF), which includes 
roughly fourteen newly commissioned plays written 
specifically for the Festival. RIF will take over spaces in 
Turners Falls, everywhere from traditional theatres like 
the Shea to found environments, using dance, traditional 
theatre, and spoken word performances and helping “the 
creative economy to grow.” According to McInerney, “We 
are focusing on addressing the challenges of our times,” 
particularly the “narrative of marginalized peoples.” The 
best way to become involved with the theatre is to get 
on their mailing list and look for their yearly (sometimes 

twice-yearly) request for proposals. Eggtooth is not afraid 
to work with first-time playwrights in addition to more 
seasoned writers, and they pride themselves on building 
new work from the ground up, supporting artists with 
commissions and development assistance along the way. 

Among other community theatres in the area, the 
Arena Civic Theatre in Greenfield offers plays at the Shea 
Theater in Turners Falls, the Deerfield Community Cen-
ter, and the Montague Center. They produce three shows 
per year: a straight play (comedy or drama), a musical, 
and a series of three one-acts (30-minute plays). The the-
atre has an open submissions policy for full-length plays 
and the one-act play series. Queries may be addressed to 
Christina Chapin, Chairwoman of the Artistic Commit-
tee, at info@arenacivictheatre.org. And the Majestic The-
ater, housed in a renovated movie house in West Spring-
field, produces both a traditional five-play season and 
eclectic summer programming. Several new works have 
received either world or regional premieres in the past 
two seasons and, according to Artistic Director Danny 
Eaton, “staged readings are of plays which I might sched-
ule for production generally in the following season.” 
There is no formal program for new work submissions. 
Eaton laments, “we just don’t have the staff to do it,” but 
interested playwrights can write or email the theatre with 
details and a synopsis.

Ko Theater Works in Amherst draws its name from the 
I Ching and symbolizes revolution. Each summer they 
produce the Ko Festival of Performance, a curated collec-
tion of five productions of devised work, one story slam, 
and three intensive workshops. Each festival revolves 
around a theme, such as “Radical Acts,” “Immigration,” or 
“Illness and Healing,” and they have included productions 
by Ma-Yi Theatre Ensemble, Pilgrim Theater Company, 
and Split Britches, among many others. According to Ar-
tistic Director Sabrina Hamilton, Ko is “a presenter more 
than a producer” of new work and acts as “a think tank 
for artists and the community.” While they do not accept 
scripts, if you have a fully-realized production that fits 
their mission or need a workshop opportunity for a po-
litically-driven devised work, you may submit material to 
sabrina@kofest.com.

Finally, no overview of theatrical opportunities in the 
Pioneer Valley would be complete without mention of 
the Five-College Consortium, which includes Amherst, 
Hampshire, Mount Holyoke, and Smith Colleges, and the 
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University of Massachusetts-Amherst. According to Gina 
Kaufmann, chair of the department of Theater at UMass 
Amherst (and a brilliant director in her own right), the 
UMass New Play Lab was started by graduate students in 
directing and dramaturgy as a way to workshop two plays 
a year within the MFA program. Two dramaturg students 
take the lead on the selection process of their own devis-
ing. In other words, the submission process can vary from 
year to year, with everything from an open call to target-
ed invitations to participate. In the past, directors have 
worked with a student playwright or national playwright-
at-large but in either case, the playwright is invited to the 
University for a residency. During that period, playwrights 
are offered two weeks of rehearsal time interspersed 
every other night with a staged reading, directed by the 
graduate student with a faculty advisor. “We wanted to 
create a laboratory where the audience is truly a part of 
the process,” Kaufman notes. After every performance, 
“we have a post-show conversation to support the play-
wrights and their process.” Interested playwrights can 
watch for the annual call or contact the theatre depart-
ment for further details.

W A T C H  T H I S  S P A C E

In surveying theatres in 
the region, one of the 
most exciting discov-
eries I’ve made is that 
the best years might be 
yet to come. Between 
Northampton and 
Easthampton alone, 
there are three separate 
multi-million-dollar 

theatre renovation projects in development, raising the 
possibility of creating two or more new Equity theatre 
companies in the area. Of these three projects, the clos-
est to completion is the Northampton Arts Trust. The 
Northampton Arts Trust began as a response to rising real 
estate prices, which threatened to undermine the vibrant 
arts community in town. As Director of Development 
Jeffrey Bliss put it to me, the Trust began to answer the 
question: “Could an arts trust adapted from a land trust 

save space as a community for creative work?” So far, the 
answer seems to be a resounding yes. The hope is not 
only that a newly renovated space for the arts will benefit 
Northampton, but that it could serve as a model to other 
communities to develop a means of supporting artists as 
both an economic and cultural boon. The beautiful new 
building at 33 Hawley Street includes (or will include 
when completed) theatres, exhibition galleries, music 
and dance performance space, and work space for artists, 
as well as arts and administration offices and retail space 
for arts related businesses. Northampton Community 
Television, the Center for the Arts, and A.P.E. Gallery 
already have long-term leases on the space, and while the 
renovation moves towards completion the building has 
already seen a half dozen performances and classes, with 
more in the works. 

Finally, an even more ambitious renovation is under-
way in Holyoke, at the spectacular Victory Theatre. The 
1,600-seat Broadway-style theatre opened in 1920 as the 
centerpiece of the Goldstein Brothers Amusement Com-
pany. The theatre includes sweeping marble stairways 
leading to a “double-tiered balcony, rare Brazilian mahog-
any paneling that lines the walls, and windows on the sec-
ond floor made of Tiffany glass.” It has been defunct since 
1979, but was purchased in 2009 by the Massachusetts 
International Festival of the Arts (MIFA) with the goal of 
reopening in 2020. MIFA, headed by Executive Artistic 
Director Donald T. Sanders (no relation), was created in 
1994 to “present the finest examples of contemporary 
practice in the performing, visual and literary arts for the 
purposes of educating, entertaining and enriching lives.” 
According to Sanders, the size of the theatre will dictate 
the programming, with six to eight Broadway shows per 
season. They will also continue to bring unique inter-
national productions to Holyoke such as La Comédie-
Française, and Complicite’s production with the Emerson 
String Quartet of The Noise of Time. In addition, MIFA’s 
affiliate programming includes Pa’lante Theater Com-
pany, a company dedicated bringing to Latinx theatre to 
the community. There are also plans afoot for a smaller 
theatre in close proximity that could provide a 200-seat 
space for additional new work. Interested playwrights can 
send a “pitch” including a paragraph synopsis to info@
mifa.org. 
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