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The Herdman children are always 
described as “the worst kids in the 
history of the world.” Imogene, 
Claude, Ralph, Leroy, Ollie and 

Gladys lie, steal, smoke cigars, swear and pick 
on other children.

They are the anti-heroes of “The Best Christmas 
Pageant Ever,” back in its traditional holiday time 
slot at the Arts Center of the Ozarks.

The story revolves around the disruptive family 
showing up for the church Christmas program 
— largely because they heard there were snacks 
involved. Frightened, the other children refuse 
to express interest in the leading roles, and the 
Herdmans find themselves cast as Joseph, Mary 
and the Wise Men.

Harry Blundell, ACO director of theater, says he 
always casts the best-behaved kids in the wild and 
crazy roles.

“It’s the absolute antithesis for a lot of them,” he 
says, laughing. “But I know they know how to be 
good. I can teach them how to be bad for a little 
bit!”

This year, Clara Church plays Imogene, the 
leader of the Herdman clan. It’s her first appearance 
on the ACO stage, but she has studied acting with 
Blundell and with Danny Hobson, director of the 
ACO Child’s Play program.

“When I was younger, I joined this contest and 
went into story telling,” says Clara, a fifth-grader at 
Bernice Young Elementary School in Springdale. 
“They’d tell us a story, and we’d have to tell it back. 
I won first place in competitions in Texas. That 
really got me started. My mom pushed me into 
going to acting classes, though. I have to give her 
credit for that.”

Mom is Alice Bishop Church, a Northwest 
Arkansas businesswoman for many years. Church 
and her husband, David Church, adopted Clara 
and her brother from Russia. Wyatt is a ninth-
grader.

“I don’t really remember anything. I was only 
14 months old,” Clara says when asked about her 
adoption. “I think of myself as an American, but 
I’m still proud of where I come from.”

Wyatt is from Siberia and Clara from 
Vladivostok, she says, adding “we fight just like 
brother and sister.”

“I couldn’t be more proud,” Church says of her 
daughter’s ACO debut. “Clara has the biggest heart 
and is perfect for this role!”

Clara says playing the wild ragamuffin Imogene 
is “actually kind of challenging — but acting 
is a challenge. It kind of pushes me to be better. 

Sometimes I can get a little crazy,” she admits, “but 
I come back to earth eventually.”

Like Blundell always says, “The Best Christmas 
Pageant Ever” retains its appeal every year because 
of the timeless story. Church agrees.

“This is what Christmas is all about, but it’s so 
easy for longtime Christians to forget,” she says. 
“We know the story of Mary and Joseph and the 
baby Jesus, and we’ve memorized songs about 
angels and Wise Men. This is something deep 
and profound that touches your heart. You watch 
a whole family learn this glorious mystery — a 
family not filled with church people [but] in fact, 
filled with kids that make churchy people turn and 
run!

“The story makes you laugh out loud but also 
can move you to tears when you see how the 
Herdmans are swept away by the story of Jesus.”

“When we sat through the read-through for 
this show, it struck me — as it often does, but this 
year in particular — there’s always something new 
about the Christmas pageant,” Blundell adds.

“So many great lessons and so many great 
stories get told throughout the play but also 
throughout the rehearsals in what the kids find out 
about themselves and each other and the meaning 
of Christmas,” he says. “There’s such a universal 
theme to this play. It touches all kinds of people.

Dec. 11-12 at 7:30 p.m.;  
Dec. 13 at 3 p.m.

TICKETS
Members: $9 student/$16 adult
Public: $10 student/$20 adult
479-751-5441 or acozarks.org

2015 CAST
Beth Bradley — Olivia Smith
Charlie Bradley — Brady  
                                Hanstrom
Grace Bradley — Stephanie  
                               Hanstrom
Bob Bradley — Christor Hanstrom
Ralph Herdman — Alex Blount
Imogene Herdman — Clara  
                                       Church
Leroy Herdman — John Laing
Claude Herdman — Briggs  
                                    Englemann
Ollie Herdman — Cole  
                               Palfreeman
Gladys Herdman — Lauryn Peters
Alice Wendelken — Ana Bisbee
Mrs. Armstrong — Judy Harper
Mrs. McCarthy — Carina Le
Mrs. Slocum — Jennifer Clinehans
Rev Hopkins — Dennis Laing

Sunday School kids
Beverly — Kayla Henderson
Elmer Hopkins — Michael  
                              Anderson
Hobie Clark — Baylor Cartwright
David — Conner Simmons
Shirley — Lillian Clinehens
Juanita — Katelynn Lovelady
Doris — Elli Keen
Pageant Narrators — Avery Proud 
                                Dylan Reynolds
Emilee Deans, Presley Abigail 
Beeks, Makayla Gemeiner
Nadia Le, Aubree McWhorter, 
Meg Baker, Aly Hubbard, Kaitlin 
Deans, Katie Conway, Lexie 
Willroth, Mackenzie Brown, Julia 
Borkowski, Morgan Shaefer, Lilly 
Miller, Johanna Whisenhunt, 
Hayley Asher, Daliena Gregory, 
Holland Courtney, Helen Klare 
Keith, Lydia Le, Kaitlyn Smith, 
Brooke Laing, Matthew Skaggs, 
Weston Penny, Cole Cooper

Still The Best Ever
‘Christmas Pageant’ all about the magic
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“You don’t have to be super-good” to sing in 
the ACO Chorale, says member Ron Knapp. 
“But most of the singers are.”

Knapp, for instance, was a longtime music 
educator and came to Northwest Arkansas to 
be music director at Salem Lutheran Church in 
Springdale. Dustin Gililland has a bachelor of arts 
degree with an emphasis in music.

Both express the joy of singing with a group.
“Sharing music in a performance is a lot of 

fun,” Gililland says. “Sharing music with a whole 
group magnifies the experience tenfold. After I 
graduated, I really started to miss being in some 
sort of music ensemble. I was very active with 
ensembles in college. I don’t own a personal 
horn to keep my instrumental music going. So I 
wanted to expand my vocal music experience so 
that I could be well versed in music in general. 
The ACO Chorale has helped me do that, and I 
absolutely love it!”

“The music is always good, fun music,” Knapp 
adds. “It brings people together to sing it and to 
enjoy it.”

This fall, the Chorale has been preparing for 
the holiday concert, scheduled for 7:30 p.m. Dec. 
5.

“Our concert was in mid-November last year,” 

says Denice Parkhurst, the Chorale’s director, “so 
we didn’t get to do a lot of Christmas songs.”

This year’s theme is “Sing a Christmas Song,” 
and “the Helen Tyson Middle School Girls’ 
Honor Choir is the invited ensemble for the 
concert,” Parkhurst says. “They will sing three 
pieces with the Chorale and sing a couple of 
pieces by themselves in the concert. I am the 
director of the Honor Choir [so] this will be a 

wonderful collaborative effort.”
Parkhurst has selected a variety of music, 

including “Hallelujah Christ Is Born,” set to a 
Caribbean Latin beat; “On With the Snow,” a 
medley of “Sleigh Ride,” “Winter Wonderland” 
and “Let it Snow Let it Snow”; “You’re a Mean 
One, Mr. Grinch”; two carols by English 
composer John Rutter, “The Angel’s Carol” and 
“The Shepherds Pipe Carol”; and, the finale, 
Daniel Pinkham’s “Christmas Cantata” in three 
movements, accompanied by a double brass 
choir.

The cantata, written in 1957 by Massachusetts-
born Pinkham, utilizes traditional Nativity 
texts and is inspired by the Baroque polychoral 
works of Giovanni Gabrielli and Heinrich 
Schutz. Conductors have called it “joyous and 
celebratory.”

That’s the general mood of the singers as they 
approach the season, too.

“Ever since I was a little kid, Christmas has 
been my favorite time of year,” Gililland says. 
“Christmas music has been a really big part of 
that. Music adds magic to the season! It warms 
hearts and brightens gloomy winter days. Being 
able to share that joy with others is what makes 
the Christmas program so special!”

Everyone’s favorite elf stops by ACO for breakfast
‘Twas two weeks before Christmas, when around ACO
Excitement was swirling like holiday snow.
The lovely tall tree had been dressed up with care
In hopes that St. Nicholas soon would be there.
And Kathi in her ‘kerchief, and Harry in his cap,
Had just settled their brains for a long winter’s nap,
When out on the lawn there arose such a clatter,
They sprang from their chairs to see what was the matter.
When what to their wondering eyes did appear,
But a full-size Ford sleigh and eight helpful reindeer,
With a little old driver so lively and quick,
They knew in a moment he must be St. Nick.
As they drew in their heads and were turning around,
Through the front door St. Nicholas came with a bound.
He was dressed all in fur, from his head to his foot,
And he was hungry for cookies. You could tell by his look.
He sat down to breakfast, his wife by his side,
And he looked around him to see who he spied.
His eyes, how they twinkled! His dimples, how merry!
His cheeks were like roses, his nose like a cherry!
His droll little mouth was drawn up like a bow,
And the beard on his chin was as white as the snow.
He called for a photo with each little child,
While Mrs. Claus noted both naughty and nice.
Cookies were decorated, ornaments prettied,
Then Santa called out that was the end of his visit.
And off to the next stop he hurried away,
While children left ACO smiling that day.

— Becca Martin-Brown
Callboard Editor

A Visit From St. Nicholas

Breakfast With Santa
8:30/9:15/10 a.m. Dec. 5

TICKETS
$5 for adults 

$15 for children

RESERVATIONS
479-751-5441  

or acozarks.org

ACO Chorale ready to celebrate season

‘Sing A Christmas Song’
7:30 p.m. Dec. 5

TICKETS
Members: $9 students/ 

$12 adults
Public: $10 students/$16 adults
479-751-5441 or acozarks.org
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It’s a new exhibition, and it’s called a 
“Fine Arts Christmas Sale.” But the 
December showcase at the Arts Center 
of the Ozarks will also offer some 

serious food for thought.
“I think we forget that when we invest in 

our artists in our area that we are not only 
supporting the arts, but we are also furthering 
the education of our community about owning 
original artwork,” says Eve Smith, ACO director 
of visual arts.

Some of the exhibitors — like award-winning 
quilt maker Jeanie Wyant and jewelry maker 
Linda Cullers — will offer more traditional 
choices for collectors. But Smith is particularly 
excited about some artists who have not shown 
at ACO before, among them graphic designer 
Billy Shayne.

Educated at Missouri State University in 
Springfield, Shayne is a curious mix of artist 
and activist with a degree in graphic design and 
illustration — plus minors in drawing, print 
making and art history — and a distinctive 
cultural heritage of Cherokee and Irish. Selling 
his three-dimensional art is not on his holiday 
wish list.

“All the work I do for public exhibition is 
not only as typographically and print making 
oriented as possible, but it also brings with it 
a large amount of political edge,” he says. And 
this, he adds, is a perfect time to comment on 
the crises in the world.

Among the five pieces Shayne plans to show 
are “Vote USSR,” which comments on “Russia’s 
hundreds of years’ stranglehold on eastern 
Europe,” he explains. “It’s an aluminum intaglio 
etched print made to look like a playbill with 
Lenin carrying the Polish flag” and includes 
“copper tacks I got out of an old beam from a 
barn built in the 1930s, tacked to vintage luggage 
from 1920s” bearing the words “Enemy of the 
State.”

“It’s a pretty powerful piece,” he says.
Another piece, “Noble Savage My ***,” reflects 

on a topic even closer to Shayne’s heart — the 
forgotten Cherokee heritage of Washington 
and Benton counties. Most people are, he 
says, “absolutely ignorant” of that heritage. The 
sculpture considers what might happen in a 
dystopian society where the Cherokee have 

reclaimed their land.
Raised in an atheist and dysfunctional family, 

Shayne says being Cherokee was a large part of 
what defined him. Not content to just claim the 
word, he also learned to speak the language, play 
the music and games and tell the history. He also 
speaks Gaelic, learned to play Gaelic football and 
hurling in Ireland and played professionally for 
four years in the United States.

“Whenever I tell people my heritage, their 
first reaction is ‘you’re not red enough,’” he sighs. 
“The first principal chief recognized by the U.S. 
government was 1/8 Cherokee. There aren’t 
really any red ones left. We’re more of a people 
group than an actual race anymore.”

There’s one more twist in Shayne’s world 
view. While a student at Missouri State in 2008, 
he converted to Judaism. A visit to a temple 
provided “a religious experience unlike anything 
I’d ever known.”

“I felt 100 percent compelled that Judaism 
was the logical approach to faith. So I celebrate 
Hanukkah pretty hard!”

As for his art, Shayne concludes that “my 
goal is always visual communication. I’m not 
interested in playing the fine art game. I’m 
interested in people coming to a gallery and 
having their world view challenged — or even 
having a ‘eureka!’ moment of realizing they’ve 
been bigoted and didn’t know it.”

At the same time, Smith hopes art lovers 
might give the gift of art and “maybe you are 
starting that wheel of the recipient buying their 
own art in the future.”

Fine Arts  
Christmas Sale

Dec. 1-15; hours are 9 a.m.- 
5 p.m. weekdays, 9 a.m.-3 p.m. 

Saturdays and during ACO 
performances
479-751-5441

ARTISTS
Angela Teeter (visual artist)

Johnathan Harris (visual artist)
Jeanie Wyant (textile)
Linda Cullers (jewelry)

Eve Smith (visual)
Whitney Allen Johnston (mixed 

media)
Billy Shayne (graphic artist)

Meredith Mashburn (photography)

Something Completely Different
First holiday fine arts sale also offers food for thought

Billy Shayne
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Supporters!
Increased ACO Support
• Howard & Elaine Kerr
• Larry & Eleanor Winter
• Doug & Andrea Goodpasture
 
New ACO Members
• Linda Cullers
• Mike & Tami Dean
• Geri Pampalone
• Yanett Pinales
• Jacob H. Schnur & Louise Ryan
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