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‘Adventures of Mottel’ honors immigrants’ journey from shtetl to America

By MORDECAI SPECKTOR
Staff Writer

The Children's Theatre
Company's (CTC) production of
“The Adventures of Mottel” will
transport audiences to Kasrilevke, a
place described by a character in the
play as a “little nothing of a shretl”
in Czarist Russia.

Kasrilevke is the home of poor
Jews. As another character states,
“Someone once said to the great
millionaire Rothschild, ‘You want
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to live forever? Then move to
Kasrilevke — no rich man has ever
died there."”

Based on an unfinished work by
Yiddish author Sholom Aleichem,
“The Adventures of Mottel, the
Cantor’s Son,” the CTC’s stage play
will begin preview showings on
Feb. 18, and will formally open on
Feb. 23.

“Mottel,” a tale of Jewish life at
the turn of the century in the Pale of
Settlement, was first produced by
the CTC in 1986. The book was
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Dr. Menashe (Gerald Drake) offers young Mottel (Karl Baker
Olson) a rare treat, a fresh peach, in The Children’s Theatre
Company’s production of “The Adventures of Mottel,” which
was adapted from an unfinished work by Yiddish writer
Sholom Aleichem.
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brought to the theater's attention by
Judith Luck Sher, who, along with
CTC playwright-in-residence Tho-
mas W. Olson, adapted the story to
the stage.

During a recent conversation at
the Children's Theatre, Sher, CTC
Artistic Director Jon Cranney, and
Karl Baker Olson, who plays Mottel,
shared their thoughts aboul the play
with the AJW.

Sher commented that lhe “Mottel”
story reflects the Old Country world
of her parents, aunts and uncles. She
drew on family stories to flesh out
the work of Aleichem, who lived in
the same area of Russia as her par-
ents and was her father’s favorite
author. (In the opening scene of the
play, an immigration officer at Ellis
Island calls out the name of Sher's
father.)

“There’sno pogrom in the book at
all,” Sher offered as an example of
how theoriginal work was enhanced.
To round out the world of Mottel
and his family, the violent repres-
sion of Russian Jews is portrayed in
a scene where Russians disrupt a
wedding and ransack the house.

In the face of poverty and po-
groms, Mottel and his brother Eli
devise various schemes to make
money. As the noose tightens on the
Jews, the famjly begins a perilous
journey toanew homein the “golden
land” of America. The story is told
in flashback, with scenes set at Ellis
Island serving as bookends for the
plot.

Cranney—who du'cclul “Mottel”
in 1986 and is directing the current
production — said that as a “theater
artist, what you're about is taking
the people in the audience some-
where they've never been before
...intosomeoneelse’s world, sothey

“dat omofnhandfulof] wish Jead

can oxperience that world.”

The Imaginary voyage to
Kasrilevke opens viewers to an old
country way of life “that has disap-
peared, a country of the heart which
all young people should have the
oppormmty to experience,” accord-
ing to Cranney. “With his sense of
supreme optimism and ability to
‘laugh through the tears,” Mottel is
the perfect person to introduce
young people into that tradition.”

The exploits and philosophy of 9-
year-old Mottel Rabinovich are
brought to life by 11-year-old Karl
Baker Olson of St. Paul. In his first
role with the CTC, the charismatic
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young actor is winning high praise
from tho adult professionals in the
show.

Olson, who is in the 5th grade at
St. Paul Academy, has acted in sev-
eral productions at SteppingStone
Theatre and was in the Great Ameri-
can History Theatre’s “To Kill a
Mockingbird.” He said that he en-
joys the character of Mottel. - -

“He's optimistic, he likes to do
anything — he's very adventurous,
always looking for something dif-
ferent and strange to do. He’s al-
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ways doing things for his brother,”
Olson remarked.

The lead role involves a heavy
rehearsal schedule for Olson — five

~or six hours a day, six days a week

for five weeks — but the energetic
youngster is undaunted. He said he
enjoys acting “a lot” and wouldn't
mind a career stretching to Broad-
way, or just being “like a local-type
actor.”

When his father dies in the play,
Mottel chants the Mourner’s
Kaddish. Olson allowed that it was a
challenge learning Hebrew and the
Yiddish expressions sprinkled
through the dialogue.

“It was hard in the beginning,
because when we were studying the
songs I didn’t know where we were
or I couldn’t pronounce any of the
words,” Olson recalled, but added

. that the foreign languages eventu-

ally “kind of sank in and I got it.”

Cranney characterized Olson and
the other children in the cast as “very
bright, energetic, focuscd and pretty
self-possessed.”

* Sher added, “They’re really out-
standing kids, especially Karl.”

The set for “The Adventures of
Mottel” was designed by Jim Wa-
ters, and is based on Marc Chagall’s
paintings of shtetl life.

Sher noted that “Mottel” is the
only “Jewish play” ever produced
by the Children’s Theatre.

“Every element of the production
is aloving celebration of the warmth
and dreams of a vanished world,
populated by people who still have
so much to teach us all,” she ex-
plained.

(“The Adventures of Mottel” will
run from Feb. 18-April 6 at The
Children’s Theatre Company, 2400
3rd Ave. So., Minneapolis.) '




