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For all you’ve done.
We thank you.
On this Veterans Day and every day, we and 
the community extend sincere appreciation 
to the men and women who have served our 
country so proudly. 

(FUNERAL HOME NAME)
(ADDRESS)

(PHONE NUMBER)

Because
the memory 

will live forever
Over the years, 

we have had the privlege of
serving the families of many veterans.

In recognition of the service these vet-
erans rendered to their country, 

we would like to show 
our appreciation 

this Veterans Day.

In memory of their lives 
and their service.

64 Sewall Street, Ludlow, MA 01056-3415
413-583-3581 fax: 413-547-8888
email: KapinosMazurFH@aol.com
www.KapinosMazurFH.com
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SPRINGFIELD — The Springfield 
Museum’s Seymour Planetarium turned 
85 this year, an anniversary that, for Lud-
low native Merli Guerra, a choreographer 
and co-founder of the Luminarium Dance 
Company, represents a family legacy.

“I wanted to celebrate it and honor it 
in some way,” Guerra said. 

She described her father, John Guerra, 
biking back and forth to the planetarium 
from his mother’s house on Cady Street 
and said that his love of astronomy was 
what got her interested in the subject.

The Guerra family is something of 
Ludlow royalty, descending from Fran 
Guerra, of whom Merli said, “I guaran-
tee you everyone in town will know her 
name. She taught every single person on 
the planet piano. I have been in Wash-
ington, D.C., and someone said, ‘Guer-
ra? You aren’t by any weird chance relat-
ed to Fran Guerra of Ludlow, Mass.?’”

To coordinate the program, Guerra 
met with Planetarium Manager Kevin 
Kopchynski, Project Manager Ryan Ma-
honey and Director of the Science Mu-
seum Mike Kerr, who all agreed to the 
project, as did Jenny Powers, the new di-
rector, who Guerra described as “equally 
supportive.”

“I saw that (the planetarium was) 
turning 85, so I reached out and said, 
‘Would you be interested in me celebrat-
ing you through dance?’ and they said, 
‘Oh, my gosh, we are turning 85 next 
year! Yeah, come on in!’”

The afternoon program was dedicat-
ed to exploring different cultures’ inter-
pretations of astronomy.

“I know for myself growing up, I was 
predominantly familiar with Greco-Ro-
man mythology,” Guerra said, “so when 
we decided to do this, it was important 
for us to bring in cultural representations 

of the night sky from around the world.”
The program with Guerra’s “The 

Universe in my tiny hands,” which cov-
ered 20th century American mythology, 
was followed by the first of two perfor-
mances of “Celestial Stories,” a chore-
ography which adapts myths from Esto-
nia and Asia, particularly China, Korea, 
Vietnam and Japan. This was followed 
by “Taíno Solos,” a moving presentation 
of traditional Taíno songs and dances for 
the sun and stars by Chali’naru Dones 
and her son Vinny “Tata’niki” Iraheta 
and finally “Celestial Gift,” performed 
by Henoch Spinola, which depicts the 
journey of Africans from Cape Verde 
who were offered their freedom in ex-
change for becoming whalers.

Dones was quick to say that her seg-
ment was not a performance, but “A pre-
sentation; I’m never performing.”

“There’s a lot more connection to 
(the Taíno) people when it comes to 
constellations prior to Columbus,” Dons 
said.

“We navigated the waters thousands 
of years before he ever did. We already 
did exchanges with our neighboring rela-
tives like the Mexica, the Mayans, South 
and Central America, including (those 
on) the Southern tip of Florida.”

Each of these presentations was held 
once in the early afternoon, then again 
after 2:30 p.m. In between them, Guer-
ra screened her film, “Andromeda” in the 
planetarium.

“I’ve been dancing ever since I could 
walk,” Guerra said about her dance his-
tory. 

“Even as a toddler, I used to say that 
I was actually a professional dancer and 
that I lived in a pink house and my other 
family was waiting for me because I had 
to get back. It freaked my parents out a 
lot,” Guerra said.

“I finally took my first dance class at 
Emerson Umbrella in Concord. I’ll be 
honest with you, starting dance classes 
at the age of six, everyone made fun of 
me, saying that I was behind and I would 
never make it.”

These criticisms were quickly proved 
wrong and by the time she was in high 
school, Guerra was associated with what 
she describes as a “pretty professional 
dance company” – Commonwealth Bal-
let Company in Acton.

Though dance was her passion, 
Guerra inherited her father’s love of 
astronomy as well as personal inter-
ests in history and science. She attend-
ed Mount Holyoke College for the 
school’s “amazing dance department 
as well as a very impressive liberal arts 
education.”

“I discovered modern dance as well, 
and somewhat uniquely, I started Clas-
sical Odissi Indian Dance. What I love 
about that is the Mudras, it’s all hand 
gestures and facial expressions. So I 
started working that into my choreogra-
phy. When I graduated I was performing 
with them on tour in India and Japan.”

Guerra said she came to realize there 
was a void in the Boston arts scene.

“When I came back here to the 
States, I felt like there was something 
lacking in the Boston dance communi-
ty in terms of combining choreography 
with intricate lighting design,” she said.

This is how Guerra came to form Lu-
minarium Dance Company with Kimber-
leigh Holman, based out of Boston. The 
non-profit contemporary dance company 
is “regularly hailed for its unique com-
bination of dance and illumination,” ac-
cording to luminariumdance.org, and 
“is proud to present professional annual 
dance productions alongside its yearly 
community outreach programming.”

According to Guerra, “This specific 
program is called PLACE. It stands for 
‘Presenting Landmarks through Artis-
tic Community Engagement,’ and we’ve 
been doing it since 2012. I have a back-
ground in history in addition to dance, so 
it’s important to me that I go to different 
historic sites and try to celebrate them 
and, honestly, revitalize interest in them 
through the arts.”

Guerra’s father John attended the 
celebration with his wife, Suzanne, but 
denied any credit for it. “This is all her,” 
John said.

The program presented a great oppor-
tunity to engage with less widely-known 
cultures’ relationship with astronomy. 
Between sharing Estonian and Asian 
myths associated with the stars, and 
shedding light on the journeys of African 
and indigenous peoples whose histories 
have been erased by western culture, 
the presentation achieved exactly what 
Guerra set out to do, which was to illu-
minate her love of history, culture, the 
stars and dance.

Want to know more?
To learn more, contact the Luminari-

um Dance Company at 617-477-4494, or 
info@luminariumdance.org.

Ludlow legacy leads to ‘Constellation Stories’ performance event
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Choreographer Merli Guerra (center) 
pictured with her mother Suzanne 
(left) and father John (right).


