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The Evolution of Theatre Culture in Newfoundland:

The Rise of the Gros Morne Theatre Festival

The theatre culture of Newfoundland, in both its history and modern practices, is distinct 

in many respects from that of the rest of Canada and even the Maritime provinces. 

Newfoundland’s relatively recent conjoining with the Canadian federation, its tortured 

legacy as resource-rich commodity, and then perversely proud colony, of the British 

Empire, are elements which have conspired to create performance modes and an 

approach to the making of theatre which from the beginning were transgressive of the 

boundaries between spectator and performer, and rooted in traditional folk practices and 

attitudes. This distinct history and its modern theatrical manifestations remain a rich 

potential area for future research. The theatre culture of Labrador, which has been 

documented by Tim Borlase, Marion Cheeks, and Dr. Helen Peters, remains outside 

the purview of this article.

The rise of the Mummers Troupe, CODCO, and the work of  playwrights such as 

Michael Cook and David French has been documented to some degree, though with 

nothing approaching the thoroughness such a rich field of inquiry would suggest. Such 

scholarship teems, however, in comparison with that directed at the pioneering work of 

Newfoundland’s theatre festival culture and, in particular, with documentation and 

analysis of one of that culture’s newest progeny, the Gros Morne Theatre Festival. 

The history of indigenous professional theatre in Newfoundland is short and tumultuous. 

It begins with a pattern of small, scattered settlements across the coastline of the island. 

The colonization of Newfoundland has been described by commentators such as G.M. 

Story as “deliberately retarded” (1969: 12). The forces arrayed against its development

were numerous: competing commercial interests centred in Bristol and London (Cell 

1982: 101), by a series of anti-colonizing policies of the British government enacted in 

1634, 1661 and 1671 (O’Flaherty 1999: 30-42), French army raids on the English in 

1696-7 and 1709 (Major 2001: 109-117), and a sequence of disasters, from tidal waves to 

fires. Starting with the arrival of Cabot on the Matthew in 1497, through the almost 

posturing of  Sir Humphrey Gilbert in 1583 and the doomed settlements of John Guy and 

Sir David Kirke in the early 1600s, colonization in Newfoundland pursued a course as 

rocky as the island’s coast line. Settlers arrived in a trickle for over two hundred years. 

The result of these overt anti-colonizing policies was a covert settlement of the island. 

Those who wished to stay took to the nooks and crannies of bays and harbours. 

Forbidden to settle within six miles of the shoreline, they remained largely invisible to all 

but those with whom they did business.

As settlement gradually picked up pace in the eighteenth century, this pattern of 

avoidance – mirrored, ironically, by the island’s aboriginal peoples, the Beothuk – took 

on cultural manifestations. As outport communities gradually took shape, a culture of 

wariness towards outsiders took shape along with them. Although there was intermittent 

contact between communities, a lack of visible institutions or support from colonial 

authorities meant that these settlements had to fend for themselves.

One of the results of this requisite self-sufficiency was the community concert. Originally 

organized as a fundraising activity to aid local services, the concert (and its larger social 

cousin, the “Time”) combined songs, sketches, dialogues and recitations. Originally 

sponsored by a church or local benevolent organization, the show was put together by 

one of the community’s necessary outsiders, such as a teacher or priest
. On the night  the 

performance was moderated by a community insider acted as a “chairman”, interacting 

directly with the audience and offering commentary on each sequence (Skinner 1984: 

117). From its earliest beginnings the concert was indisputably local. Popular song lyrics 

were changed to include local references, scene dialogues inserted these references 

wherever they could, and the oral history of the community took centre stage through 

recitations and the highlighting of status relationships, often inverted or subverted, in the 

parceling out of roles to community members.

Many aspects of what may be called professional indigenous theatre
 in Newfoundland  

find their roots in the community concert. Aspects of its preparation remain a hallmark of 

the theatre culture today, though different reasons may be found for the maintenance of 

such practices. A truncated rehearsal period, the use of multi-purpose spaces, the 

arbitrary changing of canonical or “established” text - localizing it through the addition of 

topical references or one of the island’s many dialects - the technique of direct address, 

the use of song as both a narrative and non-narrative device, and an intense level of 

spectator-performer interaction all stem from the practices of the concert.

A second basis arrived with folk traditions brought to Newfoundland by emigrants from 

the West Countries. Mumming goes back in some cultures as far back as perhaps the 

eleventh century and has a long and well-documented history in Devon, Dorset, Somerset 

and Cornwall. Though there are many forms of mumming, as typologized by Herbert 

Halpert (1969: 34-61), the form most closely tied to the theatre is the performance of the 

Hero-combat Play. This play text is usually known as The Play of St. George. It 

continued to take place in various disparate outport communities across the island even 

after the practice of mumming was banned in 1861 by the Newfoundland Legislative 

Assembly.

In the Play of St. George, a group of mummers knocks at the door of a local resident. The 

knock alone is indicative of the visit of strangers
. A mummer speaks out in an ingressive 

voice: “Mummers allowed in?” In most cases, the mummers enter. The play is performed 

in any space deemed big enough to allow for its rough and tumble physicality. Again, a 

large degree of spectator-performer interaction is assumed. Spectators in the Hero-

combat play are often co-opted as performers  (for instance, in helping to revive the fallen 

“Turkish Knight”). There is also much use of direct address and bolder spectators may 

engage in repartee with the performers.

Most notable about this particular type of mumming is that the border between spectator 

and performer is almost erased. The performers invade the protected spectator space (the 

home). There is no stage, no proscenium. While there may be a space between spectators 

and the performers, the performers are as likely to transgress that border as not, and to 

drag spectators across it, too.

Another commonality which links the community concert and mumming is that both are 

folk or popular traditions. The activities of mumming, so closely linked to the status-

reversal of the Feast of Fools, and the concert, with its inversion of status roles and its 

inclusion of popular performance modalities, indicates a nascent theatre tradition that 

comes from the working folk of society rather than from its educated class. This popular 

culture, which has as its twentieth century manifestation the music hall and vaudeville, 

was opposed at every turn by the emerging bourgeois and landed gentry of the island. As 

soon as Newfoundland had enough people to call itself a people, the battle was on as to 

whether its culture would continue to look with ardour towards its colonial mistress or 

whether it would meld these folk traditions into a culture which was truly indigenous.

This battle raged fiercely through the latter part of the twentieth century. The arrival of a 

colonial theatre troupe, the tellingly-named London Theatre Company headed by Leslie 

Yeo in the 1950s, did much to retard the development of local writers and performers. 

Between 1951 and 1957 Yeo’s troupe performed 107 plays. They employed one 

Newfoundland-born performer, who was recruited in England (Yeo 1998: 124) and, with 

the exception of their annual Screech revues, produced no Newfoundland plays.

The amateur theatre scene, which enjoyed  a large degree of social prestige, also 

contributed to this delay in indigenous artistic expression. An exception to the rampant 

colonial pandering undertaken by the amateurs was the work of the St. John’s Players, the 

first and most influential of the island’s  amateur theatre companies, founded by Grace 

Butt in 1937. The Players were ahead of their time in educating their amateur performers 

through play readings and visits by instructors in aspects of performance. They produced 

three Newfoundland plays early on: the one-act Proud Kate Sullivan in 1940, Butt’s full-

length The Road To Melton in 1945, and her play New Lands in 1947.

With the advent of Confederation, however, and with it Newfoundland’s eligibility for 

the Dominion Drama Festival, none of the competing companies produced a local 

playwright until 1952 when the Northcliffe Drama Club produced a non-competition 

production of Emerson’s  Proud Kate Sullivan. In 1956 they presented an adaptation of 

Ted Russell’s radio play The Holdin’ Ground. The Grand Falls troupe, led by the 

indefatigable Neala Griffin, was known for its “Irish plays”, and through the 1950s and 

the 1960s, despite a severe reprimanding from Canadian adjudicator David Gardner in 

1961, the amateur theatres stuck with safe colonial choices until 1967
.

The previous year had seen the arrival of the playwright and teacher Michael Cook. 

Through the Extension programme at memorial University, where he was employed, 

Cook began to influence a younger generation of students who had been touched, like 

other students across Canada, with a new nationalism. He began to write articles in the 

local press and the fledgling Canadian Theatre Review advocating for a local theatre 

scene stocked with local artists and producing local plays. Taking the matter into his own 

hands, he formed the Open Group with Clyde Rose and Richard Buehler in 1970 and 

began to produce his own plays. Three have become landmarks of Newfoundland drama: 

Colour the Flesh the Colour of Dust; The Head, Guts and Soundbone Dance; and 

Jacob’s Wake. 

Cook’s initiative in establishing a local professional theatre scene was joined by the work 

of Lynn Lunde and Chris Brookes in 1971. In 1972 they formed the Mummers Troupe, 

whose agit-prop, politicized theatre won no friends amongst the Culture Ministry 

hierarchy dominated by the landed gentry. In 1973 the Mummers and Cook were boosted 

in their efforts by the phenomenon of CODCO, a group of Newfoundland-born 

performers who returned from a successful show of all-original material in Toronto to 

general acclaim in their home province (Peters 1992: xi). The alternative theatre had been 

established in Newfoundland, even before there was a regional theatre to which they 

could form an alternative. Dudley Cox’s Newfoundland Travelling Theatre Company fit 

the bill in terms of its programming, but was far too small and unstable itself. The white-

elephant St. John’s Arts and Culture Centre, run by the arch-colonialist and Smallwood 

crony John Perlin, was acting mainly as a roadhouse for touring foreign performers.

All this forms the backdrop to the development of theatre on the west coast of 

Newfoundland. If, given the social and political history of the island, it is no surprise that 

a professional indigenous theatre arose as a response to ingrained colonialist sycophancy, 

it is in some manner ironic that on the west coast, where so many of the policies of the 

British and Canadian governments have proven detrimental to its people, that colonialist 

traditions died even harder there.

While concerts continued, in an altered form, and even perhaps vestigial evidence of  

mumming, theatre in the urban centres of Corner Brook and Stephenville had become 

resolutely colonial with the advent of amateur theatre groups like the Playmakers of 

Corner Brook. Theatre took a further turn to the right with the arrival of British-born 

Maxim Mazumdar in 1978.He founded Theatre Newfoundland Labrador in Corner Brook 

and quickly thereafter established the Stephenville Festival further down the coast in 

Stephenville (Brunner 1985: 56-62).

Both small towns possessed a socially ambitious bourgeois class who felt a keen rivalry 

with the social class of St. John’s. To these local luminaries, theatre was a social, not a 

political tool. The parties associated with the hosting of a regional drama festival, such as 

Corner Brook did in 1971, were the stuff of the society pages. Plays were covered with 

breathless headlines and both actors and crew were featured in photographs.

Mazumdar’s arrival changed the course of west coast theatre. In this he was aided by the 

decline of the Dominion Drama Festival, which had disappeared by the time he came on 

the scene. This left a large number of people in Corner Brook who had developed good 

skills in such elements of theatre as set building, props construction, publicity, 

administration, and costume design, as well as a host of backstage technical skills. 

Furthermore, the Playmakers had established a local audience for theatre, particularly 

through their popular Home Brew revue, a refinement of the outport community concert.

Though a conventional theatre man of the British stripe, Mazumdar’s accomplishment 

was to recognize that Newfoundland’s cultural history had always involved an intense 

participation by the community in the making of a “show”. They did not want simply to 

see the foreign and mainland performers who skated through Corner Brook and 

Stephenville, performing at each town’s Arts and Culture Centre. They wanted to be part 

of the show, as spectators always had been.

With this in mind Mazumdar set up Theatre Newfoundland Labrador partly on the 

Canadian regional theatre model of the 1970s, but with its true function as a community-

based organization. It remains so to this day. The company veers back and forth between 

definitions of professional and non-professional: its community play and Youtheatre 

initiatives, which were the company’s most popular programmes until the late 1990s, 

feature non-professionals. Its fall-winter season, now discontinued, featured performers 

in a mix of plays which followed the Canadian regional theatre formula, a formula well 

known in the 1970s for its dearth of Canadian (or Newfoundland) offerings. 

Mazumdar’s particular innovation was the establishment of youth-training programmes at 

both TNL and Stephenville. Though the Stephenville Festival, modelled on small-scale 

Canadian festivals such as the Lennoxville Festival
 rationalized its offerings of 

adulterated American musicals as having a cultural connection to the town’s recent 

history as an American Forces base, from its inception it trained young actors, including 

Jeff Pitcher, the current Artistic Director of TNL. This was a first step in the 

establishment of a base of local professional performers. 

These ventures were modestly successful, fuelled by Mazumdar’s entrepreneurial zeal 

and considerable volunteerism on the parts of the communities of Corner Brook and 

Stephenville. They remained, however, something of an anomaly on the growing 

Newfoundland theatre scene, due to their concentration on non-Newfoundland work and 

their steady importation (though not to the entire exclusion of native talent) of actors 

from the mainland, not to mention the sheer distance between the west coast towns and 

the urban hub of St. John’s.

The professional theatre, through the work of the Mummers and CODCO, had become 

confident enough by the late 1970s that it could split in two directions and not only 

survive, but prosper. A conventional mainstream company sprang up in Rising Tide 

Theatre, formed by dissident members of the Mummer’s Troupe. The Mummers 

purchased a building, the LSPU Hall, which has long outlived them, and which forms a 

home for the company which was formed out of the ashes of the Mummers, RCA 

Theatre. The Hall is also the home of alternate theatre in Newfoundland hosting 

productions from a wide range of artists. It is a building of immense cultural significance.

Rising Tide has often pretended to a political stance, as with collective creations such as 

Daddy, What’s A Train?, but their work is essentially populist in a small-c conservative 

way. They have carefully built an audience and cultivated contacts in the cultural 

hierarchy in Newfoundland. Their initial achievement was to be allowed access to the St. 

John’s Arts and Culture Centre in a “partnership” with Perlin and company. Donna Butt’s 

company had little interest in cocking a snook at the establishment. The establishment has 

bums, too, and Rising Tide wanted to put those bums in seats. The establishment also 

possess wallets, and Butt and her confreres had learned from the savage internecine 

warfare of the Mummers (Brookes: 171-5) that money is a very valuable thing in the 

successful maintenance of a theatre organization. 
Rising Tide is the great cannibalizer of Newfoundland and Canadian theatre practice. 

Their workshop programme focused more on plays that were being developed for 

production, along the lines of Toronto’s Tarragon Theatre, rather than artistic 

development of artists. Their popular Revue derives from the modern community concert 

revues of such groups as Playmakers and from the London Theatre Company’s Screech 

revues of the 1950s. The hallmark of the summer festival established by Rising Tide in 

1993 is the New Founde Land Pageant, borrowed from the work of Grace Butt with the 

Newfoundland Travelling Theatre Company in 1974. In all this Rising Tide has proven 

that they are a mainstream organization run with canny instincts which have a 

predisposition to the tried and tested.

There is one exception to this assessment. Rising Tide decided to shift its base of 

operations out of St. John’s and into Trinity, a small community in Trinity Bay, in 1992. 

They established the Summer in the Bight Festival, which, with its mix of revues 

featuring native music and performers, the dog-and-pony appeal of the Pageant, the odd 

classical piece, and a growing number of Newfoundland plays by noted artists such as Al 

Pittman and Des Walsh, initiated a sea change in Newfoundland theatre. Festivals could 

work, and, what’s more, they could work outside urban centres and feature indigenous 

performers and plays.

The rise of a successful theatre festival on the east coast occurred at a fortuitous time for 

Theatre Newfoundland Labrador. The Board of Directors of TNL, like any such board,

is not made up of visionaries. The company’s Board is made up of local worthies of 

greater or lesser utility to the life of the theatre organization. As Theatre Newfoundland 

Labrador’s audiences began to decline during its fall and winter season, the directors 

looked for ways of remaining viable in their community.

Across the island the example of Rising Tide’s Summer in the Bight Festival could not be 

ignored. In contrast to Stephenville’s aging mix of tired Broadway revues and mainland 

performers, Rising Tide was using primarily young performers and featuring more and 

more local material. The establishment, in Corner Brook, of a theatre training programme 

at Sir Wilfred Grenville College  in 1988 offered similar promise of a pool of young 

trained actors. South of Corner Brook lay Stephenville, already in possession of a 

festival. The route, then, would lie north.
The Great Northern Peninsula has its own rich history, one which includes the initial 

landing of the Vikings in North America at what is now L’Anse aux Meadows, early 

Paleo-Indian settlement in the area around Port Au Choix, the medical voyages of 

Wilfred Grenfell and the inspirational courage of  outport nurses like Myra Bennett. In 

the 1970s the Peninsula had even become part of the island’s developing theatre tradition. 

The Mummers Troupe descended on Sally’s Cove as the community faced expropriation 

at the hands of the federal government, which was determined to create a new national 

park. The resulting production, Gros Mourn, changed nothing in the course of the 

establishment of Gros Morne National Park, but it was a watershed in the work of the 

Mummers, as Alan Filewod has noted (1987: 120).

Varrick Grimes was the Artistic associate at Theatre Newfoundland Labrador in 1995. He 

recognised Theatre Newfoundland Labrador’s need to fulfill what was becoming an 

increasingly hollow regional mandate. A graduate of the theatre programme at Sir 

Wilfred Grenfell College, he was aware that there was now a pool of talented young 

actors eager to find fulfilling work close to home. The startling success of the Trinity 

Festival was setting a new template for theatrical work in the province. All these factors, 

added to Grimes’ restless ambition and nationalism, created a set of conditions which 

enabled him to catch the ear of TNL’s Board of Directors. The result was his initial work 

in scouting out the cultural terrain of Gros Morne Park in 1995.

By now Newfoundland had the beginnings of a written theatre history. Grimes had read 

Chris Brookes’ history of the Mummers Troupe, A Public Nuisance, including the section 

on Gros Mourn. He had studied the work of Augusto Boal with disenfranchised 

communities in Brazil. Grimes shared Brookes’ perspective, though not his training in 

political theatre. He was aware of inheriting what by now could fairly be considered a 

performance tradition, oriented towards collective creation and audience-performer 

interaction, with a particular emphasis on giving new life to local history. Grimes was 

constrained to some extent in his ambitions. He was, after all, an employee of a much 

more conservative organization that the Mummers. If theatre was going to flourish amidst 

the razor-sharp rocks of the Long Range Mountains under the auspices of TNL, he would 

have to tread carefully. 

Grimes had already successfully integrated traditional Newfoundland material into 

TNL’s programming. As TNL’s Youtheatre coordinator, he had successfully produced 

two of the “Jack” plays, based on traditional Newfoundland folktales re-discovered and 

re-worked by Andy Jones in his work with the company Sheila’s Brush (Peters 1996: 

xxiv-xxvi). Grimes had bigger plans. Each summer, TNL’s Artistic Director, Jerry 

Etienne, headed out to the Atlantic Theatre Festival to perform in classical productions. 

TNL lay fallow. Grimes suggested a project whereby a production would be collectively 

created and mounted in a Northern Peninsula community. TNL’s Board of Directors were 

supportive, and Grimes and stage manager Helen Himsl headed “down the coast” to scout 

out possible locations in late spring, 1995.

The apparent dichotomy between Grimes and the Board was in some ways deceiving. 

Board members were keenly aware that attendance for their fall season was declining. 

Stephenville was firmly established as a summer theatre venue and had demonstrated the 

success of the mainland straw-hat summer theatre model. Within this context Grimes 

presented his ideas as a first step in a model that would enact the regional theatre mandate 

of TNL and recreate the summer success of Stephenville, while developing the work of 

Newfoundland playwrights in a much more focused manner than either company had 

done. That, at least, is what the Board understood in terms of comparative models: 

Grimes envisaged a programme that would combine the community activism of the 

Mummers and the local popularity of the Trinity Festival. All of these four balls were to 

be juggled on a tiny budget siphoned from TNL’s already meager operating grant for the 

fall season. Support from agencies like the Atlantic opportunities Agency would await 

results of the first endeavour.

Grimes had already made his first stab at collective creation. Entitled Raspberries and 

Tinned Milk, Grimes and a cast of young performers interviewed locals and collected 

their stories on tape and toured the southwest coast, with funding support from Donna 

Butt. This proved a crucial step in Grimes’ artistic maturation. He learned first-hand the 

challenges of playing several nights a week on the road in different communities, and the 

mechanics of collective creation. Further, he now had a small, loyal  group of talented 

performers skilled in Keith Johnstone-style improvisation techniques and collective 

creation. This initial company of actors helped forge a symbiotic association between the 

theatre training programme at Sir Wilfred Grenfell College and the Gros Morne Theatre 

Festival which continues to this day.

Now all they needed was a story. Grimes was introduced to Ed English, a tourism officer 

for the west coast, whose father featured prominently in a famous piece of local history, 

the sinking of the S.S. Ethie, a postal ship, in 1919, off waters near Sally‘s Cove. Grimes 

was intrigued by the story and asked his room-mate, Shane Coates, to draft a treatment of 

a play based on the story (Grimes).  Coates, an aspiring poet native to the peninsula, had 

never written a play. Working with the actors and using techniques borrowed from Boal, 

Bread and Puppet Theatre, and Chicago’s Story Theatre, they created Ethie. 

We never thought it would go, but it had a little motor in it. The audiences loved it. I kept trying to kill it, but each year it kept coming back (Coates: 1997).

Grimes contacted officials in Woody Point, Rocky Harbour, and Cow Head, three 

outports located as enclaves within Gros Morne National Park. Cow Head agreed to host 

the play at the Shallow Bay Motel. The owner, Darel House, stipulated two conditions. 

The play had to be produced as dinner theatre, ensuring him a profit regardless of box 

office, and it had to include Daniel Payne, a local musician. Grimes invited the teenaged 

fiddler to Corner Brook and found him to be a talented improviser, a powerful singer and 

a brilliant fiddler. Payne, the eldest child in a family of talented artists, is now a key 

figure in the second renaissance of traditional music on the island.

Ethie was produced for two nights in August 1995 to a total audience of 128 (TNL). 

Given that the published population of Cow Head is a mere 450 souls, and that TNL had 

few resources to publicize the play to a potential tourist audience, the numbers 

represented a modestly successful beginning. 

In 1996 Grimes returned, determined to engage more communities along the peninsular 

coast. Re-hired by TNL, he headed to Gros Morne Park for community-input meetings in 

Norris Point, Rocky Harbour, and Cow Head to determine the site of the festival’s home 

and to set up local committees (Grimes).  All three communities were positive to these 

overtures, but only Cow Head demonstrated the desire to commit to the process of 

establishing a festival. Norris Point, a Provincetown-style community, and Rocky 

Harbour, the established tourist centre of the park, had little incentive to alter their 

approach. Cow Head, set back from  the Viking Trail highway and less ideally situated 

for tourist purposes, could benefit from a tourist attraction. 

In providing the physical support critical to the establishment of the festival, Darel House 

perceived an opportunity for a business deal with benefits extending in three directions. 

The theatre would have a home and a base of operations, and Cow Head merchants 

would profit from the summer-long presence of actors, directors and theatre-goers. House 

himself intended to develop the dinner theatre aspect of the operation for his own benefit, 

and would also profit from increased trade at the motel. An unused second-hand goods 

store beside his motel was leased to TNL  for a dollar a year for the purpose of acting as a 

theatre and alternate venue to the dinner theatre taking place in the motel. House 

undertook initial renovations to the building at his own expense. He took an active part in 

promoting the festival and was helpful in securing accommodation in Cow Head for half 

of the company’s performers. The other half set up shop with Helen Himsl in Rocky 

Harbour (Buckle, TNL).

Influenced by such community-building work as the Torbay Tempest and Caryl 

Churchill’s pioneering work in England as well as the collective successes of the 1980s in 

Newfoundland, Grimes was determined to develop a collective play. With his company 

group of eleven performers and stage managers, he created the Gros Morne Theatre 

Festival’s first true season. All of the influences instrumental in the forging of modern 

Newfoundland theatre were to be included: a collective creation, a dinner theatre (Ethie), 

a variety night in the community-concert mold called Neddy Norris Night (after the name 

of the first recorded settler in the area), and a new play. 

Grimes headed to the Centre For Newfoundland Studies at Memorial University to 

acquire recitations and music for Neddy Norris. Playing the character himself, Neddy 

Norris Night became, with Ethie, the signature of the festival. Coates revised his 

playscript for Ethie and to their mutual surprise, the play became a huge hit. The local 

committees were utilized to find research contacts and accommodation. The cast, none of 

whom was older than 29, worked under Grimes’ direction. He had no particular issue or 

agenda in mind. Like Brookes before him, he was determined to let the issues arise from 

the words of the community itself (Grimes).

In this way the collective From Toxic Rock It Grows was developed. A regional 

playwright, Bob Pierce, was brought in to assist with the writing. As with the presence of 

mainland playwright Rick Salutin with the Mummers for IWA (Brookes: 144-48), this 

created complications, as a solid nucleus was now disturbed by an independent entity; but 

Grimes viewed Pierce’s work as a valuable dramaturgical contribution, observing 

patterns and creating metaphors from outside the cauldron of the working process 

(Grimes). The dialectical relationship between historical truth and dramatic truth was at 

issue, and the younger, idealistic actors were often reluctant to alter the first in order to 

achieve the second. This intense creative process was the foundation for the success of  

Neddy Norris Night as well. By this time the actors knew each other well and their 

improvisational skills were sharp from using them for hours each day.

The final production of the 1996 was not as successful. Grimes had perhaps unknowingly 

altered his aesthetic in his desire to invite an outside director to direct a new play. The 

Pasta King Of The Caribbean was produced in Rocky Harbour to abysmally small 

houses. Directed by an inexperienced company member, and with Grimes’ attention 

focused on his own work in a town some 43 kilometres away, the actors’ confidence 

suffered and the production foundered. A perception amongst the company that Rocky 

Harbour was not as welcoming an environment as Cow Head took root, with implications 

for the future of the festival (Grimes). Rocky Harbour would be left to its innate 

attractions, and Cow Head, spearheaded by local booster Darel House, would assume 

pride of place in TNL’s summer operations. 

At this point, with a successful first season accomplished, the Board of Directors had 

begun to entertain the idea of a permanent home for the festival. The impression that 

Rocky Harbour, in Grimes’ words, was too “ PEI’ised” to actively promote a new festival 

led to the decision to focus on Cow Head and to collaborate with Darel House in 

establishing the festival there (Grimes). At this stage, Grimes had succeeded in enacting 

his personal vision in the festival. Though far less political in orientation than the work of 

Brookes or Boal, the emerging festival had begun to distinguish itself in its celebration of 

local and regional culture and its use of emerging young artists from the area. 

It wasn’t about making a dollar; it was about stealing a page from the park. They were about preserving wildlife. Neddy Norris is about preserving culture (Grimes).

Cow Head is just up the road a piece from Sally’s Cove, where the Mummers staged their 

stand against the park. As Grimes departed TNL for mainland pursuits prior to the 1997 

season, and the GMTF steadily increased its impact up and down the coast the irony was 

not lost on Grimes that the park was now serving as a home for theatre activity which 

complemented its mandate. Sad memories might remain – Stephen Drover, TNL’s 

Artistic Associate in 1998, created a collective play entitled Layers In The Rock which 

tied together the history of the park with the people whose lives it has affected – but it 

might be said that some reparation was now being made for the invasive imposition of 

the park in 1973.  

Grimes the idealist and House the capitalist had found common ground. It was all, says 

Grimes, “about having a stake in it” (Grimes). House actively promoted the festival. 

More crucially, he offered the fledgling company a vacant warehouse adjacent to the 

motel for a dollar a year, and began renovations to bring the building up to fire code. In 

providing a physical plant, TNL was signalling to the community that the festival was 

here to stay.  From the beginning, Cow Head residents embraced the festival, providing 

housing, goods and services and hospitality to the ragtag band of urban, educated young 

artists. The artists managed to cope with a lack of fresh produce on the one hand, while 

on the other the citizenry coped with a pack of urban youth enthusiastically rediscovering 

their Newfoundland roots.

A second part of Grimes’ plan had been for Neddy to travel, and an old van had been 

commandeered for the purpose. The cast of  Neddy was constantly changed to avoid a 

“star system” and provide the possibility of travelling, but House chafed when Neddy was 

somewhere else on the coast and his bar was quiet. The Board quietly worried about the 

costs of travelling, especially while committing to the large-scale renovation of a theatre 

building in Cow Head. Having taken the extraordinary risk of establishing a festival more 

than two hours’ drive from their home community, where they could not expect to reap 

the typical rewards of community theatre involvement – parties, openings, press coverage 

– the Board’s caution was understandable. However, a van was eventually purchased and 

the touring aspect of the GMTF gradually became an integral part of its season
. 

“You dance with the one that brung ya,” Grimes notes in describing the decision to 

commit full-time to Cow Head (Grimes). The festival’s visits to such communities as 

Parson’s Pond, Daniel’s Harbour, Norris Point, and Port au Choix were instrumental to 

its success under the GMTF’s first Artistic Director
, not only in promoting the festival 

but in fostering a sense of ownership in the regional population, and a perception that the 

GMTF was a guardian of local cultural tradition. Travelling with Neddy Norris and other 

shows would continue for three years after Grimes’ departure, but the seat of power had 

been firmly identified as being the House of House.

By the end of its second season the GMTF had attracted a total audience of 1377 people 

to its four shows (TNL). From Toxic Rock It Grows had been performed outside, in a 

natural amphitheatre near the old part of town called “ the Head”. Ethie and Neddy Norris 

Night occupied the dining room and bar of the Shallow Bay Motel, and Pasta King had 

played in a motel in Rocky Harbour. The warehouse, a small squat building, now met fire 

code regulations and House suggested it as an alternative for productions not suitable for 

the motel, rather than the site used in Rocky Harbour. The Board of TNL began actively 

to apply for funding to renovate the building.

By 1997, flush with the enthusiasm gained from a successful first full year with the Gros 

Morne Theatre Festival, the TNL Board was faced with an unstable situation. Etienne 

announced his departure from TNL. The company faced quiet pressure from the Canada 

Council to make up its mind whether it was a fall and winter regional or a summer 

festival. Resources were being stretched, even with new sources of funding, such as 

ACOA. It was time, in Newfoundland terms, to fish or cut bait. Grimes had decided to 

pursue his career outside the province. His vision for the company, though still evident, 

was becoming subordinate to the priorities of TNL and its Board of Directors. Popular 

enfranchisement and cultural experiments are all very well, but with its increasing 

success came increased fiscal responsibility and the need for “stable” product. Grimes is 

pragmatic with regard to the GMTF’s direction:

All the actors coming out of the theatre school should be able to stay in Newfoundland. That part still works. The unknowable, the collective – why lose it just because it’s a risk or it doesn’t make money? But my vision couldn’t be sustained – once you do it, you move on (Grimes).

Grimes is probably being too negative in his assessment. The Gros Morne Theatre 

Festival continues in many ways to live up to the objectives he had in mind at its 

inception. The commitment to interaction with the community remains integral to its 

success. Collectives continue to be produced periodically. The theatre spaces have 

become more conventional and the touring has diminished, but the festival’s influence on 

Newfoundland theatre has only grown. It has achieved this while remaining popular 

within its community and region, something Grimes had always envisaged. 

With the departure in 1997 of the festival’s driving force and TNL’s Artistic Director, the 

Gros Morne Theatre Festival faced new challenges. A mainland director took hold of the 

artistic reins, and the GMTF’s attractive, 90 seat theatre was the product of the renovation 

of Darel House’s old warehouse building. The number of shows produced increased, 

along with the number of people employed by the festival. The increase in audience since 

1996 has been exponential. From its initial 128 patrons in 1995, the GMTF reached, in 

the 2002 season, a total attendance of  9100 people (TNL). 

Fittingly, the Artistic Director of the Gros Morne Theatre Festival from 2000 to the 

present is another artist with a stake in the legacy of the Mummers Troupe. Jeff Pitcher, 

former Stephenville theatre student, Mummer and performer with Rising Tide, has 

stewarded the organisation through a remarkable period of artistic and financial growth. 

In 2002, houses were 100% full, and, more remarkably, over 3200 people were turned 

away (Buckle). Plans are afoot for the development of a second theatre space in Cow 

Head (Pitcher). Pitcher’s extensive theatre background all over the island uniquely 

qualifies him as a spokesman for TNL and the GMTF at the funding level and in 

arranging reciprocal artistic and production deals with other Newfoundland companies. 

He has continued, and expanded, the commitment of the festival to new plays and 

regional artists, and the GMTF is now active in the workshopping and development of 

Newfoundland material. This too accords with Grimes’ vision of the festival as a 

developmental facility for artists and community alike. As well, the artistic leadership of 

TNL has recognised the need to remain small, in spite of the pressure of its success to 

expand (Drover: 2002). Mistakes like the fiscal over-reach and artistic disconnect 

between company and community which resulted in the demise of the Atlantic Theatre 

Festival in 2004 are not likely to occur in Cow Head.

Newfoundlanders are increasingly confident in their culture and in representing it to the 

global community. When this writer arrived at the Shallow Bay Motel in 1997, the 

presence of Newfie joke books, plastic lobsters and other stereotypical paraphernalia was 

a distressing sight. Neither Varrick Grimes nor myself were interested in perpetuating the 

“Newfie” stereotype in the work of the festival. Still, Newfoundlanders know how to 

make fun of themselves even as they make fun of others. As Pitcher notes, the “rubber 

boot issue” has been put to rest. The community provides a secure emotional investment 

in the festival which ensures that Newfoundlanders can concentrate, in the work 

presented, on being themselves.

 The festival is now established as the second largest theatre festival in the province and a 

major contributor to the revival of the west coast economy and culture. In a few short 

years, the vision of Varrick Grimes and the hard work and dedication of Theatre 

Newfoundland Labrador and its supporters has borne fruit on rocky soil.
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NOTES
�  A necessary outsider is a term which denotes a person who is not of the community but who plays a role within that community which protects them from ostracization. Teachers and priests usually came from other communities. I first coined the term in my doctoral thesis Demarcating Difference: Outsiders  and Outports in Post-Confederation Newfoundland Drama (2004) unpublished; University of Toronto. 





� As commentators have noted, the term “indigenous” is problematic with regard to Newfoundland history, given the presence of its aboriginal peoples before the European colonizations in the tenth and seventeenth century. However, James Tuck points out that these groups, too, arrived after a substantial migration (1976: Newfoundland and Labrador Prehistory, Ottawa: National Museum of Man) and therefore can claim to be First Nations but perhaps not truly indigenous. As far as the etymology of the word indicates home-grown or springing from the soil, the word is appropriate with regard to theatre culture in Newfoundland. 





�  As detailed in the social anthropology work of the contributors to Christmas Mumming In Newfoundland  (1969) Toronto: University of Toronto Press, outport residents do not knock on each other’s doors when visiting. This practise may well have changed in recent years but the drama of Newfoundland is rife with references to the strangeness of a knock on the door.





� Northcliffe worked with other Grand Falls performers in helping to produce Proud Kate Sullivan in 1952. Like their production of The Holdin’ Ground, which had already enjoyed a large measure of success as a radio play, the Emerson had been produced before. Emerson was also a musicologist and a highly-placed official on the regional drama scene.  Contrary to the notes I have received from one reviewer, Northcliffe produced only two Newfoundland plays before 1961 at the Regional Drama Festival. A third, Russell’s Groundswell, was presented at the Drama Festival in 1962 as a naked response to the chastising the group and other festival participants had received the year before from adjudicator David Gardner.





� Which, ironically, produced Cook’s Jacob’s Wake in 1975.





� Under Jeff Pitcher, the TNL/ GMTF’s current Artistic Director, the emphasis has shifted from touring locally to an increasingly successful national and international profile.





� This writer assumed the dual roles of Artistic Director of TNL and of the GMTF in April 1997, continuing until August, 1999.
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