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The generation which brought Canadian theatre to prominence was that of the early 
1970s. P. Thompson, G. Sprung, B. Glassco (recently deceased), and K. Gass founded 
theatres which served as a reaction to the colonialist models of the regional theatres 
which dominated the Canadian theatre scene at that time. These theatres – Neptune in the 
Atlantic, Centaur in Quebec, the National Arts centre in Ottawa, CentreStage in Toronto, 
the Manitoba Theatre Centre in Winnipeg, Theatre Calgary in Alberta, and the 
Vancouver Playhouse in British Columbia – had moved, in some cases, from British 
Artistic Directors to Canadians. Their programming, however, continued to reflect the 
regional theatre formula:  a classic, usually a Shakespeare, a comedy, a musical, and a 
modern play from America or Britain. The formula varied to a certain degree: but until 
the production of George Ryga’s The Ecstasy of Rita Joe in 1967 at the Vancouver 
Playhouse, these major Canadian theatre plants, charged with the responsibility of 
representing the world of theatre to their regions, were bereft of original Canadian plays.

Granted that there were few Canadian plays prior to this date of any artistic merit. As a 
young culture, Canada was following a classic post-colonialist model in appropriating the 
forms, and initially the content, of their ancestral forebears. Without the advent of Local 
Initiative Project funding – a non-cultural-oriented grant meant to foster entrepreneurship 
– it’s a affair question to ask if the next step in this post-colonialist model would have 
been taken, namely the development of authentic local theatre forms. Similarly, the 
argument that were no Canadian plays to stage was a red herring. It ignored the real issue, 
which was that these theatres, while training the first truly professional generation of 
Canadian actors, directors and designers, ignored their responsibility to develop a 
generation of Canadian playwrights.
Playwrights’ Workshop Montréal was the first national new-play development company 
established in Canada, in 1967. Tellingly, it has never been a producing company. Many 
of the plays and playwrights developed there, including during my tenure as Artistic 
Director from 1991 to 1994, have found a place in the Canadian canon: but they began 
their lives as theatrical orphans, without a home or a mother who could nurse them to full 
adulthood. This is surely a curious way to develop a theatre culture.

So the arrival of Theatre Passe Muraille, Factory Theatre Lab, Toronto Free Theatre, and 
other companies in the early 1970s was a special time of great significance in Canadian 
drama. These companies went out and found new playwrights. George Walker was 
driving a taxi when he answered an advertisement for the Factory Theatre. Tamahnous 
Theatre in British Columbia began to produce plays developed out of intense physical 
workshopping, and in so doing they began the rise to prominence of perhaps the greatest 
Canadian playwright working today, Morris Panych. Tarragon Theatre even styled itself 
a home for Canadian playwrights, and was instrumental not only in establishing the 
validity of work of Anglophone writers such as  Judith Thompson, David French, and 
others, but in promoting the exciting new work of Québecois playwrights such as René 
Daniel Dubois, Michel Tremblay, and Carole Frechette. In Newfoundland, the rise of The 
Mummers Troupe against significant institutional opposition began a cultural renaissance 
which continues to this day in that province; their foundational work was taken up and 
furthered by the national and international success of Newfoundland’s CODCO troupe. 
Their collective approach, like that of Tamahnous and Theatre Passe Muraille, helped 
redefine the notion of how a play could be developed in Canada.
All in all, quite an example to set for future generations. Have we lived up to the 
challenge?

The major regional theatres continued to receive the lion’s share of support through the 
1980s and 90s, while the new level of “alternative” theatres, through no fault of their 
own, froze out smaller companies wishing to follow in their footsteps. A new paradigm 
was needed. 
This was achieved through the success of the Edmonton Fringe Festival in the early 
1980s. The festival’s low-rent, high-camp approach, covering the downtown with 
performances in both traditional and non-traditional venues and featuring a large beer tent 
where performers could mingle with patrons, soon spread across the country, creating a 
co-ordinated network of Fringe Festivals from Newfoundland to British Columbia. 
Young theatre artists could hone their skills and make a few dollars while seeing the 
country.
The drawback of the Fringe continues to be that it blurs the line between professional and 
non-professional performance even further than it has previously been blurred in Canada. 
Amateur, or community theatre performance predominated through the first half of the 
twentieth century; its conservative, colonialist influence has been hard to stamp out but it 
has steadily returned to the community arena from whence it came. But Canadian theatre 
training is haphazard. Through the 1980s and 1990s students were graduating from 
theatre programmes as diverse as conservatories like the National Theatre School and the 
Conservatoire in Québec; community college programmes like George Brown College in 
Toronto and CEGEP John Abbott in Montréal which  mixed a dollop of academics with 
practical training; and university programmes such as that at York University in Toronto, 
which presented a conservatory-model and an attempt to match its rigour while adhering 
to the academic standards of the university. 
In Canada nothing stops the least-talented actor in the worst programme in the country 
from pursuing a career on stage and screen. We believe this is as it should be, as the free-
enterprise-oriented North Americans we are. The market, it is assumed, will correct itself. 
The problem with treating theatre as a market economy is that the market can in fact be 
permanently devalued by the presentation of an inconsistent product. Canadians are not 
inveterate theatre-goers; it is not in our cultural DNA. The first visit, and subsequent 
visits, by a spectator therefore take on great significance for the future of the theatre and 
its role in Canadian society.
Theatre loses its function when it begins to cater to an audience, rather than attempting to 
engage the spectator in a meaningful dialectic that involves the questions of living in the 
community where a performance takes place. It further loses its credibility, both as a 
professional vocation and as a dialogical process of social evaluation, when its 
practitioners fail to match the demanding standards of world theatre. The Fringe has often 
featured wildly creative work, amidst banal, even tortuous odes to self-indulgence and 
abuse of the spectator. Performers have indeed honed their skills in the Fringe, and gone 
on to achieve prominence in Canadian theatre, where it can be easily forgotten that they 
laboured amidst the dross of the predictable, lazy actor.
The Fringe phenomenon was rapidly embraced by the alternative theatres as a feeder 
system. This, I would argue, has had deleterious as well as salutary effects on the 
direction of Canadian theatre. On the positive side, new Canadian performers, and a  
number of playwrights, could present their work at the Fringe and further polish it in 
subsequent productions at the alternative theatres. This is of great consequence, certainly. 
It overlooks, however, the supply-side nature of this development as the alternative 
theatres get to cherry pick from a list of projects they have not had to initially support. 
Like George Bush’s programme to throw responsibility for community charity on the 
shoulders of charitable organisations and the church, this sends a signal that the artist is 
one his or her own. This is defensible in market terms. It changes, however, the 
orientation of the Fringe, from a joyous, if rough-hewn, celebration of theatrical 
independence to an in-town, low-budget try-out for the big leagues.
This continuing fascination with newness, or the illusion of newness, fostered by the 
Fringe, has led to a marked reluctance on the part of established theatres to re-mount 
landmark work from the 1970s and 1980s. Was the work that bad? Does it not stand the 
test of time? Or are we, as Canadians, shooting out theatre in the foot by constantly 
claiming to have reinvented the wheel?

A further troubling aspect of the Fringe phenomenon is that it appears that the number of 
large-scale, big-cast shows, never large, has steadily diminished. Solo shows are the 
Fringe’s meat-and-potatoes; and the solo show, exemplified by the gifted work of Robert 
Lepage and Daniel MacIvor, has become a defining feature of Canadian theatre. Solo 
shows are cheap to produce, both at the Fringe and later at alternative theatres. They are 
nearly always self-generated, so they provide little employment for other actors, directors 
and writers. Aside from the work of MacIvor and Lepage, it can be argued that they also 
add little to the ongoing sophistication of Canadian theatre.

The argument, then, is that the embracing of the Fringe as a radical innovation and a 
solution to static government funding, when in reality it is a socially and aesthetically 
reductive environment, has created a circumstance where the theatre community is 
happily cannibalising itself. Scores of young artists enter the Fringe, perform on their 
own or with their friends for a year, a few years, and disappear. They become neither 
full-fledged professionals – and I mean this in the sense of a whole-hearted commitment 
to the art – nor do they add to the vocabulary of the Canadian theatre spectator, a fragile 
creature at best.  They create an environment where theatre is reduced rather than spare, 
and they do it voluntarily, relieving the government or larger theatres from responsibility 
for this destructive trend.
So where does this trend lead, and is it really as bad as that?

It appears certain that Canada will never have a theatre culture, like that of established 
European countries, where training is relatively standardised, and two levels of theatre 
companies are maintained with a commitment from the state (as much as that 
commitment has recently wavered, as in Czech Republic after the Velvet Revolution), 
and where actors work on long-term contracts and receive benefits. Canadian society is 
firmly rooted in a market-oriented approach to the arts, which, while not as extreme as 
that in the United States, also lacks the entrenched philanthropy of that country which 
enables its theatres to function as independent entities. So perhaps our theatre artists have 
to be vagabonds, as their predecessors were hundreds of years before. Perhaps they must 
develop their art outside the parameters of the established theatres, of which the so-called 
alternate theatres must now be counted. In recent years, a number of small companies 
have arrived on the scene influenced by theatrical movements which would not fit 
comfortably within the walls of the stone theatres. Physically-based approaches like that 
of Winnipeg’s Primus Theatre and Newfoundland’s Artistic Fraud are based on the work 
of Eugenio Barba. Skilled solo artists like Guillermo Verdecchia, Daniel MacIvor, and 
others have formed loose coalitions, working together on some projects under the rubric 
of a company title which has little organisational structure. Playwrights like Jordan Pettle, 
Claudia Dey, Kirsten Johnston and Anton Piatagorski have successfully produced their 
own plays featuring small casts, rather than solo performers.
None of these roads is easy. Theatre remains marginal in the consciousness of most 
Canadians, but perhaps Canadian theatre artists are no longer as prone to marginalise 
themselves. Canadian theatre artists continue to find ways to work together to articulate 
the cultural soul of the country and its communal concerns. That willingness to put aside 
ego and indulgence and work together for a greater good is itself a core Canadian value. 
In the past few years the Fringe phenomenon has lost some of its initial lustre. Theatre 
artists cannot allow themselves to be separated and encouraged to work against each 
other, something the geography of the land exacerbates. Our job is to bridge those gaps, 

to and to build new bridges to other peoples. 
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