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your art and artistic talents; and the legal aspects of creating
and selling your art and services. -

Donna Spencer, who prepared the introduction to this
ArtSource guide, has worked in the arts — mainly theatre and
contemporary dance —in Vancouver for 18 years. A former
chairperson of the Vancouver City Council’s Committee on the
Arts, she is the founding director and founding chairperson of
the Vancouver Cultural Alliance, an alliance of more than 150
professional arts organizations.

Ms Spencer is the Artistic Director and Managing Director of
the Firehall Arts Centre in Vancouver, where she has intro-
duced an apprenticeship training programme for theatre artists
of colour. She is an advocate of non-traditional casting and of
making the arts accessible to all Canadians, both as audience
members and as practitioners. Her recent productions include
a cross-country tour of R.A. Shiomi’s play Rosie’s Cafe, and
(with Denis Simpson) The Coloured Museum.







THEATRE IN CANADA

by Donna Spencer

The world of the theatre is the world of the imagination — the
world of the soul. It is a world that anyone can enter through
many different doors. By attending live performances, volun-
teering to work for a theatre company in your community, or
training to become involved in the professional theatre com-
munity, you can join the growing ranks of Canadians enjoy-
ing the excitement and benefits of the theatre. The theatre fells
stories and provokes thought, discussion and laughter. It is an
art form that encourages literacy, awareness and selfknowl-
edge in its performers, directors and designers, and gives
audiences the opportunity to experience many different
worlds. Every performance is a voyage and every voyage is
made different by the audience, the cast and the crew.

To work in the theatre is to work in one of the most exciting
and challenging professions in the world. It is to work in the
imagination, in the soul and in the dreams of people. It is to
work in other ages, in other countries and in other cultures
without leaving your own. And it is an art form to be shared
and enjoyed by everyone.

When you step into the world of theatre as a performer, you
can learn to tell your own stories, or you can choose to help
tell those stories playwrights have already written. To pursue a
career as a professional actor, you must develop a number of
life skills as well as your talents as a performer. You need to
have a tremendous amount of persistence and patience, and
a great sense of humour. You need the ability to adapt to
many different situations, and a sense of self-esteem that will
allow you fo go on working even if you have auditioned and
auditioned and auditioned and still haven't been cast. As an
actor you must work continually on your performance skills:
taking voice, movement and dance classes; doing workshops
and scene study; reading scripts; and studying other art
forms. In the theatre your body and your mind are your instru-
ment — you have to keep them in tune at all times.

To build on your experience and to add to your résumé while
developing a career, you can audition and work for profes-
sional theatre, community theatre groups, or you can even
organize your own productions. Wonderful possibilities exist
for anyone frying to break into the professional theatre world,
such as the Canadian Fringe Theatre Festivals. Many of the
major cities have a fringe fesfival that allows those wanting to
produce a show in the festival fo do so. The festival organiz-
ers call for applications, and acceptance to participate is gen-
erally on a firstcome, firstserved, or on a lottery basis. There
is a fee required for participation, and the festival will provide
you with a venue or performance space, technical assistance,




and offen an audience. Many productions and performers
have been discovered by professional theatre producers and
artistic directors at fringe festivals.

Not everyone has the ability or desire to be an actor, but may
still have a tremendous wish and ability to be part of the the-
atre. The people working behind the scenes help the actors
take the audiences on an fascinating journey through the play-
wright's eyes. When you go to a play you see the performers,
but backstage will be a stage crew operating the lighting and
sound and setting the properties, and a stage manager who is
coordinating all aspects of the production. In the realization
of the playwright's script there will have been a director;
designers of costumes, sets, lighting, and sound; carpenters;
wardrobe personnel; and properties builders. And in bringing
the performance to the stage there will likely have been an
artistic director, a general manager or administrator, a publi-
cist, a box-office manager, and others working in support
roles. Each of them is devoted to helping bring theaire to
audiences for their response, sometimes their displeasure, but
most often their enjoyment.

The life of these dedicated Canadian theatre artists is not an
easy one. It is not glamorous: salaries are low and working
conditions vary from theatre company to theatre company
and from region to region. While commercial theatre projects
like fouring productions of Phantom of the Opera pay higher
salaries and may offer somewhat better working conditions,
the majority of paid positions in the Canadian theatre commu-
nity are provided by not-for-profit societies whose main pur-
pose is the production of theatre. These notfor-profit theatre
companies generally draw some government subsidy, but are
more and more reliant on earned revenues from the box
office, workshops and fundraising events for their operating
budgets. Balancing that budget in the notfor-profit theatres in
Canada has become more difficult, as government subsidies
have not kept pace with inflation and box-office revenues
have declined.

However, at this time when theatre in Canada is faced with
an economic crisis, it is being forced to re-evaluate what it
has been, what it has become, and why it exists. This re-
evaluation is undoubtedly leading to the formation of a more
Canadian theatre — a theatre that is here because it reflects
Canada and does not feel the need to look to the United
States or overseas for hit plays and a sense of values. To
achieve this we must build on what has happened in the past
with our pioneering Canadian playwrights, actors and direc-
tors. But now the theatre must open its doors to include all
Canadians and not remain the almost exclusively white, male-
dominated profession of the past. Only in the last fen years
have women moved into positions such as artistic director,




and the percentage of those still remains low. The percentage
of artistic directors from ¢ultural minority backgrounds is even
lower.

The theatre community has always prided itself on being one
big family, and just as the nuclear family has been forced to
address change so must the theatre family. It must look
beyond what has been traditionally acceptable. Just as the
numerous styles of Chinese opera came from the people and
for the people, so did Greek tragedy, Shakespeare and
Moliére. Canadian theatre is evolving to one that reflects all
Canadians in the scripts performed, the actors performing, in
its behind-the-scenes personnel and in its audiences. It should
not be something that only a few enjoy, understand, have
access to, or feel comfortable with. The theatre is for all.

Yes, this is my dream — but it is a dream that can be and will
be realized if people believe in it. Canadian producers are
beginning more and more to recognize the many talented
artists from minority backgrounds; some have introduced
colour-blind casting to their productions: selecting the best
person for a role, regardless of race, gender and age (where
appropriate). Work opportunities for those from minority
backgrounds are slowly improving but the old adage that has
faced women embarking on professional careers, unfortunate-
ly, applies here as well: “you have to be twice as good and
work twice as hard.”

As we move towards the 21st century Canadians are faced
with many changes and challenges. A vibrant, inclusive the-
atre has a role to play in helping us to understand these
changes and challenges, and in fostering a greater aware-
ness and communication between Canadians. We must con-
tinue fo illuminate our stages with the living realities of
Canada - we must take pride in the accomplishments of all
our theatre artists, not just the few who have worked in
Phantom of the Opera or at the Stratford Festival. We must
insist that all who are committed, dedicated and talented have
access to our theatres. Gender- and racial bias do not belong
in an art form whose very foundation is pinned to an open-
ness of spirit and trust. It is time for change!



WITH DIFFERENCES
Cultural minorities and artistic practice
As we strive to recognize the many forms of cultural expression
that enrich our country, we encounter firm traditions and new
frontiers, expected patterns and surprising directions. Although
the benefits of a vital and diverse artistic practice may be
acknowledged, the means of encouraging practitioners and
including creators from all backgrounds are still developing.
While current circumstances always change, artists must con-
sistently lobby for adequate support, training opportunities,
affordable studio space and many other requirements necessary
to create an environment where cultural expression can flourish.

Recent advances in telecommunications have brought
Canadians — and all peoples — closer together, yet Canada, in
relative terms, will always be a huge and regionalized country.
Many artists in rural and small-town settings will continue to
have difficulty in reaching audiences and in accessing art and
cultural institutions.

Canada’ cultural and visible minority artists face even greater
barriers to their success. Or from a different perspective,
Canadian audiences face barriers to their full appreciation of
the contribution that cultural minorities have to offer.

Most arts and cultural structures in Canada today are founded
on British and European traditions. Partly as a result, it has
been difficult for many Canadian artists whose work is rooted
in other cultural traditions to participate fully in the arts in
Canada. ’

For example, in 1984 three dub poets — Lillian Allen, Clifton
Joseph and Devon Haughton — were denied membership in the
League of Canadian Poets. They were considered “performers”
as opposed to “poets.” In summing up the incident, Lillian
Allen clearly underscores the need for greater understanding
among artists, and among Canadians generally: “Whether this
poetry ever becomes part of Canadian literature has little to do
with what we say or how. It’s rather a matter of whether our
society can come to terms with differences” (This Magazine,
XX1.7 [1987-88], p. 20).

While we still have a considerable way to go, we have begun

to come to terms with differences. For instance, the Canada
Council has hired a Racial Equality Coordinator and has signifi-
cantly opened up its programmes in music and dance. The
Alliance of Canadian Cinema, Television and Radio Artists
(ACTRA) has published and circulated a catalogue actively pro-
moting visible minority performers. Whether through con-
frontation, negotiation, or simply smart management, institu-
tions are beginning to change their staffing, programming, out-
reach, governance and marketing.




Individually and in collectives, artists and the organizations
that serve them are all in this arena of progress and change
together. And those who have remained on the sidelines will
soon be drawn into the play. For example, all artists must enter
the debate about cultural appropriation if we are to arrive at
some sensible and workable considerations for deciding who
should or should not be telling whose story. And beyond the
arts community, all Canadians will need to develop the ability
to understand and enjoy art that may be rooted in cultural tra-
ditions different from their own.

There are new voices in the arts in Canada today, many voices
that for too long have remained unheard. These voices may be
different, and they may even change the way we make art. But
Canadian art has grown from difference. In order to express a
sensibility native to Canada, the Group of Seven had to reach
beyond the conventions of the European artistic establishment.
When J.E.H. MacDonald’s The Tangled Garden was exhibited in
London in 1916, Dennis Reid notes that it was universally dis-
missed by critics as an “offensive, radical gesture,” because it
wasn' in harmony with traditional subjects and approaches of
the time (The Group of Seven, 1970, p. 124). But Canadian art is
not European art — it comes out of different landscapes, differ-
ent cultures and different sensibilities. :

So when faced with the imperative of including more cultural
minority artists in Canadian plays, and films, and art schools,
we must keep in mind the small ways and the big ways that we
colonize and exclude. We can change the shape of Canadian -
art, making it (in the words of Lillian Allen) “diverse, pluralis-
tic, and yes, maybe even a little funky.”

Theatre in Canada: suggestions for further reading

The northern half of North America has been a multilingual
and multicultural area for well over 10,000 years. The peoples
who met the first Furopeans in what is now Canada spoke
more than 50 Indian and Inuit languages, and theatre was an
integral part of daily social and religious life. While no single
source can give an adequate overview of the variety and accom-
plishment of the past, an encyclopedia is a good place to start:

The Canadian Encyclopedia.

2nd od. 4 v. Edmonton: Hurtig, 1988. [e]

Includes articles on drama and on theatre in both English and French,
Dominion Drama Festival, little-theatre movement, musical theatre,
Native religion, theatre education, and theatre for young audiences,
among others.

L’encyclopédie du Canada.

18" ed. 3 v. Montréal: Stanké, 1987. [f]

For more information on how to find out about Canadian
drama, the Department of the Secretary of State of Canada has
published two short resource guides (free on request from the
Canadian Studies Directorate, Secretary of State, Ottawa,
Ontario K1A OM5):




René Dionne.

Canadian Literature in French/la littérature canadienne de
langue francaise.

Ottawa: Department of the Secretary of State/Secrétariat d’ Etot 1988.
[e/f]

Bruce Nesbitt.

Canadian Literature in English/La littérature canadienne de
langue anglaise.

Ottawa: Department of the Secretary of State/Secrétariat d'Etat, 1988.
[e/f]

Far more analytical and comprehensive are three large works
that include drama and theatre, the results of collaboration by
dozens of scholars from across Canada:

Literary History of Canada: Canadian Literature in English.
2nd ed. 4 v. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1976-1990. [e]

I and I: ed. C.F. Klinck et al., 1976. From the beginnings to 1960.
I: ed. C.F. Klinck et al. Rev ed., 1977. Covers 1940 to 1973.

IV: ed. W.H. New et al. 1990. Covers 1972 to 1984.

Carl F. Klinck et al., eds.

Histoire littéraire du Canada: littérature canadienne

de langue anglaise.

15t ed. Tr. Maurice Lebel. Québec: Presses de |'université Laval, 1970.

[f

Maurice Lemire et al., eds.

Dictionnaire des ceuvres littéraires du Québec.
Montréal: Fides, 1978- . [f]

I: Des origines & 1900. 2nd ed., 1980.

Il: 1900-1939. 2nd ed., 1980.

lli: 1940-1959. 1982.

IV: 1960-1969. 1984.

V: 1970-1975. 1987.

For other aspects of the theatre and performing arts, several of
these surveys include suggestions for further reading;

Cheryle Atwater, Nancy Haselhen and Terry Peachey.

The Circus.
North Burnaby, B.C.: Expanducators, 1982. [e]

Héléne Beauchamp.
Le théétre pour enfants au Québec: 1950-1980.
Montréal: Hurtubise HMH, 1985. [f]

Eugene Benson and L.W. Conolly.
The Oxford Companion to Canadian Theatre.
Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1989. [e]

Joyce Dodlittle and Zina Barnieh.

A Mirror of Our Dreams: Children and the Theatre in Canada,
with a Chapter on Québec by Héléne Beauchamp.

Vancouver: Talon, 1979. [e]

Chantal Hébert.
Le Burlesque au Québec: un divertissement populaire.
Ville LaSalle, Québec: Hurtubise HMH, 1981. [f]

Sheilagh S. Jameson.
Chautauqua in Canada.
2nd e, Calgary: Glenbow-Alberta Institute, 1987. [e]
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