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Fred Zbryski, Lora Brovold, and Liana Shannon in Dear Mr. Keith by Rob Maclean 
and Melissa Mullen, commissioned by the Playwrights Atlantic Resource Centre, 

part of Theatre Yes's The National Elevator Project, Edmonton 2014.
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With fall and the return of the theatre season 
we thought it fitting to open some dialogue on 
engaging patrons, and welcoming theatregoers. 
We were interested in what brings people 
into our theatres, how companies in Alberta 
are growing an audience, and the resulting 
relationships and connections. What draws 
someone into a theatre and more importantly what brings 
him or her back? 

What we found were innovate ways Alberta theatre artists are working to 
communicate about and through their work in our increasingly on-demand and 
online age. This issue of All Stages teems with thoughts on engagement, marketing 
know how, and inspired ideas on making connections. In Early Stages Quest 
Theatre’s Marcy Lannan spoke with artists about how residency programs inspire 
and educate students to become patrons and artists. For our fall edition of Foils 
John Hudson, of Shadow Theatre and The Varscona Theatre Alliance, and Heather 
Inglis, of Theatre Yes, give us the ‘ins and outs’ of engaging audiences both 
in and out of traditional theatre venues, respectively. In Community Profile, 
our interview with Alan Roberts, of the Keyano Theatre and Arts Centre, gives 
us a glimpse at the unique way theatre is involving professional artists and 
community members in our province’s most rapidly growing region. Marketing 
expert, Marlis Weber, gives us some savvy pointers on effective engagment with 
Love’s Labour’s Lost: Attracting Your Audience in the Age of Netflix. In To Thine 
Own Selfe be True The Shakespeare Company Artistic Director, Haysam Kadri, 
tells how ‘lean and mean’ classical theatre has taken hold of Calgary audiences. 
Our technical editor Scott Peters spoke to Sui-Fan Wong of Red Deer College 
about students, technicians, and audiences for Q2Q. Co-artistic Director, Col 
Cseke, elaborates on Verb Theatre’s efforts to maintain ongoing dialogues 
with the community in Produce to Promote. And in Sides, excerpts from the 
Alberta Playwrights’ Network 2014 Alberta Playwrighting Competition are 
featured: Grand Prize Winner Helmet’s Big Day by James Wade and Discovery 
Prize Winner Before the Night Takes Us by Ryan Reese. And finally, Bradley 
Moss explains why Audience Engagement Starts With Artist Engagement in our 
Opinion/Editorial feature.

Within these pages, ‘solutions’—to questions of engagement—are far less 
likely than ideas. Foregrounded in this issue are the interconnections of 
organizations and the communities they co-exist in—relationships that are 
as varied as the mandates they support. A basis of healthy engagement is 
understanding the nature of audience connections, which might be arrived 
at with questions: ‘who,’ ‘what,’ and ‘why.’ 

By endeavoring to embrace this kind of acumen, the ‘how’ will come later, 
with inspired ideas as unique as the theatre it is intending to support. 

Theatre season… Engage! 

FRAZER ANDREWS
EDITOR

inCheck



WE HAVE A PROGRAM FOR YOU

CITADEL THEATRE
R O B B I N S Academy780.425.1820 citadeltheatre.com

E N G A G E  W I T H  U S

Foote Theatre School
Providing year-round classes for all ages and
experience levels; teaching physical, technical and
creative skills in both acting and musical theatre.
Our classes provide:

• An excellent instructor-to-student ratio
• Instruction from experienced theatre

professionals and educators
• A structured and progressive curriculum
• Potential audition opportunities.

Young Companies 
An advanced training and mentorship program 
for aspiring artists between the ages of 16-21 
who are serious about pursuing post-secondary
education and a career in theatre.
There are four companies:

• Acting
• Musical Theatre
• Playwriting
• Theatre Production

The Maclab Student’s Club
A unique glimpse into the world of professional
theatre for junior and senior high school students.
Members enjoy:

• A light supper.
• A pre-show presentation with theatre 

professionals.
• A Q&A session with the cast and crew 

following the performance.

Student Matinees
We consider special matinees for school groups
to be an important and essential part of our 
programming. This season, the following 
productions will have Student Matinees:

• Kim’s Convenience
• One Man, Two Guvnors
• A Christmas Carol
• Playing With Fire
• Vigilante
• Arcadia
• Avenue Q



Alan Roberts 
Director, Keyano Theatre and Arts Centre,  
Fort McMurray.
All Stages was pleased to catch up with Alan Roberts and chat about his 
background, his involvement with theatre in the Wood Buffalo region, and the 
uniqueness of the Keyano Theatre Company—that mounts full-scale theatrical 
productions with an ensemble made up of passionate community members and 
professionals alike.

Can you tell us a bit about your background and training?

I attended the two-year Theatre Production program at Grant 
MacEwan Community College, now MacEwan University, in 1983–84. 
After college I did freelance gigs when I could get them: setting 
up the entertainment stage—in the rain and mud—for the Pope’s 
visit, working a one-man show in the Nexus Theatre in McCauley 
Plaza, and such, until I was lured by the excitement and flashy toys 
of the nightclub industry. In Edmonton, and briefly in Calgary, I 
opened several nightclubs as Technical Director (read: light guy), 
then decided it was time to get back to my roots when an opening 
at Keyano Theatre in Fort McMurray came up. 

Since my arrival, the changes and opportunities for expansion 
here have been tremendous and I have been very fortunate to be 
a part of them. The addition of academic programming for Visual 
and Performing Arts was a time of great growth for Keyano and me, 
as we opened a second venue and incorporated the strengths of a 
conservatory into our productions. As time passed, my role changed 
from Technician to Technical Director to Production Manager to my 
current role as the Director, Keyano Theatre and Arts Centre.

How long have you been involved with theatre in Fort McMurray?

I arrived in Fort McMurray in the summer of 1988 to stage manage 
a musical called Baby. I had applied to be theatre technician, but 
was offered the SM job first as they were already one week into 
rehearsals (without an SM). So I thought, “Sure, this would be 
fun.” Well, being a little green (and rusty) it was a lesson learned 
in what your strengths are and I sure welcomed the technician job 
once Baby had closed. 

Fort McMurray has a remarkable theatre scene, and I have loved 
being immersed in helping it grow, from assisting the City’s former 
theatre group for youth—Hudson’s Play Company—to assisting 
local schools optimize their theatre spaces, to supporting the 
various groups who use Keyano venues. 

Keyano has a unique operating model with professional, 
community, and institutional (college) involvement. What's 
involved in this?

Keyano Theatre & Arts Centre has a mandate to produce and 
present a wide variety of diverse forms of live theatre and 
entertainment, as well as provide culturally rich opportunities 
for our community. We operate what we call a ‘semi-professional’ 
theatre environment. Keyano Theatre, since its opening in 1980, 
has operated a community theatre company—affectionately known 
as KTC—with all of our actors and the majority of our backstage 
and front house teams being community volunteers. KTC benefits 
from professional support made up of production management staff, 
technical directors, and technicians, and we seasonally contract 
our professional artistic teams (directors, stage management, 
music directors, choreographers, etc.) to aid and encourage our 
community volunteers. 

Could you describe some of the connections that exist between 
Keyano and other theatre companies?

In 2006, we began to foster a relationship with Catalyst Theatre 
to assist with the development of their new original plays. This 
was a great opportunity for us as we were able to assist Catalyst 
Theatre with a professional facility and support team, and give 
our region a ‘sneak preview’ of amazing new works before they 
premiered in larger centres. We offer one professional production in 
our 4-Play-Drama Series and have been fortunate to partner with 
other companies or groups. Also, this fall, we are excited to be 
presenting Norm Foster’s latest play, On A First Name Basis, starring 
Norm Foster himself! 

Alan Roberts.
Photo Credit: Brian Gould Photography Inc.
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Audience Engagement

Wouldn't it be a treat, when incorporating a theatre company, if 
you were passed a binder that explains Equity contracts, tech riders, 
charitable status applications, and on and on? Some sort of how-to 
manual? I've been looking, I don't think it exists.

What does exist though, at least in Calgary, is an open theatre 
community with generous folks who've been through it all and will 
point you in the right direction. When we started Verb Theatre 
six years ago, and ever since, we got into the habit of calling our 
fellow Indie-ADs with questions, and always they'd show us what 
they did and what we too could do. 

However, we recently started looking at a major operating function 
that, when I started chatting with other folks whose paths I tend 
to follow, seemed to remain as mysterious to them as it was to us.

That topic? Marketing.

We'd been talking about dedicating some time and money to 
marketing and quickly this led to a now obvious seeming revelation 
that advertising, in both traditional media and online platforms, was: 

 A) Expensive (to say the least), and,  
 B) questionably effective (at best). 

With the time and money we had available it just didn't make 
sense for us. So we stepped back and interrogated why we felt 
we needed to promote ourselves, and what we were hoping to 
achieve through marketing.

The answers now too seem obvious, but we had never articulated 
them before. We ultimately wanted to grow our audience, but 

how did we think that could happen? Well we thought we needed 
people to:

 A) recognize our company, 
 B) understand our mandate and believe that our work is  
  worthwhile attending, and 
 C) be compelled to come and see a play.

Great. Good simple goals. Now, is there any affordable way that 
traditional advertising could help us reach these goals? I humbly 
submit that no, there really isn't.

One reason being is that we produce sporadically. This season 
we have two productions taking place months apart. To be 
recognizable, our first stated goal, we should stay in touch with 
our audiences year round. Ad buying would inherently be focused 
on our sporadic production schedule. What about the other forty 
some weeks in the year?

We realized too that if, say, we scored some unbelievable 
advertising sponsorship and could run ads year round, then yes, 
our name may start to be recognized, but even then how could 
we achieve our second goal: getting people to know our mandate 
and to believe that our work is good? That's an intellectual 
and emotional response. I understand that there are marketing 
professionals who are very good at creating intellectual inspiration 
and emotional attachment through advertising, but we barely have 
the means to buy dinner for someone like that, let alone contract 
them. We had to do this ourselves, so instead of trying to achieve 
these goals by pretending to be marketers we reminded ourselves 
that we are creators. 

BY COL CSEKE
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Audience Engagement

We decided to take the time and money we would've dedicated to 
marketing and devoted them to create new programming that checks 
all those boxes that we hoped an advertising campaign would.

Our first effort towards this programming subset is a new podcast 
called The Deep Field. The name refers to a Hubble image where 
some astronomer maverick trained this huge telescope on a 
seemingly blank piece of space and discovered countless galaxies 
that were until then unknown. This is the podcast's aim: to 
discover fascinating stories hiding in plain sight and do long-form 
interviews with folks involved in these stories. 

We've somehow convinced ourselves that this is marketing. At 
least it achieves what we thought advertising should. Podcasts 
are perennial, shareable, and discoverable. They're also incredibly 
inexpensive to produce, for the price of one print ad you can 
buy professional microphones and user-friendly editing software. 
Hosting is free and in one sitting you can get your podcast up on 
iTunes right behind This American Life. This allows us to do several 
Podcasts per year, giving us that consistent contact with our 
audience and community.

We made a key decision early, making this an even more bizarre 
marketing tactic, and that was that the podcasts should never 
be about our plays. On occasion we'll try to connect our podcast 
episodes to the ideas presented in our stage plays when the timing 
lines up, but will never directly promote them. For example, we 

Col Cseke.
Supplied.

Col Cseke and Chris Duthie in a promotional still for Of Fighting Age, a 2014 Verb 
Theatre co-production with the Glenbow Museum. 
Photo Credit: Anton de Groot. 

professional-amateur mash-up shows, etc. So the form of an 
interview-based podcast is new, but the function is quite similar to 
our stage plays. 

The podcast is one idea but we have more. We're developing a play 
about mixed martial arts and violence in young men, and with 
some Foundation support we're talking to teens and collecting their 

have a verbatim-text play about doctor assisted suicide. During the 
(proposed) remount I plan on interviewing a local "Death Mid-Wife" 
who has been documenting the phenomena of death bed visions. We 
hope this thematic complement will inspire our listeners to attend 
without having to overtly pitch the show. The amount of advertising 
in our lives seems over-supplied and under-demanded, and I think 
we've all trained ourselves to ignore marketing, so we don't want to 
trigger that reaction by pushing our shows too overtly.

The podcast and its intent, its content really, is an expression 
of our mandate in a way ads never could be. Our mandate is 
to explore, capture, and share rarely told contemporary stories, 
often through verbatim-text scripts, community derived work, 

stories of violence. These stories will be used to create a short 
digital film that can be watched online as a pre-show companion 
piece. I'm also creating a verbatim-text show about Temporary 
Foreign Workers, and months before the show people can 'apply' to 
attend, following the onerous bureaucratic steps workers take to 
apply for work permits. We'll have 'recruiters' introduce this idea 
to audiences in the same way recruiters illegally recruit workers in 
The Philippines. It's not to trivialize the experience of workers but 
to give our audiences insight into what the show is about, and to 
create a way for people to invest themselves into the show well 
before opening. These aren't typical marketing ideas, but they're 
noticeable and hopefully memorable. 

When we launched the podcast, more people listened to that 
episode in the first week than attended our most recent production. 
Unlike an ad where we have no idea how many people saw it, we 
know exactly how many people listened. The evidence that this 
listenership is going to translate into ticket sales isn't in yet, but 
our hunch is that it'll help. I'm a rabid podcast listener and I know 
how a relationship develops between listener and host—I hold 
huge adoration and fandom for my favourite podcasts—and if they 
ever came through town I would drop my phone (figuratively) 
and go see them live (literally). This is the inherent safety net 
with these experiments in programming as promotion: if it isn't 
wildly successful as a marketing strategy we will have still created 
something new that people are enjoying. 

I don't think I could say the same if we had gambled our money on 
an advertising buy. 

Col Cseke is Co-Artistic Director of Verb Theatre and Artistic Director of Inside 
Out Theatre. He's also a playwright, performer, documentary-theatre maker, and 
podcaster. The first episode of The Deep Field can be found on verbtheatre.com.
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Life without

DRAMA
is boring!

Interested in acting, directing, design, playwriting or theatre studies?

The BFA and MFA drama programs at the School of Creative and Performing Arts offer an exciting blend of 
intellectual rigor and hands-on experience that provides students the skills and imagination necessary to thrive on 
whatever path they choose to take.

For more information, visit scpa.ucalgary.ca or call 403.220.5313



Audience Engagement

BY MARLISS WEBER

Bums in seats. Some might say it’s the 
biggest creative challenge of producing 
theatre—ensuring that your love’s 
labour isn’t lost to an empty house. 

The marketing game has changed 
dramatically since the advent of social 
media. But theatre companies need to 
consider the change in the way people 
consume entertainment as well. While 
live theatre will always offer a unique 
experience, on-demand media providers 
like Netflix are major competitors for 
your audience’s attention.

Ultimately, your marketing is the promise you make to your 
audience, and now, more than ever, it needs to persuade them to 
give up the couch and to fall in love with live theatre again. 

So how do you do it?

1. Go where your audience is.

Traditional marketing (posters, handbills, banners, program ads, 
etc.) will only reach a traditional audience. This kind of marketing 
speaks to 'the choir'—the audiences you can probably count on 
without much marketing, as they’re the ones who are most likely to 
actively seek your content. 

But if you’re looking for new audiences, posters and other printed 
materials may get lost in the noise. Try other ways of attracting 
attention by going where your desired demographic already is. 
Shoot a brief trailer and post it on YouTube for social sharing. 
Create a blog, and write about issues that come up in rehearsal and 
the creative process. It’s a way of talking to your new audience in a 
language they’re used to.

2. Use social media smarts.

I remember the Edmonton International Fringe Festival the first 
year I joined Facebook. I was invited to a few shows on Facebook, 
and the novelty of the platform had me so excited that I checked 
them out.

But the next year, my inbox was veritably spammed with invites. It 
was overwhelming, so I tuned them all out.

Unfortunately, this is often the case with Facebook and social 
media advertising. But there are ways of doing it smartly that make 
all the difference.

Some tips:

• Avoid the impulse to invite everyone you know to your show. 
Instead, send personalized notes to influencers in your friends 
list, invite them to the show, and ask them to help you spread 
the word, even if they can’t make it.

• Create a company Facebook page, and use it to post 
interesting articles about your play’s subject matter and 
encourage discussion about it. Don’t just flog your show. Same 
goes with Twitter.

• Post regularly—2 to 3 times per week—but make sure the 
content is compelling to your audience, not just to you. 
Facebook is fertile ground for discussion and community 
building. Use it to make friends, not just to influence people.

• Budget for Facebook advertising and boosting posts. Facebook 
is really no longer a free venture for public pages, since the 
algorithms changed in late 2013. But a little money goes a long 
way and is well worth the budget. 

• Consider using Instagram and Pinterest if your show is 
uniquely visual.

3. Provide the media with a story (and then share it on  
 social media).

Entertainment editors get roughly two million media releases a week. 
So how do you stand out from the crowd and get your show covered?

• Build a relationship with your friendly editors. Take the time 
to get to know them, be respectful of their time, and don’t be 
demanding. The editor does not owe you a story, so say thank 
you, please, and be nice. 

• Learn how to write a great media release. Media releases need 
to hand the media the angle, which should be more interesting 
than 'X show, starts tomorrow!' Include images to pique their 
interest, and ensure high res images are available for their use.

• Copy and paste the media release into the body of an email 
(you can also send by attachment, but cover your bases and 
put it into the email as well). Editors are so pressed for time, 
sometimes the time it takes to open an attachment can land 
your presser on the slush pile. Also, find out the editor’s name, 
and address it to them, with some personalized remarks.

There will always be an audience for live theatre. But the way you 
attract that audience is going to continue to evolve as our media 
and entertainment consumption evolves. Taking the time to stay 
ahead of the curve is important to keep those bums in the seats, 
right where you want them. 

Marliss Weber is an actor, writer, corporate storyteller, and marketing consultant. 
A former arts editor of SEE Magazine, Marliss has been published in more than 
20 newspapers and magazines internationally. With her company, Parodos 
Communications, she has worked on marketing campaigns for organizations like 
WinterCity Edmonton and the Alberta Brand Initiative. Marliss holds a Masters 
Degree in Communications and Technology from the University of Alberta, and is 
a proud kitty mom to two fierce felines. 

Marliss Weber.
Supplied.
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Sides

SABIR is atop a giant wall. He holds a bow 
and marches rigidly back and forth across the 
top of the wall for a long while. He seems to 
hear something. SABIR stops abruptly. He 
casually looks over one side of the wall, then 
the other. He pauses to think for a moment. 
He continues to march. He hears something, 
stops again. He finally spots a spare helmut 
lying on the edge of the wall.

SABIR Actually Helmut, I do have to march. In 
actuality, if you must know, I have to march 
all day. This is the nature of our jobs, as you 
seem to have forgotten. We march. And we 
do not simply march, as you so crassly put a 
craft like any other, and like any other craft 
that can be mastered, I have mastered this 
one. You see, it's all in the turn. When I turn 
I see what may be approaching from either 
side. The marching is really just to break up 
the monotony between turns. Boredom is 
the real killer. 

 Okay, the wolves are the real killer, but 
boredom is a close second.

SABIR whirls around, to face 'Helmut.'

 Exactly. Men can go crazy because of 
boredom! Imagine that, a raving lunatic 
manning the wall. I know I'm new to this 
job, but I'll be damned if I'll let the empire 
fall because I get a case of the ‘wall crazies.’

 Official vocab change, Helmut. We are an 
empire now.

SABIR listens and considers.

 Yes, we march for the empire. We are on the 
brink of war with the enemy after all. But we 
also march for God. He is always watching.

 Do I like manning the wall? What sort of a 
stupid question is that? It doesn't matter if 
I like doing it, it's a huge honour to defend 
the empire.

 Because they told me it is! That's what honour 
is, Helmut. Other people telling you whether 
or not you have it.

 Ha! I would love to take a load off, like you, 
sitting around, taking in the afternoon sun. 
But that would make me a heathen. Heathens 
are who we're protecting the realm against, 
Helmut. God is always watching. If he wasn't, 
civilized people would just start raping and 
pillaging to their heart's content. So then 
what would happen you ask, if I believed God 
wasn't watching me? Would I immediately go 
out and start raping and looting? The answer 
is yes. The first thing I would do is bludgeon 
the commander to death with his own shield. 
I would love that! But things as they are...

 It's okay. Besides, in Heaven I'll get to do 
whatever I want. I could bludgeon hundreds of 
commanders to death if I want to.

 Heaven? You know... paradise? You really have 
to catch up on the vocab changes, Helmut. I 
guess you needn't be concerned, it's not like 
you'll be going to heaven. God is watching 
you slack off. Doesn't that worry you?

  “Live for today, Sabir.” Is that what you're 
telling me? “Live for today?” With eternal 
paradise at stake? Great idea. Just really good 
stuff, Helmut. What's so great about today? 
It's the same as any other day: marching. 
Marching along a hot rock wall in the 
blistering sun all day every day. Do I hate it? 
Of course I do. But I do it. For the empire. For 
God. For Heaven.

 What'll I do? In Heaven? I'll... you know... it's 
paradise, what do you mean "what'll I do?" 
There'll be no marching, I'll tell you that much. 

SABIR really considers the question.

 But what will I do? I guess, given the choice I 
would probably... sit.  

BY JAMES WADE 

Helmut's Big Day saw initial development at The Banff Centre as part of Playworks Ink 2013 in the class 
Facing the Re-Write with Robert O'Hara. The script went through several subsequent re-writes before 
being named the Grand Prize winner of the 2014 Alberta Playwriting Competition.

James Wade.
Supplied. 

James Wade is a Calgary-based 
playwright, screenwriter, and 
visual artist with a BFA from the 
University of Lethbridge. His 
work has been produced at the 
U of L, Calgary Fringe Festival, 
and through Red Phone Theatre, 
a collective where James serves 
as Co-Artistic Director. James 
will be attending the University 
of Calgary this fall to pursue an 
MFA in Playwriting.

AN EXCERPT FROM / HELMUT’S BIG DAY
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In an empty music hall, Alison, a 
clarinetist, has just been interrupted by, 
Ray, a mysterious man. Ray seems very 
interested in her playing and insists they 
play together, as he is a pianist. It is the 
first scene in the play.

RAY goes to the piano bench and opens 
the cover.

RAY: Let me play with you.

ALISON: I-

RAY: Please.

ALISON: I really should be going.

RAY: You have nowhere to be.

ALISON: Excuse me?

RAY: Just looks like you planned to be here for 
a while. No offense.

ALISON: None taken.

RAY begins to play. ALISON listens.

ALISON: Brahms?

RAY: You psychic?

ALISON: It’s Brahms.

RAY: Play then.

ALISON: What?

RAY: This piece has an accompanying clarinet. 
Or am I mistaken?

RAY smirks at ALISON. She ponders him. A 
challenge?

She gives a small smile and begins to 
construct the clarinet.

RAY: Come in whenever you like.

ALISON finishes and brings the mouth 
piece to her lips. 

She waits for a moment to join. She hears 
it, takes a breath and...

Nothing.

RAY: Want me to change the tempo?

ALISON: No... no it's fine

She shakes her head and counts measures, 
preparing to join. She raises the mouth 
piece, breathes and...

Nothing again.

Her brow furrows.

RAY: You alright?

ALISON: Yes.

RAY: Be a shame to go into the next movement 
without you.

ALISON: I know I know.

RAY: Here we go.

He nods with the music, looking to cue 
ALISON.

ALISON nods with him. She quickly thrusts 
the mouth piece up.

Nothing.

ALISON stares at the clarinet as if it were 
somehow misbehaving. 

RAY: Well?

ALISON: I can't remember it.

RAY: Maybe you don't know it that well. It’s 
fine.

ALISON: It was one of the first pieces I ever 
learned. I know it better than anything. 

RAY: So where is it then?

ALISON's eyes narrow.

ALISON: What are you doing?

RAY: What am I doing?

ALISON: Yes.

RAY: Trying to play music with you.

ALISON: You're not.

RAY: I am. 

Before the Night Takes Us is the Discovery Prize Winner of the 2014 Alberta Playwriting Competition.  
Reese always wanted to write a piece about seemingly ordinary people struggling against supernatural 
forces. After taking in a clarinet concert at the University of Lethbridge, he began to explore what might 
happen if someone adept in the arts learned they were in control of such uncanny energies through what 
they practiced. 

Ryan Resse is an emerging actor 
and playwright based out of 
Calgary. A recent graduate of the 
University of Lethbridge, he has 
performed with such companies 
as Theatre Outre’, Red Phone 
Theatre, Trickster Theatre, and 
Evergreen Theatre. Ryan is also 
a member of Frivolous Fools 
Performance, a collective that 
toured The Hudson Bay Epic this 
past summer to the Winnipeg 
and Calgary Fringes.

Ryan Reese. 
Supplied. 

BY RYAN REESE

AN EXCERPT FROM / BEFORE THE NIGHT TAKES US

Sides

For the past two years 
Theatre Alberta has been 
proud to present the Alberta 
Playwrighting Competition 
in association with Alberta 
Playwrights’ Network. 

The Alberta Playwrighting 
Competition is the longest 
running provincial playwriting 
competition. Held annually, and 
open to all playwrights who 
reside in Alberta, the competition 
offers the largest cash prize of 
any contest of its kind Canada. 
The submission deadline for next 
year’s competition is March 1st, 
2015. Visit albertaplaywrights.
com for more details. ~ Ed.
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Audience Engagement

BY MARCY LANNAN

Artist in Residence programs are a compelling way to expose 
school children of all ages and backgrounds to the world of 
theatre. Whether the goal of a residency is to approach curriculum 
in a unique way, introduce students to a new art form like opera, 
address social issues and build community, or creatively unite the 
school, having artists in the classroom makes a lasting impression. 
Theatre is a powerful educational tool with numerous methods 
of ‘tying in to’ curriculum and fulfilling teaching goals, which 
is evidenced by the vast array of residency programs offered in 
Alberta—with subjects that range from Science to Shakespeare. 
Regardless of what we are ‘teaching,’ if we can expose children 
to the intangible energy and magic of theatre, there is potential 
to foster a lifelong relationship with theatre as performers, 
practitioners, or patrons. 

In exploring the impact the artist in residence has on tomorrow’s 
theatre, I had the opportunity to get perspectives from other 
artists sharing theatre across the province. Valmai Goggin is the 
Artistic Producer of Evergreen Theatre, which offers curriculum-
linked residencies for K-6 students encouraging inquiry based 
learning and nurturing personal connections to science topics 
through theatre. Aaron Coates works as a Director and Librettist 
for Calgary Opera’s Let’s Create an Opera, and as a residency 
leader with Quest Theatre, that offers theatrical adventures 

ranging from Canadian 
and Cultural stories 
to Mathematics to 
creation-based programs 
that explore virtues 
and anti-bullying. And 
Elliott James explores 
Shakespeare with 
youth as an artist 
with Theatre Prospero, 
where programming 
can range from a quick, 
three-day encounter 
with Shakespeare to a 
full-fledged, full scale 
production rehearsed 
over two weeks. Though 
the programming 
facilitated by these 
artists may be different 
both in content and 
format, it is clear that all three have witnessed the incredible 
impact of theatre in schools.

Goggin points out programs provide students with what is often 
their first theatrical experience, and while a residency may 
have a particular curricular outcome in mind, “It’s Evergreen’s 
goal through a Grow-A-Show residency that students gain an 
understanding of their role in and impact on the world around 
them. And really shouldn’t the aim of any theatre piece be the 
engagement and empowerment of an audience, no matter what 
age?” There are many meaningful lessons to be learned from 
residency programming but, “Teamwork is probably the biggest,” 
says Coates. “Most students won't necessarily go into [a career 
in] performance, but the ability to collaborate and build off each 
other's ideas has huge benefits. Another lesson is risk-taking. To 
learn to speak up and mean what you say has a powerful effect."  
Through building theatre together, students learn a valuable 
lesson about how they might collaborate in other aspects of  
their lives.

Elliott James speaks to the effect that the performance has on 
youth. "The outcomes are there," he says, "Some kids really come 
out of their shell through theatre. We give them the opportunity to 
try something different that they may not get at school." James also 
makes reference to his own growth as an artist: "I wouldn't be here 
if I hadn't had people come into my school and connect with me 
through theatre." Besides the skills acquired, a new understanding 
and camaraderie is achieved between performers and students. As 
James puts it: "Shakespeare is meant to be performed at a barebones 
level, by performing in school gymnasiums students are really thrust 
into the performances, they are at the same level as the performers 
and are getting a unique theatrical experience.” Being at the same 
level and in a comfortable school environment can really help 
with accessibility, says Coates, “because it takes theatre out of a 
particular building and a particular time and shows that theatre 

Marcy Lannan.
Supplied.
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Audience Engagement

Elliott James in Theatre Prospero's 2013 residency production of MacBeth.
Photo Credit: Mat Simpson.

can be created anywhere that you have a 
space and an audience. That expands the 
possibilities of what theatre can be.”

Though I love to see the effect that theatre 
has on young people, I wilfully admit that 
working with youth continues to allow 
me to grow as an artist. I am challenged 
daily by the students I work with and their 
inquiring minds keep me on my toes. This 
sentiment is echoed by Goggin. “I've seen 
a number of residency performances, and 
I'm always amazed by the creativity and 
imagination of not only our artists, but the 
students themselves. We open the door to 
possibility in theatre, always working from 
a ‘yes, and’ pedagogy.” It’s this world of 
endless possibility that keeps Coates coming 
back as well. “I think it's terrific for artists 
because it makes us go somewhere that we 
might not immediately choose to go. To 
completely surrender yourself to the ideas of 
a group of kids is often difficult, but when 
you do, you discover new things. That's 
what keeps me doing it.” 

When I work with a class I want them to 
see how their ideas can be built, expressed, 
challenged, and explored through the work 
we do, on stage and off. We all contribute to 
build something together, everyone’s ideas 

are valid, and how we share and put those 
ideas together creates the piece that we will 
perform. In the end I hope they feel that 
theatre is for everyone—and that when they 
next experience a piece of theatre, there is 
a sense of accomplishment, an idea of “hey, 
I have done that.” To instil a feeling of 
pride in a child is a huge reason I do what 
I do, and why I think arts education builds 
qualities and characteristics that last a 
lifetime. The artist in residence is a powerful 
way to grow the future artists and audiences 
of Alberta. 

For information on school residency 
programs see the Theatre Alberta 

Young Playbill poster or visit:  
theatrealberta.com/playbill

Marcy Lannan is a Calgary-based performer, 
theatre educator, and circus aerialist. She is 
heavily involved in the realm of theatre for young 
audiences as a performer and Artist in School 
Residency Leader with Quest Theatre, and as an 
instructor for Calgary Young People’s Theatre. 

A promotional image for Evergreen Theatre residency 
programs that explore the fine art of science.
Supplied.
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John Hudson.
Suppiled. 

Artist's rendering of the planned Varscona Theatre expansion.
Suppiled. 

As part of our audience engagement issue we were interested in how theatre spaces can impact and factor into the relationships between theatre 
organizations and audiences. With performance space at a premium in our province, a small percentage of our theatre organizations ‘own’ a venue, 
while the majority are continually jostling for rented space. In this edition of Foils two Artistic Directors fill us in on the advantages and challenges 
of connecting with patrons both in and out of the traditional theatre space. John Hudson is Executive Director of the Varscona Theatre Alliance which 
houses multiple theatre companies in Edmonton’s Old Strathcona district and Heather Inglis is Artistic Director of Theatre Yes who produce engaging 
theatre in found and site-specific spaces. ~ Ed. 

Up to that time both 
companies had been 
producing successfully 
at the Edmonton Fringe 
Festival and had produced 
a few shows outside the 
safety net of the large 
enthusiastic crowds that 
gather there each August. 
The Chinook Theatre was 
almost a dead space when 
we acquired it; the location 
was great but it was rarely 
used outside of the Fringe 
so there was no history of 
people going there in the 
fall, winter, or spring. The 
first thing we needed to 
do was program it. With 
a season, a company 
can start to build a loyal 
following. Having your own 
building is a definite advantage, as people 
always know where to find you. 

The name of the theatre was changed to the 
Varscona Theatre to honour the beautiful 
art deco movie house that had just been 
demolished in our neighbourhood, but it was 
also a way of starting to create an identity 
for ourselves beyond the Chinook Theatre. 

The problem with having a building is the 
day-to-day costs of running it. Every time 
you turn on the lights or flush a toilet it 
is going to cost you money. This winter 
our pipes froze and we had to arrange for 
our patrons to go to the washrooms at the 
restaurant next door. It amounts to being 
in the position of home owner with all the 
costs coming down to you. 

However, if you are a building that is 
constantly alive with performances then 
the advantage is that people know that 
there is always something on and they 
will just show up. They may not even 
know what’s playing or which company is 
producing it, they just happen to be free 
and want to see some great theatre that 
night. The Varscona now has more than 

300 performances each year with 30,000 
people coming through the doors.

The cost to that success is that there has 
been tremendous wear and tear on the 
building and it is now at the end of its 
life cycle. We are currently in the middle 
of a building renewal campaign which will 
see a new and improved Varscona Theatre 
rise up here in the Theatre District/Old 
Strathcona community starting in January 
2015. I believe that this will help increase 
attendance, as the current building is a 
deterrent for some people. However, it 
will surely be our legacy; to leave the 
generations of artists coming after us a 
dynamic new theatre to carry on the great 
traditions of our art form. 

John Hudson graduated from the University of Alberta’s 
B.F.A. acting program in 1988. He is the founder of 
Shadow Theatre and Executive Director of The Varscona 
Theatre. As a director he has over 80 productions to 
his credit. With David Belke he set up the New Play 
Development program at Shadow Theatre. 

There is no right way or wrong way to start 
a theatre company. It is a steep learning 
curve and it is always survival of the most 
stubborn. While having a theatre space 
provides you with lots of advantages, it 
really depends on what kind of theatre you 
want to create as an artist and whether that 
fits with the demands of running a facility. 

Shadow Theatre and Teatro La Quindicina 
were fortunate to be at the right place at the 
right time when Fringe Theatre Adventures 
was moving out of the (then) Chinook 
Theatre space, to develop the bus barns 
across the street where they currently reside. 
We were young, energetic, passionate, and 
knew nothing about running a venue. So we 
formed a separate board whose only mandate 
was the care and maintenance of the facility. 

BY JOHN HUDSON

HOME
HOMESWEET
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BY HEATHER INGLIS

Theatre Yes is a small 
company of very 
limited means and 
affordable theatre 
space remains an 
issue. Very specifically, 
there really isn’t 
enough of it. Our use 
of space has been 
dually motivated 
by practicality and 
aesthetic. On the 
practical side, found 
space—if it is used as such as opposed 
to trying to make it into a conventional 
theatre—can be relatively affordable. Also, 
as an emerging company, our audiences 
have tended to be small, so it made sense 
to capitalize on that and do plays in small 
places that would give those who did attend 
a truly unique and memorable theatrical 
experience. On the aesthetic side, Theatre 
Yes is very interested in the fundamental 
reality that when we go to see theatre, the 
actors are in the same room as the audience. 
There is a real time, real space transaction 
that makes the experience completely unique. 
This is what separates theatre from other 
forms of narrative storytelling—literature, 
film, television, and gaming. While it is true 
that the interactivity made possible by the 
online world provides audiences with a kind 
of instant gratification and engagement that 
is seductive, the experience of being in the 
same room as a living breathing actor while 
a story is being told cannot be replicated.

curious about how it was possible for there 
to be plays in elevators. The notion of the 
work intrigued them and they wanted to 
experience it for themselves—to say they 
had been there. Lots of the attendees were 
theatre audiences but a significant number 
were people who really didn’t go to plays 
but left feeling invigorated and energized 
by the possibility of theatre. The project 
pivoted our company onto the national 
theatre scene via the Magnetic North 
Festival. All because we tried a thing that 
hadn’t been tried. There is an audience 
for adventurous theatre that requires 
challenging levels of audience engagement. 
The way to access that audience is by 
taking bold risks and continuing to take 
them. We are of the firm opinion that 
theatre off the beaten track, found space 
theatre, serves an important role in the 
artistic ecology and in fact builds audiences 
for all types of theatre. 

Heather is a graduate of the National Theatre 
School of Canada. She is an a director, producer, 
dramaturg, and educator. She is the founder and 
Artistic Director of Theatre Yes, and is a recipient 
of a 2014 Lieutenant Governor of Alberta Arts 
Award. Theatre Yes was recently honoured with a 
special Sterling Award for Outstanding Innovation in 
Edmonton Theatre for the creation and production 
of The National Elevator Project. The plays of the 
National Elevator Project are available à la carte or 
in small curated cycles for events and festivals, visit 
nationalelevatorproject.ca for details.

Heather Inglis
Suppiled. 

Melissa Thingelstad in The Tip of Things by Catherine Banks, commissioned by 
Mulgrave Road Theatre, as part of The National Elevator Project at the 2014 
Magnetic North Theatre Festival in Halifax. 
Photo credit: Lindsay Duncan. 

Theatre Yes is particularly interested in 
small spaces that force audiences into 
unique relationships with stories and 
performers, upping the ante on intensity of 
the experience. We have presented a variety 
of works that investigate the nature of the 
spectator/actor/storyteller relationship 
and ask our audience to be very close to 
actors and engage with them. In Shoot/
Get Treasure/Repeat we took audiences on a 
walking tour to four site-specific locations 
to see four harrowing plays by Mark 
Ravenhill. In our ultra-intimate production 
of Jennifer Tremblay’s The List we invited 
the audience to sit inside the character’s 
kitchen to hear her confession. And in The 
National Elevator Project we asked audiences 
to get inside elevators with actors to 
see short plays that explored themes of 
transformation written by 16-playwrights 
from across the country.

None of these productions made traditional 
financial sense. The audience capacities 
were too small to make much money at the 
door. I think some people argue that our 
choices have been completely unworkable 
from the standpoint of sustainability.

But a funny thing has happened as we 
pursue this work. People have become more 
interested in the company than ever before. 
The National Elevator Project was possibly 
our most radical theatrical proposition to 
date. It was so far 
outside the box of 
what most people 
thought theatre 
could be that they 
became really 
interested in it. The 
media covered it 
enthusiastically and 
the project received 
more media coverage 
than any show we’ve 
ever done. And more 
people came than 
we ever expected. I 
think largely they 
were just plain 

IN PRAISE 
OF THEATRE 

IN SMALL 
ROOMS
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Audience Engagement

For a modern theatre company, producing Shakespeare is about 
finding balance. How do you keep your loyal patrons satisfied 
and fulfilled while at the same time making the plays accessible 
to that ever desirable new and perhaps novice audience? This is 
the challenge we face at The Shakespeare Company (TSC) in our 
dedication to keep alive the works of William Shakespeare and 
produce Bard-inspired plays. But with every challenge comes the 
opportunity to find creative ways to make the theatre experience 
more engaging and it is in this spirit that TSC is looking ahead  
and change.

To begin with we examined what made Shakespeare a 'difficult' 
experience for some audiences. Length and language were most 
often cited as the barriers. Today it’s the classroom where a 
majority of his works are introduced and most high schools in 
Canada have mandatory Shakespeare as part of their English 
curriculum. The consensus seems to be that what makes 
Shakespearean language so difficult is that it's extremely literary 
and understanding the plays requires a lot of ‘work.’ The problem 
with Shakespeare for modern audiences is that our language 
since Shakespeare's time has transformed, and not just with a few 
very ‘expensive’ words to pronounce, but in the actual meaning of 
thousands of words and sentence structures. For this reason we 
are challenged by a language, while familiar in its spelling and 
pronunciation, that is essentially foreign. 

So how do we bridge the gap of challenging our patrons while 
also making the shows accessible to a modern audience? TSC has 
recently marketed itself as the ‘mean and lean’ classical theatre 
company. This is more than a cute branding ploy. Instead it is a 
direction born out of a philosophy that modern companies do their 
audience a great disservice by programming three-hour Shakespeare. 
In my opinion, siting through an overly lengthy show such as this 
is a tough pill to swallow no matter how fabulous the production. 

So, since brevity is the soul of wit, I was inspired to see what 
would happen if I let my editor's hand take flight. Two years 

ago I produced a two-hour version of Hamlet, which is normally 
a four-hour marathon. Needless to say, people were skeptical. 
How much would the story retain and hold when half of it was 
being butchered? To say that I ‘trimmed the fat’ would be an 
understatement; I went so far as to cut some iconic soliloquies 
such as “O what a rogue and peasant slave am I.” Heresy, right? 
Well, we performed the show to critical acclaim, sold-out houses, 
and our audience loved the edits. Our loyal patrons enjoyed the 
show immensely and the overwhelming majority asserted that 
they didn't really miss any of the cut passages. Our new audience 
and younger demographic loved the complexity of the story, the 
tightness of the arc, and remained utterly engaged throughout. 
It might have been a risky experiment, but it worked. And it 
has opened our eyes to the way we want to continue bringing 
Shakespeare's works to life going forward.

We truly want all audiences to love 
Shakespeare as much as we do and 
that means going after and appealing 
to a larger demographic. Removing 
the stigma associated with these 
works as being ‘too long and boring’ 
has become a central focus of our 
mandate. We have proven that 
you can make very detailed script 
edits around language and length, 
allowing the plots to shine brighter. 
The enthusiasm of our audiences 
has shown that there is a hunger 
for these kinds of ‘mean and lean’ 
classical productions. 

Haysam Kadri is a Calgary based Actor, Director, Fight Director, and a Sessional 
Instructor who has taught Theatre Arts at the University of Calgary, Red Deer 
College, and Mount Royal University. As the Artistic Producer of The Shakespeare 
Company and Program Director for Shakespeare by the Bow in Calgary, Haysam has 
made it a priority to establish a solid foundation for classical work in Alberta by 
entertaining audiences through producing and performing of classics, developing 
and cultivating the talents of emerging artists, and focusing on student education 
via performances, workshops and classes.

Haysam Kadri 
Supplied. 

The cast of The Shakespeare Company's 2012 production of Hamlet, directed by 
Haysam Kadri. 
Supplied. 
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During his career at RDC, Sui-Fan has 
instructed for the departments of 
Theatre, Music, Motion Picture Arts, and 
Continuing Education.

Having worked in the entertainment 
industry for more than 20 years, Sui-Fan 
has a lot of experience to draw from. 
The Citadel Theatre, the Edmonton 
Fringe Festival, Alberta Theatre Projects, 
and Theatre Calgary highlight his 
time in professional theatre. Sui-Fan 
has experienced many facets of the 
entertainment industry including 
feature films, sound design, multimedia 
production, and music recording.

In the month of July, Sui-Fan can often 
be found working at Theatre Alberta’s 
Artstrek, a summer theatre school for 
teens. “I enjoy being Artstrek’s Technical Director. I help facilitate certain 
needs of the program, ranging from a projector system set-up to the acquisition 
of hula-hoops.”

Scott Peters is All Stages’ Technical Editor. He has worked in technical theatre 
and theatre design for 25 years in Alberta and beyond.

SUI-FAN 
WONG

BY SCOTT PETERS

Sui-Fan Wong, who are you? 

“I am the Head of Audio and Audio Instructor for the Red 
Deer College Arts Centre. I also do sound design, photography, 
videography, and video editing. I have been at Red Deer College for 
13 years, and have taught almost 400 students.” 

I met Sui-Fan when we were both students at Grant  
MacEwan University, and he has since become one of the 
preeminent Theatre Production Instructors in Alberta. We 
chatted about the connection between students, theatre 
technicians, and audiences.

“What I try to instill in every one of my students is that they are 
part of a collaborative process that is geared towards telling a 
story. There are so many different forms of storytelling, and all 
technicians help in the telling of the story. Helping the director 
tell the story the best way you can, hopefully, elevates the overall 
quality of the production. If you can help deliver a quality product 
to your audience, the hope is that positive word of mouth will 
spread from show to show and from season to season.”

Over his career, Sui-Fan has worked on and designed hundreds 
of productions.

“I am a self-professed tech-junkie, and when it comes to technical 
production, my main passion is sound.”

Sui-Fan started in the days of reels, razors, and splicing tape.

“Today, we rely on computers and software to playback our sound 
cues. We will use a combination of SFX, Show Cue System, and/or 
QLab 3. For creating cues, we employ everything from Audacity to 
Pro Tools to WaveLab. As for live sound mixing, the Yamaha PM5D 
or the DiGiCo SD9 are our go to mixers.” 

When asked about sound design, Sui-Fan says:

“I’m old school. I do not believe that technicians or technical 
elements should distract from the audiences’ journey with the 
performers, and my contribution in helping tell the story is my 
connection to the audience. Despite being old school, I like using 
newer tools. To help me explore design choices, I like to video 
record a run-through and then import the footage into Sony Vegas, 
where I can layer in sound effects and music under the video 
recording—like I am doing post-production sound. Obviously, this 
helps me get a better sense of the timing and emotion, but the 
process also helps in subsequent meetings with the director. With 
the recorded run-through, I can play certain moments that include 
the layers of sound effects and music. I find this really gives the 
director a concrete sense of what I am thinking.”

How have audiences changed over the years?

“I think that audience expectations toward technical production 
have grown as they are exposed to more theatre and theatre 
spectacle. More and more—even if tech is supposed to be ‘invisible’ 
and seamless—audiences are looking for a big ‘wow-factor’ from 
the technical production aspect. I think that’s kind of cool. Being 
pushed is good. I don’t like being stagnant.”

What can we do as technicians to keep theatre a vital and valid 
art form for audiences in the future?

“Advocacy. Go out and see productions that you are not working on. 
Support each other. When you see a good show, spread the word. 
Get your friends and family to go see it—especially the ones who 
normally don’t go to theatre.”

Any advice?

“Pass on your knowledge and help our industry grow. Never stop 
learning and keep excelling at your craft. Ideally, the better we help 
tell the story, the better the experience is for the audience.” 

Sui-Fan Wong.
Supplied. 

THE AUDIENCE IS LISTENING
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Opinion

Robert LePage makes the argument that audiences will say they 
want to be entertained, but really what they mean is that they 
want to be engaged. They want to leave the theatre feeling 
emotionally invigorated and/or intellectually stimulated. If we’re 
going to put on our winter coat, start the car or catch the bus, 
and head back outside on a cold winter 
night, then I think we really want more than 
just some laughs—we want to be engaged.

At a meeting a Theatre Network board 
member once asked me how I chose 
the plays we produced. I replied, “Well 
sometimes you have to direct a play 
because you have a vague feeling or notion 
that you must do this play.” Then another 
member said, “Well I sure hope you put 
more thought than that into it.” My board 
members had no idea that I was quoting 
Peter Brook, the English theatre director 
and innovator. My reply did not inspire trust 
in someone who would want analytics (like 
previous ticket sales or name recognition) to 
factor in such a decision; it does, however, 
speak to the artist, in that plays call you 
and then beckon you to action. Brook goes 
on to say it is the director’s responsibility to choose plays that 
need your full attention, that demand your intense professional 
and personal investigation.

How do we engage audiences? My simple answer is that we, the 
artists, need to be engaged first—truly and honestly engaged—
not trying to think about what audiences will like or not like, not 
guessing that a certain target audience will want to buy tickets, 
but willing to be receptive to plays that will challenge, surprise, 
move, and change us. 

So now we think we have found the play that will engage us and 
audiences alike—this is when the real work begins. As theatre 
artists it is our duty to find and reveal what happens in the world 
of the play and then connect that with our audience. This is the 
true detective work of what we do in the theatre: flushing out 

the truths, revealing flaws and contradictions, 
and sharing it in a form that allows both the 
artist and audience to get inside the heart of a 
character, whether they are good or bad. 

Constant rediscovery is the key to the liveliness 
of a play and the artists’ ability to engage 
audiences—who in turn reflect that liveliness 
right back to us with laughs, applause, sighs, and 
stillness. And when we strike a chord, we can 
feel their honest reactions. Truth has a way of 
standing out even when we do not see it at first 
and sometimes it is the audience that reveals that 
truth to the artist.

I love what Colleen Murphy, the new playwright-
in-residence for the University of Alberta, 
champions: “Great drama is when you can achieve 
right versus right.” When both characters are in 
the right then we are able to fully experience 
a fundamental contradiction of life itself: two 

opposing truths coexisting in time and space. This mantra should 
be encouraged as a first step towards engaging audiences. 

Bradley Moss is the Artistic Director of Theatre Network in Edmonton Alberta 
where he created the popular emerging artist festival Nextfest. Bradley has 
directed several Sterling award-winning productions, and he has developed new 
plays and then toured them across the country. Bradley is a graduate of the 
University of Alberta MFA directing program.

Bradley Moss.
Supplied. 
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At the University of Lethbridge, your professors are artists and scholars who support your 
growth as an engaging artist and critical thinker. Students in the Faculty of Fine Arts at 
uLethbridge also have ample opportunities to work with nationally and internationally 
renowned artists who visit the campus and offer diverse perspectives. 

For information, visit: ulethbridge.ca/finearts/drama or  
contact finearts.admissions@uleth.ca or (403) 380-1864. 

• BA/BEd
• BA Dramatic Arts
• BFA Performance
• BFA Technical/Design
• BFA/BEd
• MFA

Our vibrant community welcomes imagination,  
self-expression, and collaboration. 

Alberta’s Destination University. Make it Yours.

think. 
create.  
inspire.
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