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Tyler Rive in Ground Zero Theatre and Hit & Myth Productions’
Evil Dead: The Musical, directed by Kevin McKendrick.
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As this issue of All Stages went to press, Alberta lost one of its theatre icons, Tim Ryan, founder and head of Grant
MacEwan University’s Theatre Arts department. A memorial will appear in the next issue.

Checkin

Theatre Alberta
is a Provincial Arts Service Organization (PASO)
committed to encouraging the growth of theatre
in Alberta.

Last summer I was walking in downtown Calgary when I spotted
an actor I know standing in the doorway of a building across
the street. I’ve seen this actor perform many times on various
stages throughout the city—he’s one of our best. Not only
that, but he’s also a really nice guy.
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On this occasion, though, instead of going over and
saying hello, I kept walking, and although he saw me, he
didn’t acknowledge me either. Why? Because he was wearing
a long black server’s apron, and was standing outside of the restaurant
he was working at to get a breath of fresh air. Obviously, he was between gigs
and was doing a side job to make ends meet.

Holidays
Office and library closed:
December 23 – January 4 (Christmas Break)
February 13 – 15 (Family Day)
All Stages Magazine
EDITOR
David van Belle editor@theatrealberta.com

I can’t exactly explain why we both behaved as we did. I think it was because he would prefer
me, as a member of his professional community, to think of him as an actor and not as a
server. And I think I chose to respect that. But that’s... well, weird. Pretty much everybody
I know in the theatre has had to work side jobs at one time or another, myself included. It’s
just the way it is.
That incident made me start thinking about the odd relationships many of us have with
money in our theatre communities. We actually talk about money a lot—everybody’s
buzzing over the devastating arts funding cuts in British Columbia, artistic directors and
general managers in Alberta are nervously watching our own government review its casino
program, companies put out press releases deservedly celebrating the fact that they’ve
ended the year in the black.
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But on the other hand, we don’t talk about money much when it comes to the way
in which we deal with it individually. In some ways, it’s private business, or perhaps
something discussed when you swap financial notes with close friends. But maybe this
sense of privacy can lead to a sense of isolation, aloneness or failure, especially when we
experience the financial challenges that often accompany a life in the theatre.
This issue of All Stages is an attempt to bring some of these topics into the light.
We’ve assembled a collection of articles from a variety of perspectives: Ethan Cole
writes about the transition Calgary’s Ground Zero Theatre is making in including
bigger-budget productions in its creative programming. Kevin Corey writes about
the Theatre Garage, a new Edmonton venture designed to help theatre companies
get more technical value for their dollars. Anne Marie Szucs writes about the
interPLAY festival in Fort McMurray, which is booming despite tough financial times.
We’ve also included two features intended to help lift the veil a bit on financial
matters—performers Maralyn Ryan, Elinor Holt, and Richard Lee Hsi bravely answer
questions about their own financial practices, while accountant Sandra Mullins,
who prepares tax returns for many performing artists in Calgary, answers tax
questions submitted by members of our theatre community. In addition to these
themed articles we’re also including excerpts from playwright Colleen Murphy’s
address at Theatre Alberta and the Alberta Playwrights Network’s annual Playworks
Ink conference, as well as excerpts of new works by Alberta playwrights Jocelyn
Ahlf and Meg Braem.
I hope you’ll find this issue illuminating. We are a community that relies on deep
social connections to help us meet the challenges of our work. I’d like to think that
sharing our own thoughts about the ways in which we make money and the ways in
which we manage it can help us all make it through to the end of the month.
Enjoy.
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News

Cardboard Citizens

Lin Snelling, Assistant Professor,
University of Alberta
Lin Snelling has toured the world
extensively as a performer with Carbone
14 (1989-2001) and now continues
touring with her own collaborative works.
As choreographer, performer and teacher,
she continues to investigate, perform
and teach improvisation, both as a tool
for creating choreographic material and
a way to keep performance alive and
present. She currently works in the drama
department of the University of Alberta.

[Photo by Michael Reinhart]

What’s the transition been like from Quebec to Alberta? What drew you to
Alberta in the first place?
The transition has been gradual—and so far so good. I maintain an apartment
in Montreal and travel back to Montreal to see friends and to work. I enjoy
discovering connections between cities and communities and geographies.
As soon as I arrived in Edmonton I was welcomed warmly, and began meeting
artists from the community as well as colleagues whom I had met previously
in other dance studios and festivals around the world. I came to Edmonton to
teach dance, experiential anatomy and movement improvisation to actors in the
department of drama at the University of Alberta.
What principles inform the integration of spoken text and movement in
your work?
The integrating principal is the body. The body filters and shapes energy
and thought as we move, speak, sing or sit quietly. The body is perception.
As I collaborate with artists in the fields of performance, visual, musical
and written media I feel the whole body’s ability to communicate and touch
a depth of wonder that generates understanding across many borders and
through all language.
Why bother making theatre anyway?
It speaks of intimate space … an encounter … in real time … with people. It can
be radical if it precludes self-censorship and creates a dialogue that provokes and
touches our human condition. Theatre is a brief interruption, a glance sideways
that stirs freedom in our hearts and minds. This communication reminds us we
are alive and able to “make things up!”
Dance and theatre can open up a “space between” where audience and performer
come closer together. This companionship speaks to us. Sometimes the most
wonderful paradox of live performance is that there are no words to describe it.
You had to be there.
This desire to collaborate and create is a necessary part of our nature. It engages
our capacity to communicate and asks us to be receptive. It tells time into the
body, as it tunes us toward the constantly changing nature of every second of
our lives. It keeps us current.
Does dance have political/radical power? Why or why not?
Yes, because increasingly in this world … being physical is radical.
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Cardboard Citizens is
a professional Forum
Theatre company in
London that works with
homeless, ex-homeless
and displaced people,
including asylum
[Photo by Cardboard Citizens]
seekers and refugees.
Founded in 1991 by Adrian Jackson, a close colleague
of Augusto Boal, Cardboard Citizens now works with
over 3,000 people in need per year. Their plays are
created and performed with, for, and by the homeless
people they work with. As well as training their
performers in acting skills, Cardboard Citizens also
supports them in the practical needs they must meet
for healthy lives.
Forum Theatre is a branch of Theatre of the Oppressed,
in which creators devise a short play that depicts the
story of a protagonist failing bravely to overcome a
problem or oppression being experienced by a specific
community. The play is shown twice; during the second
viewing the audience is invited to stop the action
at any point they feel the protagonist could try a
different tactic. The audience member then replaces
the actor on stage and tries their suggestion. The cast
improvises the new scenes but still attempt to achieve
the previous outcome. In this way answers do not come
too easily, which helps the audience to discover more
complex solutions to their oppression.
Theatre of the Oppressed was developed in Brazil by
Augusto Boal, a theatre director, writer and politician.
His theatrical activities were considered so radical that
in 1971 he was exiled to Argentina. In 1993 he served a
two-year term as city councilor of Rio de Janeiro where
he used Forum Theatre to discuss and develop new
laws and regulations. He believed that culture could
either be used as a tool to initiate change or to pacify
and numb the masses. Boal died on May 2, 2009, but
his legacy has spread across the globe empowering
oppressed communities to affect change, personally
and politically.
Through their professional courses, Cardboard Citizens
annually trains over 300 practitioners and social
workers to use Theatre of the Oppressed in their work.
Adrian Jackson, Artistic Director, is a leading expert in
Theatre of the Oppressed and has taught throughout
the UK and around the world including Namibia, South
Africa, India, and Kosovo. Jackson translated five of
Augusto Boal’s books and has led workshops with Boal
on many occasions. Visit cardboardcitizens.org.uk.

Money

Cometh
The Tax Man

Sandra Mullins, a Calgary accountant with 32 years of
experience and a broad client base of performing artists
answers questions solicited from the theatre community.
What kinds of receipts should I keep? Are movie
tickets and video rental receipts deductible?
You should keep any and all receipts that pertain to your
self–employment. Some movie tickets and video rentals
can be used as research or professional development
as can tickets to live performances. It is important that
ALL receipts be kept. If you are not sure if something
can be claimed keep the receipt anyway and let your tax
professional help you with the final decision.

If I purchase costume and makeup items that get
used on an ongoing basis, not just for one show, how
do I claim those?
You can claim all costumes you purchase provided that
the “costumes” cannot be worn for ordinary street
wear. Some makeup can also be claimed as stage
makeup is applied in a much different way than street
makeup, and skin care products are a must, as your
look is part of your performance attributes.
Do receipts have to be related to a show or can
ongoing personal receipts be claimed? e.g. gym
membership, haircuts etc.
Gym memberships are not deductible as a business
expense even though it is important to keep in shape,
especially for a dancer. Hair care is deductible and not
only just for a show. Actors and musicians are usually
working or looking for work,
and have to look good.

I have a shoebox of receipts that are three years old—how do I submit these to
my accountant?
I do not recommend that you drop three years worth of receipts to your accountant
or bookkeeper in one box. First, it is going to cost you money for the bookkeeper
to go through and separate all these receipts into years and then into categories.
Second, there will be receipts that you will recognize, but your accountant will have
no idea what they are for. The least you can do for your accountant is separate the
receipts into years, and then if you can, separate them again into main categories.
If you are not sure what the categories are ask your accountant; I am sure he or she
would be more than happy to tell you, or go to the Canada Revenue Agency web site
(cra-arc.gc.ca) and search for business deductions for artists—they have a list.
One last thing about receipts—please make sure that the receipts for meals have the
name of the person or people you ate with and the purpose of the gathering on each
receipt. Also ensure that the receipts show what was purchased and the date. Bank
statements and credit card statements do not constitute receipts. Finally, when you
purchase something online print off the invoice and receipt.
I got a grant for $40,000 for a project, out of which I paid everyone’s salary
(including my own) as well as all of the production expenses. How do I keep from
getting taxed on the whole amount?
If the grant is in your name then of course you have to claim it as income. However
all the expenses you have paid out for the project (with the exception of your own
salary) is used against the grant so you will only pay tax on what is left over. If the
grant is received at the end of the year and you cannot spend the money before
the year end, put it into an RRSP and take the money out as needed. There is also a
provision that states that you can make a projection of the expenses you think you
will have and use them as a deduction, and if the actual expenses are not the same as
the projection you can go back and amend the return.
I just finished an acting gig that a friend and I self-produced. Everyone involved
in the production took home an even split of the revenue. I made a total of $356
after expenses. Do I claim this money? Do I claim the expenses?
This can be claimed in one of two ways. First you can claim a partnership, where by
all the revenue and expenses earned and paid by the partnership is reported and the
bottom line is then split among all the partners. Each partner’s share is then further
reduced by any expenses that was paid and not reimbursed by that partner. It is also
acceptable for each person to claim their share of the gross income and claim the
expenses paid by them to earn this income.
Is it best to avoid registering for GST as long as possible, or just to dive
right in?
You do not have to register for GST until you gross $30,000.00. How ever if you are
planning on purchasing some big-ticket items then you might want to register before
you have to, to recover the GST.

Sandra Mullins is the owner and sole proprietor of Sandy Mullins Income Tax Service. She has 32
years of experience as a bookkeeper and tax preparer. About a quarter of her 1600 clients work in the
arts. She can be reached at: samullins@shaw.ca. Opinions expressed in this column are that of the
writer and not Theatre Alberta.
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Up
Stepping
Calgary’s Ground Zero Theatre grapples with financial, logistical and artistic risks
in a transition to larger productions
by ethan cole
Ground Zero Theatre has come a long way from where
they began on the Calgary theatre scene twelve
years ago, growing from a small, edgy, independent
theatre company to one of the heavy hitters of
Calgary theatre. Much of that growth has come over
the last three seasons, during which they produced
several large, expensive, and elaborate musicals.
Despite their recent marked increase in production
values, the core members of this small company
say they are still dedicated to their original goal of
providing “an alternative to the alternative.”
Formed in 1997 by an ambitious group of University
of Calgary drama grads, Ground Zero carved out an
edgy niche for itself by programming contemporary,
dynamic, and sometimes controversial work that
otherwise might have never seen the light of day in
Calgary. Their productions, usually staged in smaller
venues such as the 80-seat Joyce Doolittle Theatre,
were economical and featured small to mid-sized casts
of up-and-coming actors.
Above: The cast of Evil Dead:
The Musical.
[Photo by Sean Dennie]

Opposite Page: The cast of
Urinetown.
[Photo by Sean Dennie]
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Ryan Luhning was an original founder of the company
and remains its artistic director. He remembers their
modest ambitions: “We got really good at building
small shows … working within a size that we were very
comfortable doing.”
Twelve years on, Ground Zero is still independent and
still dedicated to providing an alternative—but they
could no longer truly be described as ‘small.’ Over

the past three seasons, they have produced large,
commercial musicals: Urinetown, The Full Monty, and
Evil Dead: The Musical.
While the size, scope, and budget of their productions
have grown, the company itself remains relatively
small, with very few permanent staff, no designated
home theatre and no official administrative office. So
how, with such limited infrastructure, did Ground Zero
mange to make such a sudden and emphatic jump to a
more commercial production model?
It began when Ryan Luhning met Joel Cochrane.
Cochrane’s company, Hit & Myth Productions, came on
board three years ago as co-artistic-producer of GZT
productions. Cochrane brought with him an infusion of
money and a discerning passion for theatre.
“It begins with the shared artistic vision that we have”
says Cochrane. “Stuff that’s edgier … but that also is
kind of commercial, that has a fighting chance to draw
an audience.”
Luhning agrees: “When we met, we both had similar
tastes in regards to shows we wanted to do … we said,
okay, it’s a trial run. Let’s see if we can do this.”
Although it is clearly Cochrane’s financial investment
that allows for GZT’s recent pervasive marketing
campaigns and lavish production designs, he is no
mere benefactor. Cochrane works alongside Luhning
as a hands-on co-producer and has a background in
theatre. Half a class away from his Masters degree in

Money
Renaissance Drama, Cochrane is also an actor, having
appeared most recently in Ground Zero’s production of
Martin McDonagh’s The Lieutenant of Inishmore.
Another key player in this ‘trial run’ has been Kevin
McKendrick. He recently came on board as an artistic
associate of Ground Zero, and has directed their
productions of Evil Dead, The Lieutenant of Inishmore,
Urinetown (with Mark Bellamy), The Pillow Man and
The Full Monty.
McKendrick arrived with an extensive, prolific and
widely varied depth of theatrical experience. He
shared Cochrane and Luhning’s desire to maintain a
consistently high level of artistic quality: “Whether it’s
Evil Dead or The Lieutenant of Inishmore or Urinetown,
there’s a certain standard in terms of care and
attention to the work. What that translates to me as a
director is that I get extra rehearsal time.”
McKendrick’s process emphasizes a thorough
exploration of the world of a play, and this has paid
dividends for the success of recent GZT productions. He
is quick to credit Cochrane and Luhning for their own
contributions in that success, citing their vision, their
courage and their resources.
The core team of Cochrane, Luhning and McKendrick
are also conscious of the many other talented
individuals who have had a role in their success. “It’s
not just about the money,” says Cochrane. “It’s about,
can you find the right people for that particular project
to make the magic happen? And we’ve been fortunate.”
GZT’s collective vision maintains that theatre should be
equally provocative and entertaining. In the spirit of
this philosophy, they have not departed entirely from
their ‘alternative’ origins. In addition to blockbuster
musicals like Evil Dead, they’ve continued to program
more subversive fare—McDonagh’s Inishmore is a
prime example, featuring graphic violence, pitch-black
humour and a plethora of dead cats. So it would seem
that risk is still important to GZT. Luhning is quick to
point out that, in some regards, the element of risk
has only increased as the financial stakes have gone
up: “There can be some criticism for things like The Full
Monty not being risky – but as soon as you step from
doing fifty seats to doing three hundred and fifty seats,
that’s a huge risk!”
So far, the risk appears to have paid off. GZT’s most
recent production, Evil Dead, enjoyed a held-over run in
Calgary, and opened October 20 for an indefinite run at
the Vogue Theatre in Vancouver. Simultaneously, they
produced David Mamet’s Speed The Plow at the Vertigo
Studio Theatre in Calgary, from November 10 to 22.

Dead and Inishmore took a year and a half of simultaneous planning. Because their
staffing situation is limited compared to many larger, more established theatre
companies, Luhning and Cochrane regularly end up shouldering a wide variety of
tasks themselves.
“You kind of have to step up and realize that this [production] could be your last one
if you don’t sink everything you possibly can, for the minimal amount of staff you
have, to make it work,” says Luhning. “For anyone to put on a show is a terrific act of
courage” Cochrane adds.
McKendrick can also speak to some of the directing challenges involved in realizing
their lofty goals. For instance, in The Lieutenant of Inishmore he recalls: “Between
one scene and the next, in the space of about fifty seconds, you have to drench the
stage in blood.”
There are also potential funding challenges for the company, as GZT’s newfound
budgetary affluence has made it more challenging to demonstrate their need for
government support. As they have started to bring in much more sizeable amounts
at the box office, Luhning says GZT is now more frequently faced with the question
“Why should we give you more money? You’re successful.”
“One of the funding bodies works on a calculation basis” Luhning says, “All of a
sudden you get this giant [funding request] number … you present it to them and
they go … ‘last year we gave you this, now it’s this?’” To deal with the simultaneous
spike in production costs and box office income that elicits this question, GZT has
embraced their new status as a larger, more commercial company. They have worked
hard to prove their fiscal responsibility, and they have demonstrated that, despite
their recent success, their funds are not unlimited, and government support remains
vital to their continued creative success.
This approach seems to be a good one. Ground Zero’s annual operations funding
from the Alberta Foundation for the Arts more than doubled in 2008/2009. “Both of
the government organizations [Canada Council for the Arts and Alberta Foundation
for the Arts] that fund Ground Zero Theatre have been very generous over the past
three years, since we’ve taken that growth.” Luhning affirms.
As they deal with the challenges associated with the growth of GZT, it seems that for
the team of Luhning, Cochrane and McKendrick, there is no going back.
“I think there’s an expectation now that shows are going to be unique” says
McKendrick, “and that they’re going to have some surprises in them.”
“These are really fun conundrums that you set for yourself” Cochrane says
enthusiastically. “How the heck are you going to solve it?”
“It’s those challenges presented by the ambitiousness of the projects,” McKendrick
agrees. “You have to be able to step up to the plate.”
“You’re not gonna knock it out of the park every time,” Cochrane concludes, “but
you’re gonna do your darndest.”
Ethan Cole is a Calgary-based playwright, composer, lyricist, librettist and performer. He is the
author of the Betty Mitchell Award-winning The Astonishing Adventures of Awesome Girl and Radical
Boy. In April he’ll be scoring Downstage’s newest creation piece.

Despite all this, GZT’s transformation from edgy
outsider to hit machine has not been all smooth
sailing. Because they work with a very small core
team their production timelines can be arduous. Evil
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(and All Stages eavesdrops)
As part of our efforts to peek into the wallets and purses of the theatre community, we’ve asked three
professional performers at different points in their careers (one a veteran performer, one mid-career
and one emerging) to answer a few questions, submitted by fellow professionals, about their financial
concerns and practices. We’re grateful to Maralyn Ryan, Elinor Holt and Richard Lee Hsi for their bravery
and candour. –Ed.
What kinds of jobs have you done to supplement
your artistic income? Which ones were the best?
Does your view of yourself change when you do work
outside of the theatre community?
Maralyn: When financial times are tough, meaning
that my expenses are more than my income, work has
always come from friends who know my predicament.
And the absolute best alternative to artistic
employment, in fact I think it enhances creative work,
is childcare. But as good as that experience can be,
it does change your views of self...self is even more
grateful to be employed as an artist.
Elinor: The awkward answer to this question is that I
haven’t had “unartistic” income since 1990. I feel like
a bit of a freak for admitting to that and I do not want
to sound like a braggart. Many times I have dreamed
about other well paying work, but I have been in
theatre for so long that I do not feel qualified to do
much else. I also have three young children, so when I
am not working in theatre, I am at home with them. My
view of myself when I am a stay at home mom is that it
is an important job and that I wish I could be with them
more. But when a theatre calls it is hard to say no, so
off I go.

Top: Richard Lee Hsi at the
Nextfest Vaudeville Cabaret.
[Photo by Lucas Boutilier]

Middle: Maralyn Ryan as Mrs.
Dilber (with Patrick Howarth
as Swidger) in the Citadel
Theatre’s A Christmas Carol.
[Photo by Epic Photography]

Bottom: Elinor Holt as
Princess Puffer in Vertigo
Theatre’s The Mystery of Edwin
Drood.
[Photo by Ben Laird Arts &
Photography]
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Richard: Some of my outside jobs have included: boxoffice staff, standardized patient, dog-sitter, litterpicker, server, cook. Out of all of these, litter picking
was the least stressful and somehow the highest
paying... don’t ask. How do I view myself when working
outside jobs? Depends on the outside job. Certain
work, like cooking, I can somewhat feel at home,
especially with the busyness. Menial jobs like litter
picking are either fantastic or terrible, because you
can either go nuts with boredom and dissatisfaction
with the fact that you’re working a meaningless job, or
you can use that time to brainstorm for your next gig.
Depends on the weather.

How do you deal emotionally with periods of money
shortage?
Maralyn: Dealing with a money crunch makes me spend
more. But I really think being an artist and having
what you need should exist simultaneously. So, I try to
imagine that what I spend will come back to me. And
honestly, it has. So far.
Elinor: When money is tight I find myself fantasizing
about winning the lottery. No joke, I do. Paying for
groceries with your credit card is depressing. I worry
about mounting debt. Sleep retreats. But I am very
fortunate not to be in this alone. My husband Spider
always seems to have something when I don’t. He’s
a musician. Musicians are always flush with cash ...
aren’t they? Some people work to live. They may not
like their job but they make a lot of money and enjoy
themselves outside of work. I live to work. What keeps
me sane when I stress over money shortages is that
at least I love my job. The price I pay for having found
what I want to do are periods of money shortage.
Richard: I count myself very lucky for the fact that my
biggest expense is rent. I have no student debt, no car
payments, no dependents. I haven’t really experienced
a bad money shortage yet. What does worry me are
the possible limits on my future. Based on what I earn
now, I don’t even know when I’ll be able to own and
maintain a car, much less start a family, own a house
or condo etc. And I have no way of predicting when I’ll
be able to, which is scary, especially since I’m in the
last throes of an over-extended adolescence, and I’ve
realized I do want a family and a permanent home,
at some point. So how do I deal with that? So far, by
ignoring the future.

Money
How do you decide the rate you charge for outside
work—classes, coaching, etc. Do you ever work for
free? If so, on what kind of projects are you willing
to work for free?
Maralyn: Rates are most often determined by
the organizations you work with and most of the
time, they try to be fair. But similar to the acting
profession, seniority or experience has little effect on
negotiations. You live in a world of “that’s the best I
can do.”
Elinor: For writing or teaching contracts I usually ask
what my friends are charging. Or I take what is being
offered. If my husband is working I make sure that it
is enough to cover babysitting costs and then some.
There’s no point in doing outside work if all income
from it is going to go straight to childcare. Recently I
was asked to volunteer for a new arts festival starting
up in my hometown. I had to explain that due to my
financial situation, I could not volunteer my time. One
day I would love to be in a position to give back in that
way. And we’re back to dreaming about the lottery ...
Richard: It varies from gig to gig. If it’s something I’m
teaching that I feel professionally qualified to teach,
I’ll go with whatever the base rate is for that industry.
That said, I’m also young and often work in informal
settings, so I’m more flexible to work below what may be
recognized as a base rate. I’ll work for free if I love the
job and the people and I actually have the time. If said
job can also lead to paying work, that is a huge plus.

Do you think you’ll be on this career path all your life or do you think at some
point you’ll shift to a more stable, salaried position?
Maralyn: My path in the arts has been filled with incredible opportunities and
wonderfully supportive and talented people. So, I can’t image ever leaving for
financial security at the present time. (However, I would like to see senior artists
exempted from income tax!)
Elinor: To ease my parents’ minds I went to York University and took my MFA in
Acting. They were comforted by the fact that that meant I could teach at a university.
I just wanted to act. As I get older I find myself thinking a bit more like my parents.
Funny how that happens. I could see myself teaching in a college setting. In fact last
year I subbed at Mount Royal College and loved it. That is something I would like to
explore. But other than that I am in this for life. Touch wood.
Richard: I hope to make a good go of it. I want to be working in theatre as long as I
possibly can, as an actor, creator, choreographer—wherever I may find myself. That
said, if I end up with a family, a mortgage, the whole deal—I don’t know. If I can find
a relatively stable position related to theatre—be it in education or administration,
I’ll gladly take that to support a family.
Maralyn Ryan begins her 30th year as a theatre professional in Canada having worked from New
Brunswick to Victoria. Currently, she is performing in the tenth anniversary production of A
Christmas Carol at the Citadel Theatre in Edmonton.
Elinor Holt is an actor, singer/songwriter and mother of three. You can hear her sing at www.
myspace.com/spiderelli. You can see her act in Forte Theatre’s latest musical Austentatious at
Calgary’s Engineered Air Theatre in March and in Rebecca at Vertigo Theatre in May.
Richard Lee Hsi is an actor, dancer, and writer. He recently performed in Victoria Martin: Math Team
Queen for Edmonton’s Northern Light Theatre, and this spring will be creating a full-length dancetheatre piece called ManDance for festivals across Alberta, as well as touring with Are We There Yet?
for Concrete Theatre.

The Connections Series has arrived
The Theatre Alberta library is delighted to announce that it has purchased eight collections from The National
Theatre’s Connections Series.
Each year in Britain, the National Theatre approaches a dozen established writers who they believe have a voice
that will create an exciting piece of original drama for young actors to perform. The writers workshop their ideas
with young actors, a process which ensures the completed script encompasses a truly teenage vantage point. The
intention behind the series is to ensure that the range of plays in the portfolio mirrors the diverse programming of
the National Theatre as a whole.
The plays are published under the name The Connections Series; the plays have been produced by hundreds of
youth theatre companies in Britain, all of whom have transferred their productions to festivals hosted by theatres
throughout the country.
The National Theatre’s New Connections program, part of The Connections Series, was recently described by The
Guardian as one of the most productive generators of new writing in Britain.
All of these volumes, as well as any other work in the Theatre Alberta library can be borrowed by Theatre Alberta
members at no charge. Visit theatrealberta.com/script_library.htm to find out how. We also provide no-cost
shipping and return to members outside of the Edmonton region.
Enjoy!
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Money

expansion

Song
Fort McMurray’s interPLAY
bucks the downturn
by Anne Marie Szucs
When it comes to the economy, we could all use some
good news. Here it is…one of Alberta’s regional arts
festivals, interPLAY, is actually expanding.
InterPLAY is a celebration of visual and performing
arts that attracts over 20,000 visitors each year. A
combination of elements from fringe, folk, street
performer, and visual arts festivals, interPLAY is the
largest summer event in the Regional Municipality of
Wood Buffalo, hosting plays, street performers, music,
food, visual art and stand-up comedy in downtown Fort
McMurray over an extended weekend every August.

InterPLAY started as a festival of youth in 1990. Alan
Roberts, current vice president of the Fort McMurray
interPLAY Society, has been with the festival since its
very beginning. He describes the festival in its early
days as “a vehicle to get theatre and arts out of the
usual playing spaces.” It was artistic activity at the
grassroots level; anyone could participate as an artist,
volunteer, or spectator. Its initial goal was to facilitate
family-oriented events with a focus on youth—
interPLAY’s original byline was “For the young and the
young at heart.”
In its early years, interPLAY was a success story, with
strong attendance and community support, but it
faced a difficult period in the mid 1990s when it had to
go on hiatus for a year as a result of serious financial
trouble. After some critical reevaluation, the festival
came back in 1996 and has been growing steadily since.
Russell Thomas, current president of the Fort McMurray
interPLAY society, sees the initial cause of this renewed

growth in the festival’s “dedicated group of core
volunteers” as well as strong funding support from
local business and industry. At the same time, other
community and cultural events in Fort McMurray were
struggling to survive. Thomas attributes interPLAY’s
current success to a 2002 board decision that made
the festival begin budgeting for key services such as
labour for setup and teardown and box office services.
“We went away from resting the success or failure of
the festival on the backs of volunteers,” says Thomas.
“It has greatly reduced the effects of volunteer burnout
and the uncertainty that once was the norm.”
In its 19th year, interPLAY is expanding. The municipal
government has always been a vocal supporter of
the festival, but in the last few years, key players in
local government, Councilor Sharon Clarkson and
Community Services Manager Carol Theberge, have had
the vision to see the potential in interPLAY and other
community celebrations like it. They have developed
a program for sustainable funding of cultural events
and planning, creating Events Wood Buffalo, a new
organization that oversees cultural and social events
like interPLAY that has as its mandate “being a voice,
an advocate, a sponsor, an educator and producer
of events in the region.” Claude Giroux is the newly
appointed Executive Director of Events Wood Buffalo
and is, as Thomas describes him, “the man with the
plan, vision, and drive to take us to the next level.”
Why is interPLAY is expanding while so many other arts
initiatives in the province are contracting? According to
Giroux, “interPLAY is expanding because the community
and its leaders have seen a need and chosen to invest
in filling that need. The sustainable funding [from local
government]... excellent support from our corporate
and media sponsors… [and increased] growth in
attendance” at the festival are all contributing factors
in its expansion. What this means, according to Giroux,
is that interPLAY will become “a significant player in
the festival world both regionally and nationally. As our
numbers, budgets, and artists evolve, we will become a
noted event in the province, the country, and beyond.
What will always remain, however, is the focus on local
talent, energy, and investment.”

Anne Marie Szucs has acted in
both amateur and professional
productions in Fort McMurray,
Vancouver, and the Edmonton
area. She is a member of the
board of directors for both
Theatre Alberta and Horizon
Players in Spruce Grove, AB.
Top:Street performers like
Aytahn Ross are an integral
part of InterPlay.
[Photo by Russell Thomas]

Bottom Left:The youth of
Fort McKay were featured in
the Suncor Energy Children’s
Theatre Camp production of
Anansi, directed by Sarah
Amerongen and Melinda
Stepanowich.
[Photo by Russell Thomas]
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Feature

Confronting
Ourselves

Writing Tragedy in a Godless World

more real; you step into the primal, roiling tensions
The 21st century is a good time to explore the
between human pleasure and human pain and into a
tragic form. We have all the ingredients: war, social
place where you can speak the unspeakable.
upheaval, the churn of political agitation, anger at
abuse and rage at injustice; we are surrounded by
The seeds of tragedy are found in chaos, order and
instant pleasure, porn on our laptop, alcohol, pot,
sacrifice. Religion and theatre were intertwined in
ecstasy, crack delivered to our doors if we wish, and
ancient ritual events. The word tragedy is a Greek word
at the same time we are being consumed by corporate
meaning ‘song of the goat’. Scholars suspect this may
lust, trapped by fear of environmental doom or viral
be traced to a time when a goat was either the prize in a
contagion. We are broken by the disintegrating
competition of choral dancing or that the chorus danced
family, appalled at our own greed, afraid of our own
around the goat prior to the animal’s ritual sacrifice.
heartbreak, obsessed with our own youth and terrified
Twenty-seven hundred years ago the festivals in
of our own death. But the 20th Century was also a
Greece consisted of members of the ten tribes of
th
good time for tragedy, so was the 19 … so was the
Athens doing dithyrambs. A dithyramb was music and
th
5 century BCE. Any time is a good time. The British
song performed by a chorus of fifty men or boys as
playwright Edward Bond once said that “the human
they danced in circular motions accompanied by a
mind is a dramatic structure in itself and our society is
reed instrument like an oboe. The vocabulary of the
absolutely saturated with drama.”
chorus was full of narrative content and each chorus

An excerpt from the keynote address given by playwright Colleen Murphy at Theatre Alberta and
Above:Colleen Murphy’s
full Playworks Ink address
included an excerpt from
her new work, Deliver Me,
which she read with actor
Rylan Wilkie.
[Photo by Benjamin Laird Arts
& Photo]

Opposite:In addition to her
keynote address, Colleen
Murphy led a playwrighting
workshop at Playworks Ink.
[Photo by Benjamin Laird Arts
& Photo]
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The stage is a perfect place to confront ourselves
because the scale of the stage is a human scale. Actors
on movie screens are blown up out of proportion,
on television they are too small and on the internet
actors are like bugs, but in the theatre the equality
of scale allows us to confront ourselves. We have a
relationship here—the actors and the audience have a
living relationship.
There are many forms of drama, but tragedy is the
most exciting. I contend that when you enter a
tragedy you do not step from the real into the unreal
comfort of pretend, you step from the real into the

had a leader…then everything changed when the first
masked actor was brought in—now the writers were in
competition. Aeschylus brought in a second masked
actor—now there was dialogue and tragedy. Sophocles
brought in a third and now there was triangular
conversation. Aeschylus lived from 525 to 456 BCE,
during the time where ideas of city state and justice
were new. Sophocles lived from 496 to 405 during the
rise, peak and decline of the golden age of democracy.
Euripides lived from 480 to 406, during the decline
and the Peloponnesian Wars. He was very interested in
people and not too keen on the gods.

Feature
But who are the gods? John Barton, in his
introduction to The Greeks says that
perhaps they are created by humans in order
to define and describe human experience and
to make some sort of sense of the universe; or
gods are partly anthropomorphic, the result of
humans seeing the gods in their own image;
or perhaps they are the laws of nature, or they
are the psychological forces inside us, or again,
they may represent some sort of dialectic conflict
within individual men and women and women
the universe as a whole, or, perhaps they are
unknowable.
Take the gods away and what are we left with? We are
left with ourselves. And if left with ourselves where
then does that leave the gods? I think that though
the gods leave us, we don’t easily leave the gods.
D.H. Lawrence writes, “Gods die with men who have
conceived them. But the god stuff roars eternally, like
the sea, with too vast a sound to be heard.”

I believe that, even without gods, if one keeps the
powerful structure of tragedy, if one respects all that is
human—and it was Tennessee Williams who once said,
“Nothing human disgusts me”—then dramatists can find
the courage to speak the unspeakable.
Freud searched through the guts of Greek drama and
found material that continues to be psychologically
relevant today. With Freud we began to examine what
stripping away the gods really meant, for it was he who
suggested that after all is said and done, we are not only
responsible for our own actions, we are also responsible
for our own unconscious.
Process of Illumination: In tragedy we see ourselves. We
watch characters confront themselves and each other by
facing their own actions.

Tragedies are plays with purpose. Tragedy is about family,
mothers and fathers, husbands and wives, fathers and
daughters, mothers and sons, sister and sister, and about
watching them make choices, tough choices… the choices
they must make in order to weather catastrophe, and
nowhere is it written that tragic form has been lost in the
What is fate? Is it genetic? A cancerous cell inherited
mists of time. Nowhere is it written that the only acceptable
while we were in the womb—a chemical imbalance
tragedy is an updated version of The Trojan Women in
in our brain? Is it pedagogical training? A lousy
modern dress. No, not good enough, not any more—write a
childhood? No, fate is none of these. Fate is related
new play, a play about a group of Afghani women, wives and
to what we do in our lives, to every single choice we
sisters of insurgents who are captured by Canadian soldiers,
make. Remember that Oedipus knew his fate and did
and a Canadian soldier who tosses one of their sons off
everything he could do avoid it, but one day he got
the roof of a smashed building in Kabul. Why not? You say
angry and killed a stranger called Laius. No god forced
it could not happen… I say open your eyes. Nowhere is it
Oedipus to kill Laius—he got mad and killed him. How
written that gods are necessary to tragedy, and nowhere
was he to know that Laius was his father? It doesn’t
is it written that a tragic play cannot also be jam packed
matter… the point is, he raised his arm and killed
with belly laughs and irony and pratfalls—no, nowhere. The
of his own free will. Oedipus is a complicated man.
tragic form fits our time like a silk glove… and I urge you to
Medea is a complicated woman. Agamenmon, Phaedra,
slip your hand in all the way up to your elbow.
Hercuba, Dianaria—they’re all complicated characters
because tragedy is not interested in cartoon villains
Edward Bond says, “If you can’t face Hiroshima in the
and heroes or heroines. It is a place for human beings
theatre, you’ll eventually end up in Hiroshima itself.”
to wrestle with themselves and each other and even
Open your eyes. Turn on your light and see that dramatic
their gods. The tragic form wants characters that think
meaning must be given to the human condition and to the
with their hearts and feel with their minds.
feelings that erupt from people who live in these times—
Socrates says, “Know yourself.” That is what tragedy
our time.
requires from those involved in it.

the Alberta Playwrights Network’s Playworks Ink Conference, Martha Cohen Theatre, Calgary, October 24, 2009
I contend good drama is about human beings who find
themselves in situations where they must make hard
choices, and in tragedy the choices are especially hard
because those human beings are caught between a
rock and a hard place. Tragedy is about right against
right… not good against evil. Antigone must bury
her brother whose body lies putrefying under the
scorching sun. Her uncle, Creon, must convince her not
to do it because he must uphold the edicts he created
as king. Creon is right and Antigone is right. That is
drama with high stakes and consequences.

Colleen Murphy is one of Canada’s premiere playwrights, known for
works such as The December Man, Beating Heart Cadaver and The Piper.
At the time of the address she was serving as a guest playwright at the
National Arts Centre in Ottawa.
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Liars

a work-in-progress by Jocelyn Ahlf.

Liars is being produced by Edmonton’s Shadow Theatre, May 27 – June 13, 2010. It
will be directed by John Hudson. Simon and Audrey are having dinner with their best
friends, Adam and Gaby, whom they don’t really like. It becomes clear that their hosts
are in the midst of a domestic spat in which Adam walks out. In this scene, Simon is
alone eating pie with his fingers when Adam returns…
Adam: Oh, hi.
Simon: Hi. This is really good pie. You want?
Adam: No thanks. You have it.
Simon: Sorry. (Pause) So… camera still working good?
Adam: Had to exchange it. Display screen went dead. But the new one is great.
Simon: That’s stupendous.
Adam: You want to see some photos I took in Cancun?
Simon: Sure.
Adam fetches his camera and shows Simon photos on the viewing screen.
Adam: It is a better camera than the one I had before. It has zoom and auto focus,
but I can do manual focus as well—like professionals use. You can blur backgrounds;
make a particular color stand out…
Simon: Do you have an interest in photography?
Adam: Not really. So here’s us in the airport. Here’s us in the plane… There’s the
clouds. More clouds. Clouds again. There’s the sun. Here is Gaby sleeping.
Simon: Flattering.
Adam: Here we are on the tarmac in Cancun. You ever been to Cancun?
Simon: Yes, actually. A few years ago. One of those all-inclusive things. Didn’t
really see much of the countryside. Mostly just the ocean, the bar and the
porcelain… you know—the toilet. Cause I was throwing up into it.
Adam: Too bad. It’s really nice there. The people are nice. Did you go to Tulum?
Simon: No.
Adam: Cozumel?
Simon: No.
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Adam: Oh. Here’s Gaby in our hotel room. The view
from our hotel room. Here is our first meal in Mexico…
Waterskiing.
Simon: Wow. You are fit.
Adam: I like to be physical.
Simon: Lots of pumping iron…
Adam: Just sports. Basketball…
Simon: Hm.
(Pause)
Adam: I want to apologize.
Simon: For what?
Adam: “Walking the dog.” You know we don’t have a
dog, right?
Simon: I wondered.
Adam: Gaby and I are fighting. We’re a bit tense.
Simon: Oh? Didn’t notice.
Adam: I just don’t know how to deal with her moods.
Simon: Really?
Adam: Yeah… She found this picture of me and my
cousin from a few years ago and blew a gasket. Thought
I was cheating on her.
Simon: Oh?
Adam: She started phoning me at work around
eleven this morning, asking me dumb questions like
“where do I keep my cufflinks?” and “can you pick up
some paper towel?” When I got home tonight she was
standing in my office, crying and refusing to look at me
but crying harder if I tried to go. And all of my stuff was
all over the floor! I asked her, in a not too impressed
way, if she trashed my room and she is all: “do you love
me?” and I’m all: “Yeah of course. What the fuh?” and
then she just– (indicates atomic explosion venting from
sides of head). Then having to sit here listening to her
cheerful screeching all night, pretending we didn’t just
scream at each other for the past hour...
Simon: mm.
Adam: I mean, don’t you just want give Audrey a
bash sometimes?
Simon: Not yet. But our relationship is young.
Adam: Gaby went through my stuff. My stuff, you
know. She had no right.
Simon: You’ve been living together for a while. That
gives her some kind of right doesn’t it?
Adam: We aren’t married.
Simon: True enough.
(Pause)
Simon: Hard day.
Adam: Yeah.
Jocelyn Ahlf is an Edmonton-based playwright and performer.
She recently co-wrote and appeared in Everybody Goes to Mitzi’s
with Teatro La Quindicina.

Sides
From

The Josephine
Knot

by Meg Braem
The Josephine Knot premiered at The Belfry Theatre’s
Festival ’08 and was commissioned by Playwrights
Theatre Centre’s The News, a program for emerging
writers. It had its Alberta premiere in Calgary at Sage
Theatre’s Ignite! festival in June 2009.
Samantha’s grandmother has died. As her house is pulled
apart so are all the family secrets.
SAMANTHA (to the audience): You can hear it over
the fights for the Royal Dalton gravy boat. There’s a
silence. She’s left a space.
DAVID: Honey, did you look around?
SAMANTHA: Yeah.
DAVID: I found your Auntie Babs
bringing stuff in. I thought she
was taking things before we
discussed it but she was
actually bringing in a box
of her own broken teacups
and melted Tupperware,
hoping some poor griever
would take it home.
SAMANTHA: Baba never
used Tupperware. She
wasn’t one for putting
things away.
DAVID: Did you find
anything you wanted?
SAMANTHA (to the audience):
If I could have anything I would
have my Baba’s pickled leg.
I’d like to see where all the veins
wrapped up into the rest of her. Making
two parts one.
(To DAVID) No not really. Not any more than
anyone else.
(to the audience) I would take the jar and bury it in the
backyard.
DAVID: If you change your mind you come and get this
role of tape.
You want something to eat?
SAMANTHA: Okay.
DAVID sorts through the jars to find the pickles. They eat.
DAVID: Sure made them good.
SAMANTHA: Sure did.
DAVID: (sighs) It’s been long day.
SAMANTHA: How about a bit of fresh air? Get out of
the house.
DAVID: I’m sure I could leave for a minute.

She puts her fingers in the jar and gets the idea. She takes the pickles. They walk away
and go to the front yard. They are silent for a few moments. She takes a bite off the end
of a pickle. She kneels down.
SAMANTHA: Okay dad. Take a bite. You are what you eat. The house ate Baba. We eat
these. Make two things one.
She takes a bite. She lays the pickle in the earth. She takes out the popsicle stick and
breaks it in half. She reaches in her pocket for the twine. She wraps the Popsicle stick
with the twine fashioning a cross. She places it at the head of the pickles grave. She
reaches up to get her father to kneel with her.
SAMANTHA: Do you have anything you want to say?
DAVID: I don’t know.
SAMANTHA: Anything Dad.
DAVID: I don’t know Samantha, we’re sitting in the dirt eating a dead woman’s canning.
SAMANTHA: Anything. I’ll go first. Goodbye Baba, umm, you had
a long life, I don’t know, maybe you were ready for it.
You made the best pickles, with the most dill and
they always stay crunchy and now (she takes a
bite) you and the house will always be with
us… uh… okay Dad, your turn.
DAVID: I guess I miss you Mum and I’m
sorry for how you ended up.
Beat
Samantha, you know I only ever
wanted the best for you.
SAMANTHA: Yeah Dad, I know.
(to audience) I think about my
Dad and everything he ever told
me.
DAVID: You should never hike
while menstruating Samantha.
The bears can smell it.
SAMANTHA: Grandmothers will
always die and their houses will
always be pulled apart until all that’s
left is a mess of bone china, hearts and
what you are a part of.
She passes each of them a pickle
I think about my Dad and everything he ever told me.
DAVID (SAMANTHA whispers it with him): The colors of family
are the same ones that show up in bruises. There’s the deep purple of gasoline on
water, the dark blues of the dock on rainy nights and the pale yellow of the light that’s
been left on for you to find your way home.
Lights fade while they sit crunching away on pickles.
The End
Meg Braem is a playwright based in Calgary AB. She recently received her MFA and won the Alberta
Playwriting Competition with her play BLOOD: A Scientific Romance.

Opposite: Promotional still for
Shadow Theatre’s production
of Liars.
[Photo by Shadow Theatre]

Above: Charlotte Wyvill as
Samantha.
[Photo by Ian Martens]
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Theatre
Garage
The

by Kevin Corey

Producing an independent theatre production
always has its share of challenges, especially when
you don’t have the money and resources to produce
your show the way an established theatre company
might. The Theatre Garage, a new Edmonton costume
business created by three performance professionals,
is dedicated to helping theatre makers realize their
creative projects on a small budget.
Tessa Stamp, a stage manager who returned to
Edmonton last year after a long stint away from
town working on cruise ships and Cirque du Soleil’s
Corteo, concocted the idea in late 2008 with Christy
Greenwood, assistant head of wardrobe at Edmonton’s
Citadel Theatre, while the two of them were working
on the theatre’s annual production of A Christmas
Carol. Greenwood already had some experience with
the logistics of a small business, having run her own
cottage industry making wedding dresses, choir robes
and medieval costumes.
Stamp and Greenwood had initially envisioned a small
1100 square foot space but their vision expanded when
they became aware that Shirley Potter’s, an Edmonton
dance and theatrical supply store, had gone out of
business and that its assets and inventory of rental
costumes and merchandise were up for sale. However,
they ran into some financing problems. “We spent
about 3 months knocking down banks doors,” says
Stamp, “but we’re 27 and have no assets.” The final key
to their plans came when Heather McLeod, a former
dancer with Alberta Ballet, came on board with the
credit necessary to secure a bank loan for the Shirley
Potter inventory.
The Theatre Garage opened September 23, and
currently sells wigs, latex masks, Kryolan makeup (a
Ben Nye retail partnership is in the works) and has a
rental inventory of 300 costumes, which Greenwood
is hoping to expand to 2000 within the next few
years. Future plans include expanding the dancewear
department and the addition of a costume build
shop that will service theatre companies with custom
costuming services. The business has also been
running crafts classes and has plans to expand those
classes to include instruction in costume building.

At time of writing, the three entrepreneurs were
immersed in a pre-Halloween rush. Stamp says their
clientele has been appreciative of the service they
provide. “People are grateful that it’s not all packaged
costumes,” says Stamp. “We have actual clothes, not
painted vinyl jumpsuits.” She expects their busy season
to carry through to Christmas, when the company will
make available their costume stock collection of “150
Santa Clauses and a bunch of elves and Mrs. Clauses.”
At present, the business is not enough to financially
support the three partners full-time. Stamp maintains
a job as assistant technical director at Edmonton’s
Victoria School of Visual and Performing Arts, while
Greenwood continues to work on shows like the Citadel
Theatre’s The Drowsy Chaperone. “It’s rough,” says
Stamp, “but there’s three of us so we sort of tag team
it.” Nevertheless, The Theatre Garage has thus far been
a very positive experience. “We feel great about going
into business,” says Stamp. “We all know the industry
and who the market is.”
Their connection to the professional community is
key to their success, according to Stamp. The Theatre
Garage makes a point of hiring people from the
industry who are between gigs, so that the customer is
always helped by knowledgeable staff. This, according
to Stamp, makes the business more than just a retail
centre. “We want it to be a networking community
centre,” she says, envisioning “a place where someone
can bring their production in and we can help them
solve their problems, to get them to a different level
than they could get to by themselves.”
The Theatre Garage can be found at #102 10575 115th
street in Edmonton, and can be reached at 780498-6208, theatregarage@gmail.com, or at www.
theatregarage.ca.
Kevin Corey is an Alberta-based performer. He has appeared in
many productions, including the Vancouver run of Evil Dead: The
Musical, Dirty Rotten Scoundrels at the Mayfield Dinner Theatre,
and November Theatre’s The Black Rider. In February he will
appear in Greg MacArthur’s Tyland at Alberta Theatre Projects.

Above: Staff at the Theatre
Garage show off their wares
on Halloween.
[Photo by The Theatre Garage]
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Opinion

By Mieko Ouchi

The Biz

...between
the Alberta
Foundation for
the Arts, the
Edmonton Arts
Council and
Calgary Arts
Development,
Albertan artists
have access to
more grant money
than many other
provinces.

Many of us who attempt to make a living in the arts,
especially playwrights, feel palpable horror when
confronted with the idea of money. For some reason,
many of us (with the exception of John Mighton) failed
math or came darn close in high school. Numbers scare
us. While right wing conservatives like to imagine we
enjoy privileged lives, the reality is writing is almost
always squeezed in between demanding day jobs,
second careers and family duties, and productions are
sadly few and far between. There is of course a certain
pride in saying “I did the project for love. I didn’t think
about the money,” but the reality is that we all need to
have a roof over our heads, and many of us dream, god
forbid, of having used cars, or homes, small RRSP’s or
even children. All of which require some money.

templates. They can also offer you help and support as
you negotiate your deal. It’s not that theatre companies
are out to get you, it’s just that it makes good business
sense to know what you’re signing and what industry
minimums and standards are.

I don’t think we should be ashamed of that.

Commissions
If you’re lucky enough to land one, commissions are
wonderful things... but they also come with strings
attached. As soon as you accept money to write for a
company, you must realize that they will have needs
and requests that must be listened to and respected as
the play is developed. If they have enough respect for
you to offer you a commission, have enough respect for
them to believe they know their audiences, they have
useful insights and that their deadlines are real.

Grants
Here are my thoughts on grants. Apply for them.
Alberta has the lowest rate of Canada Council
applications across the country. Next time you hear
someone grouse about how Albertans never get grants,
think hard about the last time you actually applied for
one. As anyone who has been on a jury can attest, the
work from Alberta absolutely stands up to the best of
the rest of the country. We only receive less because we
ask less often. I know it’s hard to believe, but between
the Alberta Foundation for the Arts, the Edmonton Arts
Council and Calgary Arts Development, Albertan artists
have access to more grant money than many other
provinces. A few tips: write the application with the
knowledge that your peers are assessing it. Don’t write
a snow job, people smell it a mile away. Be passionate,
be clear, be accurate. Here’s one place where math is
important. Make sure your numbers add up!
Competitions
I’ve entered my share, and have been lucky enough
to win a few. They have definitely helped get the word
out about my work, and many of them have a money
prize attached, which is pretty helpful. So be brave and
enter! A little advice: Don’t hate your friend because
they won. Don’t throw your script in the fire-pit
because you didn’t. Competitions are like reviews. If
you believe all the good stuff you need to believe all
the bad stuff. The truth usually lies somewhere in the
middle. Accept the results with grace and move on.
Contracts
Always have one. Try to have a reputable agent negotiate
it on your behalf if you can. If you can’t, at the very least
join the Playwrights Guild of Canada and follow their
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Agents
Try to have one. They take a cut, yes, anywhere from
10-15 %, but a good agent can add years to your life.
They handle the tough negotiations, they are good
collaborative strategizers and can send your play to
theatres and communities you didn’t know existed.
When you’re starting out, agents are hard to get, but
send your work out to them. Invite them to productions
of your plays. It can’t hurt, and ultimately... they can’t
represent you if they don’t know you exist.

Produce
Finally, I think the best way to truly learn the business
of playwriting is to produce your own work or someone
else’s. There’s nothing like learning lessons about how
theatre is made, marketed and paid for... the hard
way and on your own dime. I can assure you, you don’t
forget those lessons. You will also earn the grudging
respect of your grizzled self-producing colleagues,
who in my experience have memories like elephants,
are loyal as heck and surprisingly often go on to run
professional theatres.
Anne Wheeler told me once that making a film was like
pushing a boulder up a mountain. When I asked her if
it got easier as you get more experience, she laughed
and said No… you just get to go down and pick a new
boulder.
So… we’re heading into a new year. We all have plays
we want to start or finish.
Embrace the biz. Pick your boulder my friend and start
pushing.
Mieko Ouchi is an Edmonton based playwright, actor and
director. She has just completed a writing residency at the
Stratford Shakespeare Festival.
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