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ABSTRACT

The thesis examines the theory and practice of Catalyst
Theatre, an Edmonton based theatre company formed in 1978.
Catalyst's theatre grows directly out of their mandate which
is to promote and practice the use of theatre as a catalyst
for social action and as an agent of public education.

Their theatre is unique in that it almost always evolves out
of a specific social issue and a particular and identifiable
community.

The thesis is divided into five chapters. The intro-
ductory chapter provides a glimpse into the beginnings of
the company, identifying the mandate under which Catalyst
operates, examining its board structure, along with
providing a brief overview into the scope and quality of
work Catalyst has done over the course of its history. Most
importantly, this chapter highlights and examines the
development of the company's evaluation process and shows
how it has helped to shape and direct the company as it
seeks to interpret and uphold its unique mandate.

Chapters II-IV examine the theory and practice of
Catalyst Theatre with specific reference to the development
of three distinct formé or classifications of theatre
identified and implemente® by the company: Theatre "For"
(Chapter II), Theatre "With" (Chapter III), and Theatre "By"

(Chapter IV). These chapters each briefly survey the



evolution of these forms and highlight at least one signifi-
cant and representative project for each classification. In
examining these forms and the various projects associated
with them, certain rehearsal and production techniques
developed and incorporated by Catalyst are identified and
explained. The final chapter summarizes and makes some
projections on the future of the company.

In terms of the theory and practice of Catalyst
Theatre, the intention is to identify and examine the
development of certain projects and how they fit into the
evolution of the three indicated classifications of theatre
practised by Catalyst. By looking at their history,
documenting selected productions and projects, examining
their distinctive rehearsal and production technigues, this
thesis is chrenicling the workings of a successful theatre
company. Both in theory and in practice, Catalyst Theatre
stands as a useful and effective meodel for theatre groups

worldwide.
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CHAPTER I

AN INTRODUCTION

The degree of intégration and involvement in its own
community makes Catalyst an important and useful model
for popular theatre groups.'

The above quotation comes from a review of the fifth
canadian Popular Theatre Alliance festival which was held in
Guelph, Ontario, in June of 1989. It is a significant comment
in that it acknowledges, historically, Catalyst Theatre's
contributions--"especially in the area of linking theatre with
community development"z--to the advancement and increase of
this form of theatre, not only in Canada, but internationally
as well. The fact that Catalyst Theatre has kasn in operation
for more than a decade--adapting and growing with each new
challenge--bears testimony, not only to the quality of their
work, but to the importance and validity of their original
mandate, out of which they were established and to which they
continue to answer as a theatre company. To look at their
history, to document their productions and projects, to
examine their distinctive rehearsal and production techniques,
is to chronicle the workings of a successful theatre company.
Both in theory and in practice, Catalyst Theatre stands as a

useful and effective model for theatre groups worldwide.

‘ 'Maria DiCenzo, "Bread and Butter: Productive Contradic-
tions," Canadian Theatre Review 61 (Winter 1989) :27.

2Tbid.



This thesis is divided into five chapters. This intro-
ductory chapter is intended to provide a glimpse into the
beginnings of the company, identify the mandate under which
Catalyst operates, look at its board structure, and provide a
brief overview into the scope and quality of work that cata-
lyst has done over the course of its history. Most important-
ly, this chapter will highlight and examine the development of
the company's evaluation process and show how it has helped to
shape and di®ect the company as it seeks to interpret and
uphold its unique mandate. ‘

Chapters II-IV will constitute the bulk of the thesis.
These chapters will examine the theory and practice of
Catalyst Theatre with specific reference to the development of
the three distinct forms or classifications of theatre
identified and implemented by the company: Theatre "For"
(Chapter II), Theatre "With" (Chapter III), and Theatre nBy"
(Chapter IV). These chapters will each briefly survey the
evolution of these forms and highlight at least one signifi-
cant and representative project for each classification. 1In
examining these forms and the various projects associated with
them, certain rehearsal and production techniques developed
and incorporated by Catalyst will b~ identified and explained.
and to project some thoughts about the company's future.

This is not a comprehensive study of Catalyst Theatre's

complete history. In terms of the overall theory and practice



of the company it is certainly not intended to be an exhaus-
tive study. The intention is to identify and examine the
development of certain projects and determine how they fit
into the evolution of the three indicated classifications of
theatre practised by Catalyst.

Anyone who has in any way been involved with Catalyst
Theatre is usually quick to point out that Catalyst offers
something different than what we have come to expect from the
"middle of the rcad" mainstream theatres in our society.
Catalyst's theatre grows directly out of their mandate, which
is to promote and practice the use of theatre as a catalyst
for social action and as an agent of public education. Their
theatre is unique in that it almost always evolves out of a
specific social issue and a particular and identifiable

community.

A Catalyst project always involves some kind of in-depth
relationship with the audience for which it is created--
through research, discussion, direct participation and
pre and/or post production activities. Actors have
worked in virtually every setting imaginable--on the
streets, in group homes, town halls, conference rooms,
school gymnasiums, classrooms, hospitals and, occasion-
ally, in a traditional theatre.’

As such, one could say that Catalyst is a theatre for special
populations, serving an audience that is made up primarily of
Albertans, but Albertans who don't tend to be served by other
forms of theatre. Jan Selman has further defined this audi-

ence as "not only people who are not served by theatre, but

3catalyst Courier 1 (December 1981): 1.



people who are not served or are less heard by society."

Catalyst Theatre's roots can be traced back to the spring
of 1977 when a group of drama students at the University of
Alberta (under the direction of Professor David Barnet)
mounted a collectively created, documentary theatre piece on
alcoholism, entitled, Drinks Before Dinner. Although this
particular show paved the way for many shows and projects that
were to follow--convincing Barnet and others of the very real
possibility of forming a viable theatre company--the true
origination of the company begins with the process of "exper-
imentation in theatrical form" which indirectly led to the
shows and projects like Drinks Before Dinner. It was a
process that began as a result of a specific curricular need
that had been identified by David Barnet.

The drama program at the University of Alberta has leong
been known for its successful, and highly competitive, "con-
servatory"” style of professional acting program: the B.F.A.
(Acting) Degree Program. Over the past several decades, it
has graduated class after class of highly skilled and talented
young actors, many of whom have gone on to very successful
careers in professional theatre. In fact, its 1list of
graduates reads like a "who's who" of Canadian theatre.
However, such an intensive training program necessitates that
the size of each year's class be kept small. Therefore,

although each year many proSpective students audition for the

43an Selman, personal interview, 25 November, 1985.



B.F.A. pregram, relatively few are chosen. This leaves a
great number of students who would like to major in drama or
take drama courses, but find they must seek an alternative
route than that offered by the B.F.A. degree. To accommodate
these many students, the department offers a standard B.A.
degree in drama, offering courses that can also be taken by
veducation" students with a drama major.

It was into this drama program (the B.A./B.Ed. stream)
that David Barnet came to teach at the University of Alberta.
It was clear to him that his students would never be able to
compete; in terms of conventional theatre work, with the
B.F.A. acting students. The formulation of the idea for a
company and the eventual evolution of Catalyst Theatre emerged
out of Barnet's quest to find and develop a performance form
t¥iat would suit these "non-professional" drama students, a
form which was not based upon conventional acting technique or
the use of script. As Barnet recalls,

The form of theat-e that they were doing--when I came

into the program--was process orientated. It was "cre-

ative drama" based; with the idea that they could not do
impressive formal work. So I set about trying to dis-
cover a form of work that they could do that was peculiar
to them. I experimented in my first year with "document-
ary realism": taking an actual image from life and repro-
ducing it. We found that there was a great poetic vision
or image in those moments; that these moments had a great
meaning. They were taking an image that was absclutely
true in its being regjmbered, and playing it as simply as
possible. The tefhrique that was evolved was very
important. 1It's e simple gesture that conveys that

which is perceived .as true by the person conveying it.
It's what we've come to know as "documentary theatre"




technique.?

The purpose of all this working and experimenting was to
find an acting form where, as Barnet says, "the imagery was
different."® At this point in time, "social purnose® and all
the things that now define Catalyst Theatre, were not a con-
s¢ious part of the process. "They were part of it inciden-
tally, but it was theatre that we were looking for."’

It is significant that the business of doing socially
effective drama evolved out of this whole process as much by
coincidence as by any sort of design or purpose. While much
of Barnét's early class work in "documentary realism" focused
inwardly onto the actors!' own lives and experiences, it
eventually--and somewhat spontaneously--evolved to an outward
look at the world from which an "issue! eventually emerged.
In their exploration of the "documentary" form, the students
who created Drinks Before Dinner focused on ordinary people
and sought to represent them as well and as honestly as they
could. It represents an approach fundamental to the evolution
of Catalyst Theatre and crucial to the effectiveness of the
work Catalyst has developed over the years. According to
Barnet,

Catalyst's work comes out of the need to express a voice

of people. It's almost as much from a cultural origin as
it is a theatrical origin. It is a counter-cultural

David Barnet, personal interview, 7 August, 1987.
$Ibid.
"Ibid.



theatre. It is a theatre that is against the contem-
porary culture. But it is not a theatre that comes out
of arguments to begin with. It is an argument that comes

out of people; rather than people that come out of
argument.?

Surely it can be contested that Drinks Before Dinner is,
in fact, "social" theatre because of its subject matter. It
is clearly about problems--about an issue--about people in
some kind of crisis. But the topic was not chosen because it
was a social issue; rather, the class dealt with it primarily
because the people affected by alcoholism were an identifiable
group of people. Because Barnet and his students were dealing
with how these people functioned in society, the product was
naturally social in its orientation.

We were dealing with how people told us about themselves.
And generally when people tell you about themselves, they
tell you about themselves in context. "I will tell ycu
about my family, about my child, about my job, about my
back; but I will tell you about myself as a social being.
I wouldn't necessarily tell you a lot about my psychol-
ogy. If you want to know about my deepest fears, hopes,
loves, whatever, you'd have to guess." Consequently the
plays became social--were social--because of the stories
being told us....They didn't present political problems,
but they did show the structure--the social system--in
which these people lived.’

Barnet maintains that, in the initial mounting of the
show, he and the students were not a socially oriented theatre
company. The impetus behind searching for funding to tour the
play came from a desire to give the students some much needed

performance experience, and not from any notion that the piece

8Ibid.

?Ibid.



might make a radical social statement. It was as much by
accident as by design that Randy Ritz (one of the students in
the project) approached someone from the Alberta Alcohol and
Drug Abuse Commission (AADAC) for a few hundred dollars to
tour the show for a week. Following a number of arranged
performances--an abbreviated version for AADAC's Executive
Committee; a complete show for Regional Directors and senior
staff members at Henwood (a treatment facility); and a highly
censored rendering to suit the delicate sensibilities of the
Commission Board members--AADAC surprised everyone by offering
to sponsor a three-month, province-wide tour.

The show was re-worked and expanded and a professional
advertising agency (Baker Lovick Limited) was hired to promote
the troupe under the name of "The Intimate Theatre of Alcohol
Awareness". AADAC took care of the travel and performance
itinerary and conducted a thorough project evaluation both
during and immediately following the tour. The tour consisted
of fifty-nine performances held in thirty-three Alberta
communities. In all, an estimated sixteen hundred people
attended the show.

The length of each visit and the number of performances

staged varied from a stop of just a few hours and one

performance--to an engagement involving numerous shows
presented over successive days. Shows were staged in
settings that varied from school and jail gymnasia and
church halls to open air locations and conference areas
in AADAC and other treatment facilities. Audiences
ranged in size from the six people who attended a public

performance in Fairview to the 79 persons who assembled
to see a similar performance in Lethbridge near the



tour's end.'?

The evaluation focused on thirty-six selected performan-
ces and surveyed a total of eleven hundred and forty-eight
audience members. In summary, the survey proved that the show
was considered by its audiences not only to be entertaining,
but highly educational and of therapeutic value as well.
AADAC's published final report on the project states,

The Intimate Theatre of Alcohol Awareness was novel in
its approach to alcohol education and treatment in the
province of Alberta. "Drinks Before Dinner", featuring
material culled from the life situations of "actual"
people and their encounters with alcohol, enjoyed a solid
credibility among most of the audiences. The pattern of
the audiences' assessment of the performances was
consistently strong and positive.!

As a result of the positive feedback on this project,
AADAC agreed--upon request from Barnet--to fund two other
theatrical ventures the following year (1978): a presentation-
al show for senior high schools (What's Up, Chuck?); and a
participatioral theatre project for students in junior high
(The_Black Creek Project). Catalyst Theatre officially came
into existence as a company by virtue of the funding for these
two projects. As Barnet recalls,

The principle behind Catalyst Theatre starting was, I

said to myself that as soon as we get two grants simul-
taneously, we'll start a theatre company.

Vrinal Report: The Intimate Theatre of Alcohol Awareness
"Drinks Before Dinner" Summer 1977, (AADAC [Alberta Alcohol
and Drug Abuse Commission) Publication, 1978).

1bid.

2Barnet, interview, 7 August, 1987.



With these first several projects, AADAC assumed full
sponsorship. With each project, a budget was submitted that
included all aspects of mounting and touring the production.
Having agreed on the budget, AADAC bore the responsibility of
meeting all project expenses. It was clear that, as a
company, at this point catalyst could not survive without
AADAC's sponsorship. Even after Catalyst was firmly es~
tablished as a company under the Societies Act of Alberta and
had hired full-time Artistic and Administrative Birectors (Jan
Selman and Denise Roy respectively), it continued to exist and
operate as a "funded agency" of AADAC. As Denise Roy recalls,

What they (AADAC) did, literally, was looked at our total

annual budget--Jan’s salary and nmy salary--ln terms of

all of our overhead costs and then paid us a percentage
of all that. I Xkxnow that they were paylng up to three
quarters of our total annual budget in the early days.

In addition we agreed, of course, to do a certain number

of shows or proijects on stuff that they were interested

in. But it was like a big operating grant.'
This relationship with AADAC continued throughout the first
two to three years of the company's existence. During this
time, however, Catalyst was working to establisk themselves as
a theatre company independent of any one sponsor; a company
that would cease to be identified as simply a funded agency of
AADAC.

AADAC's role in the formation and development of Catalyst

as a company that "promotes and practices the use of theatre

as a catalyst for social action and as an agent of public

‘BDenise Roy, personal interview, 24 February, 1988.

10



education" cannot be understated. Even after Catalyst form-
ally ceased to be a "funded agency" of AADAC, their relation-
ship persisted; indeed is ongoing to this day. Operating now
as an independent company, however, meant that some major
changes had to occur in Catalyst's relationship with AADAC,
especially in the area of contracting and money. Catalyst had
to build their staff time and overhead costs ints every
project. AADAC would subsequently agree to pay the company a
specified amount of money for each project they contracted.
With this shift in how the company was administered,
Ccatalyst was free to solicit and initiate their own projécts,
as well as. respond to the numerous requests they were receiv-
ing from the community at large. As Denise Roy recalls, there
were no shortage of appeals for the company's services;
We didn't market. We didn't do anything. We Jjust
answered the phone. As I look in retrospect, it's
astounding to me, and I really think it was a total
accident of place and time: the boom being on and all of
that. People would phone and say "We're so and so, and

we saw the show you did for AADAC" or "We heard you'd
done The Black Creek Project, we have ten thousand
dollars here, do you think you could do something for
us?" I'd be practically screaming with laughter.
...Literally, I think the visibility was such through
those fiﬁft few AADAC projects that people just started
to call.

As a young company trying to stay afloat, it is not
surprising that Catalyst, in the early years, tended to do any
work that paid. They had not yet developed a very sophisti-~-

cated process for analyzing the community impact of a project

%1bid.
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or whether or not it actually fit into their mandate as a
theatre company. The major determining factor as to whether
or not they took on a project seemed to depend upon the spon-
sor's ability to cover the cost. As a result, they simply
could not do some of the most interesting requests. They had
no procedure for identifying the project as high priority, nor
had they the resources or experience either to find and secure
funding for the venture or to shoulder the subsidization of it
themselves. As Denise Roy recalls,

We used to get shot down all the time with the Arts
funding bodies. We had a terrible time with cCanada
Council and Alberta Culture because we would espouse this
great line about Social Action theatre and Theatre for
Change and they'd say: "Yes, but you do it only for
groups who can pay money. Cash on the line, up front."
They were absolutely right. That was a very limiting
thing....So we started to become a little more proactive;
putting people from various groups together; trying on
our own to seek funding for the projects; and to increase
operating funds for the company so we were able to have
some choices. And we've been in that situation for the
last number of years. We have some money and some
resources of our own that are not allocated to anything
specific; that allow us to continue to exist and, on
occasion, to subsidise projects that we really think are
important. It allows us sometimes, even, to initiate
things in a way we haven't been able to."

Before Catalyst could begin to initiate projects of their
own, or even effectively act upon the various requests that
they were receiving, they had to look closely at what kind of
theatre company they were and more precisely define in which
directions they wanted to pursue their mandate. Based on some

of their more successful shows, they were building a strong

B1bid.
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reputation for being very good at doing theatre specifically
intended for audiences of children and youth. With participa-
tional productions such as The Black Creek Project (first
produced in 1978) and Project Immigration (first produced in
1979) they had proved they could design and produce really
innovative theatre projects that could be specifically applied
to educational settings. As Jan Selman recalls,

We could have then spun off and said that we were a

children's company that does socially responsible shows,

because we were certainly building that reputation. But
it's been our history to go all over the place; doing all
different sorts of things.'

This is evidenced by the quantity and scope of work
Catalyst has done over the years. In terms of the company's
history, Catalyst mounted approximately sixty-five projects or
productions in the first five years of their existence (1978~
1982). Roughly twenty-five percent of these events were
%participational" in nature (ranging from audience interven-
tion with actors in role, to complete simulations with the
audience taking on roles and fully participating in tlie
event) ; another twenty-five percent followed a "revue" format;
a smaller percentage were documentaries or dramas thak in-
cluded music; there were several dramas without musicy and a
significant number of events that simply includ##¢ scenes
leading into audience discussion. ‘These productions and

events took place in a wide variety of perfoyiiance venues:

from fully equipped professional theatre spac®sz to classrooms

6gelman, interview, November, 1985.
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and multi-purpose rooms in the basements of church halls.
Audiences included students (primary through highschool),
general public, community groups, addictions counsellors,
social workers, church members, prison inmates, mentally
handicappéﬁ adults, and numerous delegates at various con-
ferences.

It is clear from this brief and cursory glance at their
early history that Catalyst has worked within a wide variety
of areas, and has explored and been successful within a broad
spectrum of theatrical venues. Still, certain types of
projects they had previously undertaken as a theatre company
have now either been de-emphasized or completely dropped from
the inventory of things on which they feel they should focus.
There was a period when Catalyst put a great deal of emphasis
on doing projects for certain specialized interest groups,
such as shows for professional and semi-professional conferen-
ces. Even though this represented an area where costs were
certainly being met, Catalyst chose to move away from this
type of work. According to Jan Selman,

...we felt that the quick half hour to one hour comedic

format wasn't necessarily serving our goals. We tended

to be more successful the more drunk people were. 1In
looking hard at what our objectives are, these are pretty
low priority. We won't tend to do it unless we can in-
teract in the conference in another way, or if the con-
ference is looking at an issue that we're wanting to look

at on a number of fronts.V

Using this close scrutiny of the company's objectives as

71bid.
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a means of ascertaining the appropriateness of individual
projects is part of an extensive evaluation procedure that has
developed as Catalyst has grown and natured. In fact,
Catalyst's growth as a viable and effective theatre company
for effecting social education and change is certainly
reflected in the evolution of their evaluation process.

Evaluation is considered to be an important facet in the
scope of Catalyst's work; the company has evolved to the point
where they have committed themselves to doing at least some
form of evaluation on every project. The format of these
evaluations can range anywhere from simple discussions amongst
the staff, to expensive, professionally done, sophisticated
surveys. According to Jan Selman,

You have to decide with each project what it is you are
going to evaluate....We would go into a project defining
what it was that we would evaluate, partly based on our
objectlves. Some agencies that funded us wanted to do an
evaluation, and we would cooperate with them in terms of
defining what the objectives were as we understood them;
defining what we felt the show should be doing. In a few
cases we had major evaluations done; which, of course, is
very time consuming and costly.'’

With the early projects and productions such as Drinks
Before Dinner, the evaluation was crucial to determining the
overall success of a production, and consequently was pivotal
in the decision of whether or not it was worthwhile for a
sponsoring agency to fund similar projects in the future. The

survival of Catalyst Theatre depended on the evaluation

process that ultimately determined how successful a particular

81pid.
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project had been. In these instances, the evaluations simply
tended to gauge the overall effectiveness of theatre as a tool
for education.

As the company grew and solidified, the concern sur-
rounding whether or not theatre waz a useful means to effect
education and change--either with a particular target group or
on a certaim issue--was no longer guestioned. The problem
then became one of setting priorities and determining in what
direction the company needed to move. Which populations and
issues were appropriate to and fit within the mandate of the
company? How could an evaluation process be developed that
would not only ensure the company remained true to its
windate, but would adequately assess the ongoing needs of the
targeted community and point to appropriate follow-up meas-
ures?

Catalyst's Board of Directors was certainly helpful, as
the company evolved, in ensuring that a proper evaluation
procedure was developed and implemented with each new project.
Usually, a small committee of the Board would work with the
Artistic Director, together taking on the responsibility of
looking at a project and determining its initial objectives;
whether or not those objectives changed as the project
progressed; and finally, upon completion of the project,
ascertaining how successful the project had been in meeting
those objectives. But, ultimately, this committee was

somewhat limited in how effectively they could evaluate each

16



project. Taking into account that every project that Catalyst
does is unique and evolves as much out of the community for
whom it is intended as it does from any pre-determined plan or
set of objectives, this committee simply could not adequately
assess what form and content each project's evaluation should

have. As Jan Selman recalls,

Where we got to in terms of an ideal was an evaluation
that came from the creators or the project people. Some
projects weren't plays anymore....We wanted an evaluation
from the group that was responsible for making the pro-
ject happen; an evaluation in terms of what we set out to
do and in terms of how we thought the process went (how
it could be improved) but also in terms of--given we are
going to continue this project in some way or continue to
address this problem in some way--what we thought we

should do. Those were the main questions that we dealt
with."

For Catalyst, the evaluation procedure evolved from the
obvious appraisal of how effective a particular project had
been to the ongcing assessment of where the company next
needed to go in this area or with this group. This changed
their whole notion of what an evaluation was supposed to
accomplish. They no longer found themselves asking: "How did
we do?"; but rather: "Where do we go from here?"

Evaluation...became very important to all of us when we
started saying, if we're serious about social action, we
need to do more than one project in an area: either with
a certain audience or around a topie. If you take under-
employed adults, there's a project to do around literacy;
there's a project to do around enabiling those people to
get information; there's a projeét to do around getting
those people to simply feel better about themselves;
there's a project dealing with society that asks why we
are letting all this human potential go to waste by not
providing jobs, education, etc. So evaluation suddenly

91bid.
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becomes very important if you see yourself working over
a period of years in a certain area.?®

A unique aspect about Catalyst as it evolwed as a theatre
company is the involvement of their Board of Directors in the
evaluation process, using the process as a springboard into
setting objectives and priorities for the type of work that is
ultimately done by the company. Most theatre companies go to
great lengths to keep their respective Boards uninvolved in
the artistic workings of the company. They would argue that
things such as the choice of a season of plays should be left
to the Artistic Director and is clearly not the business of
the Board. CcCatalyst, on the other hand, actively encourages
their Board to take part in defining and narrowing down the
major concern areas or issue groups that the company should be
involved in. As Denise Roy relates,

Given that the Board is a microcosm of the community,
then its very important for a theatre such as ours--when
we say we are working on current social issues--to use
the Board to determine which issues are important: the
ones that are hot right now. The Board needs to give us
some kind of priority and focus to our work.?!

In the early years, in terms of structuge, the Board was
made up of the same people who were doing the work (the actors
and directors). This presented certain.probléms in that there
were certain necessary Board activities--concerning financial

matters and fund-raising, for example--that simply did not

interest actors. Consequently, since the early 1980's,

®1hid.

2ipoy, interview.
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Catalyst has supported and followed a trend towards increasing
the number of community members on their Board. Subsequently;
their bylaws have been re-written to allow up to twenty-five
members. At the same time, Catalyst did not want to lose the
valued input of those individuals who were actually out doing
the work. They, therefore, devised a formalized mechanism or
structure that would ensure that some of these people could
still participate at the Board level. The process is de-

scribed by Denise Roy,

What we did was we named two positions on the board that
are not elected by the membership at large. We call
these the Yactors' representatives". It's always a
tricky thing to administer, but supposedly there is this
community of artists and creative people who have done
the real work for Catalyst, and when it comes time for
re~election they get called to a meeting where thezy
select whoever they want to fill those two positions.?

The importance of this representation is further articulated
by Ruth Smillie, the current Artistic Director of Catalyst,

We have an actors' committee as part of our board...to
sort of explain the role of the artist in this particular
theatre and to be advocates for the actors having a
greater part in the process. The actors' committee
members interview every single person who was involvad in
a Catalyst project: finding out how they felt abouct the
process; what improvements they might suggest; how they
felt they were treated. But this committee is also
included in discussions in terms of project planning.
When I prepare a season, I run it through the actors'
committee first. Also, they are supposed to be keeping
in touch with the acting community and the theatre
community as a whole in terms of what kinds of training
opportunities they see as being important. It's a way of
keeging me in touch with what's happening in the communi-
ty.

21pid.

Zruth Smillie, personal interview, 24 February, 1988.
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The Board, including the actor representatives, take a very
active role in defining the areas of ccncern in which the
company should be involved, and in thoroughly evaluating each
of the company's projects.

There is a Program Committee on the Board which is of

value to the Artistic Director in terms of approving and

working through the choices of which projects and which
priorities are going to go into each of those areas.

They also, unlike other Boards, are encouraged to come

and see shows and to have some input into evaluation.

The way that we've found to involve them in the programm-

ing area is what is unusual.?

With an active and involved Board of Directors and an
effective and thorough evaluation procedure, Catalyst has
evolved to the point where they are no longer working on a
" wplay to play" or even on a "project to project" basis;
rather, as Ruth Smillie maintains, they "work on an issue by
issue basis."® As a company, Catalyst is committed to "long
term" work. Smillie claims that Catalyst's average time-line
for developing projects is now approximately two years. That
is something that you simply won't find in other theatre
companies. Rather than working on a "season by season" plan,
Catalyst is often working on a three to five year plan in a
particular area. This represents a long-term process that has
been carefully thought out.

It's acknowledged, from the outset, the role of the

artist; the role of the community; the process of
community development; and the play itself. These are
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happen at separate times. So the artist isn't just

broucht in right at the very end, when it is time to

rehearse. That person is a researcher and has been part
of the collaboration.?

It is important to note that Catalyst projects are never
develeoped in isolation. Understanding and addressing a spec-
ific audience and their very specific needs is key to educa-
tion. The artist plays a very important role in that whole
process. As was noted in the earlier discussion of Drinks
Before Dinner, the effectiveness of the eventual presentation
stems directly from the artist's attempts to understand and
empathise with the chosen population and consequently to end-
eavour to represent them as accurately and as honestly as pos-
sible.

No one will contest the power of live theatre to engage
and move an audience. Through the means of entertainment,
theatre can be seen to be an effective way to communicate a
message. The theatre Catalyst develops is unique in its
direct relevance to a specific audience; to their lives and
concerns. As Jan Selman has written in the AADAC publication
Theatréwfor Education and Change,

Observers recognize the character(s) and their dilemmas

and identify with the people portrayed. And because they

can watch rather than live the experience, they also
objectify the problems and in so doing begin to be able
to think about possible solutions....The combining of
empathetic involvement with the opportunity to observe,
analyze and form opinions regarding the character's
actions creates a condition wheére an audience both wants

to think and has the opportunity to problem solve in a
safe but vital environment. Their world and their issues

%61pbid.
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have been presented as real and significant....Issues are

made relevant and concrete; topics are translated into

real life dilemmas which matter.?

The truth of this is mirrored in every successful Cata-
lyst project or production. Certainly, over the years, Cata-
lyst has e¥perienced some failures: shows that have not been
deemed successful in terms of reaching a particular audience
on a specific issue. While the factors determining the
relative success and failure of a project are obviously many
and varied, it can be argued that whenever the company lost
sight of the methodology by which they had established and
maintained their mandate--whenever the company lessened or
underestimated the importance of their involvement with the
. community whose needs they were seeking to articﬁlate--they
decreased their chances for success.

In the early years, the successful Catalyst projects
always ténded to include the actor as a true collaborator,
involved in all facets of a project: from researching a spec-
ific population and/or issue, to actively participating in the
project's ongoing evaluation. Because of their extensive
involvement, the acting company would inevitably develop a
strong commitment to each and every project. As the company
grew and evolved, the continuation of this degree of actor
involvement in the many and various Catalyst projects--both

financially and in terms of time--was not always economically

¥Jan Selman, Theatre for Education and Change, (AADAC
publication), p. 10.
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feasible. In these cases, while the actor's involvement may
have been abbreviated, the company had to ensure the preserva-
tion of the process of establishing and maintaining, with each
project, a strong relationship with the community.

Key to this process is understanding the many and varied
ways theatre can be used as a tool for education and change.
As much as the issues and concerns that are being raised in a
production must, by necessity, emerge from the targeted com-
munity, so too, out of the research into that population must
evolve the appropriate theatrical form for each particular
project.

Over the years, Catalyst Theatre has experimented with a
number of theatrical forms and classifications. It can be
argued that none of these forms are unique to or have origin-
ated with catalyst--in fact, the theatre of Catalyst can be
viewed as an eclectic borrowing of techniques and methods from
around the world--but the company has, in theory and in prac-
tice, further developed and articulated each of them to a dis-
tinctive level commensurate with the type of work Catalyst
does.

Catalyst categorizes the types of theatre that they do
into three main classifications: theatre "for"; theatre
nyith"; and theatre "by". Theatre "for" is "“presentational
theatre": theatre performed by an outside group of actors for
a specified audience. Theatre "with" is "participational

theatre": actors performing a play that directly involves the

23



audience; the involvement can range from audience discussion
on the play's events and issues, to role playing within the
context of a theatrical simulation.

"Theatre with" includes the audience as an expert.

Wherever the group who it's for is included as the

expert, that's "theatre with". It doesn't matter whether

that's in direct participation or in the creation of the
play.?
Theatre "by" can encompass either of the previous two categor-
ies but is unique in that it is theatre performed by the
targeted community itself, rather than by an outside group of
actors.

The distinction between "theatre with" and "theatre by"

is that ™"theatre with" uses professional actors to

actually dc the material. "Theatre by" uses the people
directly affected by the issue as the sto%xtellers. They
are actually performing their own story.

The following three chapters will be used to identify and
explore the unique ways in which Catalyst has incorporated and
developed these three categories of theatre. Each chapter
will highlight one particular production or project that, in
addition to being significant to that category, is principal
in the overall development of Catalyst Theatre and to the
evolution of certain distinctive rehearsal and production

techniques.

®smillie, interview.

¥1pid.
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CHAPTER II

THEATRE “FOR"

Theatre "For" is in fact a bianket term meant to encom-
pass all forms of “presentational" theatre; theatre where
actors perform a play "for" an audience. In this type of
theatre, there is usually a very clear distinction, both
physically and aesthetically, between the audience (the view-
ers) and the actors (the performers). The objective of this
type of theatre is to engage the audience in the action and
the message of what is being presented on the stage, to en-
tertain as well as to educate.

Traditionally, much of what Catalyst would term "present-
ational" theatre has come to mean the representational enact-
ment of a scripted play. In this sense, the script (or blue-
print) for the production--the dialogue, the characters and
setting, along with the overall storyline--has been prepared
in advance by a playwright who may or may not be present and
involved in the physical mounting of the play. Historically,
there are also many examples of presentational theatre events
where there is no script; or if there is, it exists in the
form of a rough outline or scenario from which the actors are
expected to improvise their dialogue and their lines of
business.

"Documentary Theatre" is a term used to describe a

distinct and significant presentational theatre form that has
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existed in Canada for the last several decades. 1w wany and
varied productions falling under this heading are usually
"collectively" created by a group of actor/writers who involve
themselves in researching a particular subject area, histo=i-
cal event, or distinct population (interest group) and ti u
create a play which dramatizes that which they have besn
researching. The fihished product is typically a collage of
scenes, stories and songs which may or may not have been
written down prior to the rehearsal and perfurmance stages.
The emergence of Documentary Theatre in this &g :itry has been
described by Alan Filewod as "one of the most imporiant -dev-
elopments of modern English Canadian theatre."!

Much of Catalyst Theatre's "presentational" work has been
created collectively by various groups of actors and writers
and could be categorized loosely under the heading of Docu-
mentary Theatre. As mentioned in the introduction, the orig-
inal 1977 production of Drinks Before Dinner was a Documentary
Theatre piece presented in a basic "representational" manner
in which the actors create a specific performance area
separate and distinct from the audience area. The show was
collectively created from research in a specified subject
area. Unde:x the broad heading of "alcoholism"--and in typical
Docurentary Theatre style--the actors created their charact-

ers, compiled the stories, and constructed the scenes based on

'Alan Filewod, Collectiv counters: Documentary Theatre

in_English cCanada, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1987), p. vii.



the people they had met and talked to during the research
period.

This production is important in Catalyst Theatre history
for a number of reasons. Not only is it acknowledged as
paving the way for the inception of Catalyst Theatre as a
viable company, but it stands as a precursor to many of the
Catalyst shows that were to follow. It merits further
discussion and closer inspection because the rehearsal and
production techniques employed in the project can be seen as
a type of "litmus test" to measure and assess future Catalyst
methods. Specifically, the process by which this show was
developed made apparent the importance of direct and ongoing
resegarch with the community for whom any Catalyst project is
intended. In the company's history, the resulting show's
authenticity and effectiveness is habitually more dependant on
the researcher/creator's ability to "get the right stories",
than on any specialized training, experience or skill on the
part of its actors.

Significant to this production is the fact that none of
the actors involved had any professional acting experience.
Collectively, as students, they were not only very inexper-
ienced, but relatively untrained as well. As members of a
senior improvisation class, they all had at least one other
class in the improvisatory style of acting, but were basically
laciking in any disciplined formal acting training.

The course was intended to give the students practical

27



experience in improvisational production. The mandate was to
produce, over two consecutive semesters, four distinct and
separate productions, each developing out of improvisational
techniques. David Barnet, in his cuest to find a dramatic
form to suit his students was much influenced by The Farm
Show, a documentary show collectively created by Toronto's
Theatre Passe Muraille. The production, which had a national
tour in the mid 1970's, was directly based on the people and
events of a farming community near Clinton, Ontario. It
represents an important link in the evolution of the col-
lective technique at the University of Alberta.
We were looking for this technique: *the technique of
creating theatre based upon very strong images or from
real life. We started off in the real lives of the
actors. And then came The Farm Show, which clearly
showed for me that this form of theatre--where the actor,
in a way, was the vehicle or conduit to connect us to the
real world--could work. Here was a play where continuous
story, scene structure, continuous character development
were all unimportant. But the episodic form of theatre
would work.?
Wanting to experiment in this form of theatre, Barnet intro-
duced the basic ideas and techniques of Documentary Theatre
into this "Improvisational Production" course (Drama 452).
The course was as new and experimental as the form itself, and
the potential for discovery was matched only by the distinct
possibility that the course could be a dismal failure.
With this particular offering of the course--and because

Barnet had been ill much of the year--the class had struggled

’pavid Barnet, personal interview, 7 August, 1987.
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to mount three productions, each of which met with little
success. These shows had evolved primarily out of the com-
pany's own experiences, and--now late into the second term--
Barnet felt that the class needed to research and explore a
specific population or topic foreign to their own life ex-
periences--that the class needed to do something in the "Doc-

umentary" style. In Barnet's words,

The reason that we did Drinks Before Dinner is that I, as
a teacher, knew that we had to do something which was
based on and related to specific, actual human beings.
...The need was to do something that was actually based
on field research with people who could then influence
what we were doing and who could keep us honest....I felt
that the class would have been a waste of time if we
hadn't done that.>
The class deliberated on the subject area of the research
and, subsequently, of the production itself. It came down to
a decision on one of two topics: homosexuality or alcoholism.
In the case of the former, Barnet realized the group really
didn't have a vested interest in the topic--since none in the
group were homosexual--and consequently would not do an
effective job at representing this population adequately.
With the other topic, many in the group had close relatives
who were alcoholics; plus, it was felt that this was a mar-
ginalized group of people without a voice--a population who
might well profit from these efforts.
Thus, this group of relatively untrained actors ventured

out into the research field: studying books, articles and

31bid.
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documents on the subject; interviewing professionals who
worked in the area; and finally meeting and talking with
alcoholics themselves. This last aspect of the research was
difficult, primarily because of the social stigma attached to
alcoholism. Likewise, many of the organizations founded to
aid alcoholics in overcoming the disease, are based on a
fundamental premise of anonymity. As a result, the company
put together a preliminary presentation--based as much on
conjecture as on actual research--and presented it at an open
"Alcoholics Anonymous" meeting in a downtown Edmonton treat-
ment centre. Although the show was extremely amateur, both in
its structure and in its presentation, the response from the
audience was overwhelming. The alcoholics in.the audience
were exceedingly willing, upon seeing the show, to open up to
the actors and share their own life stories.

The material the actors brought into subsequent rehear-
sals not only had tremendous dramatic possibilities, but was
firmly tied into real human beings whom the actors greatly
respected. There was now an honesty to the material that had
not been there before. The entire preliminary draft of the
show was scrapped in favour of a format which would better
encompass the characters, the stories, and scenes coming out
of this more immediate form of research. What is significant
about this production, and has remained true of much of the
work that Catalyst creates, is that the research determines,

finally, how the scenes are constructed and how the play is
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assembled. According to Barnet,

.«.In Drinks Before Dinner it was quite clear what we had
to do and that was to portray the people we had met w1th
as much celebration and respect as we possibly could.*®

The real strength of Documentary Theatre issues from the
close connections the actors (as creators and performers)
develop and maintain with the population and subject matter of
their project. This close connection keeps the actors honest
in their character portrayals and gives the show its special
credibility. In AADAC's published report on the project,

Barnet writes,

All this became particularly clear during the work pro-
cess of Drinks Before Dinner when the original subject
for the stage character "Marilyn", a lady whom the actors
had met at an A.A. meeting, watched a rehearsal and gave
careful notes on how a scene depicting her attempted sui-
cide could be more accurate. At the same time she told
the actors that she was pregnant but would not marry the
child's father because he was a drinker. Three months
later she returned with her baby to siee the last perfor-
mance of the play~-and watched a scene where her stage
version, "Marilyn", decides not to tell her boyfriend
about her pregnancy. The actress was on the stage; the
lady she had met in A.A.--whom she liked and admired a
great deal and whom she was playing at the moment--was in
the audience; and the baby was crying softly. Nobody
else knew this was happening, but the actress had to be
as ?onest and as clear and as good as she could possibly
be.

This close connection with the characters and the mater-
ial presented problems, however, in terms of the overall

structure of the piece. Each actor, in an attempt to remain

4Ibid.

Spavid Barnet, Fi o timate Theatre o
Alcoho wareness "Drinks Before nerx" 8 77, (AADAC
Publication, 1978).
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honest to the persons who had voluntarily shared their life
stories, wanted to retell those stories or enact those scenes
in exactly the same way he or she had heard them. As a
result, scenes and monologues tended to drag on and become
boring. As Barnet recalls,
I think that dramaturgically we were very, very weak;
although I think we made some real movements forward. I
remember when we did the show out at one of the schools--
the first or second time that we had done it--and the
teacher came up to me about half way through it and said:
"You know, this is getting boring." And he was right.
Basically there was no structure. And boredom or
interest primarily comes from character development and
structure and rhythm and so forth--all of which we were
terribly green about--because we were just doing scene
after scene after scene after scene and there was no
rhythmic build; no development. But we were on the
beginning of something.®
That beginning, as has been documented in the introduc-
tion, included a three-month tour of Alberta in which the show
was allowed to develop and grow. The Alberta Alcohol and Drug
Abuse Commission put up the money, and Sandra Balcovske was
krought in to direct the show as it toured. Aas a result, the
show was being constantly changed and upgraded through a
series of major and minor editorial modifications. This is
acknowledged in a published summary of comments and sugges-

tions from the members of the cast:

Thanks to the flexible format, the show '/ .- able to
change continually throughout the summer ir . .‘sponse to
audience reaction and suggestions. Scenes : : added,
moved around and reworked and characterizatic¢ v+ wrpened

as we learned more about the play's subject <« er and
acquired a growing sense of responsibiliki# % ¥ ‘€ our
public and to making our portrayals as e U Wt T and

Barnet, interview, August, 1987.
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honest as possible.’

Early on, the show resembled a dramatic representation of
an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting with character after character
getting up, introducing himself or herself, and proceeding to
tell an intimate story from his or her own life. Gradually,
where appropriate, these individual monologues were trans-
formed into dramatic scenes. Initially, each actor played at
least one major character that had evolved from their
research. In order to facilitate the transposing of mono-
logues into scenic form, characters had to be added to £ill
out the roles required. In one case, two of the initial
characters--Janet, the wife of an alcoholic, and Matt, an
alcoholic trying to hold 01;1 to his job and family--were
arbitrarily joined together as husband and wife, even though,
in real life, they probably didn't even know each other.

Structurally, the show evolved into a collage of scenes
and monologues held together by various songs and simple dance
numbers. Some of the musical numbers were written specifical-
ly for this show by certain cast members; two of the songs,
including the title song "Drinks Before Dinner", were penned
by Lowden Wainwright III.

The physical set consisted of a table, some chairs,
benches, and a folding screen for a backdrop. Everything was

easily transported in the back of a van.

7Final Report: Intimate Theatre, (AADAC Publication,
1978).
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By the end of the tour, the structure had become quite
cohesive, and the show was relatively entertaining as well as
educaAtional and informative. It also received some excellent
reviews in a number of newspapers and publications. Many
critics especially praised the production for avoiding a
didactic and moralistic approach. In a review from the Saint

John's Edmonton Report, Barry Harris writes,

The message hits home, to be sure--but without preaching
and pelemics; bathos and bromides. The company of seven
young perforpers makes its points about the very real
problems of d&lcohol addiction without delivering a lec-
ture, but rather by presenting a quite acceptable piece
of improvisatory theatre.?

Concentrating on presenting good theatre and remaining
honest to the population whose problems they are articulating,
is something that has characterized Catalyst Theatre from the
outset. The significance of this is noted by Jan Selman,

The important thing about Catalyst and the people who
have worked with Catalyst is that we tended not to be
doctrinaire about our politics or objectives. On the
whole we've avoided the battering ram message show; the
hard-line political tract kind of piece that I don't
think changes anybody. We've tended to avoid that type
of thing and we've been criticised very strongly for not
taking a hard enough stand.?

Adverse criticism did not weigh heavily on the company's

initiatory production, Drinks Before Dinner. In fact, in

terms of the sponsor's expectations and the response of the
population for whom the show was intended (and for whom the

show mostly played), the production was an overwhelming

8saint John's Edmonton Report, 22 August, 1977, p. 34.

Jan Selman, personal interview, 25 November, 1985.
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success. In AADAC's published summary of the production is
recorded the following observation:

One of the most positive aspects of the show--which, to
our knowledge, is the first project of its kind ever at-
tempted in Canada--is that it reached people from all
walks of life, from practising alcoholics to young child-
ren. When audiences were defined as resource people,
groups typically included social workers, nurses, local
police, RCMP, some teachers, probation officers, and
people involved in alcohol programs. '

As Catalyst Theatre was established and grew as a com-
pany, Drinks Before Dinner was followed by other shows done in
the "presentational theatre" form. Many of these were
intended for a very specific audience and in their creation
emulated this same "documentary" style of presentation. Some
shows, however, attempted to move away from the strict factual
veracity of this type of theatre as the company began to
realize the limitations of the documentary form. As Alan
Fil.:" ~d writes,

Documentary theatre tends to put the process by which it
is created into the fore by including reféerences to that
process within the performance itself. In this way it
breaks down the normal expectation of fiction on stage.
At the same time it tends to include references and tech-
niques which authenticate the play's claim to factual
veracity....Ultimately, these plays are atextdal; they
repudiate the idea of a fixed, unchanging text which
exists as a blueprint, as it were, for a performed inter-
pretation.'

While holding to the belief that the ultimate message of

a show must be authenticated through the research phase, Cat-

10,3

al PReport: ti e tre, (AADAC Publication,
1978).

Malan Filewod, Collective Encounters, p. ix-x.
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alyst tried to introduce an element of fiction back into the
characters and scenarios of the plays they were creating.
Many of these shows were still being created collectively but
the company was given more freedom in the interpretation and
processing of information gained from research, which ul-
timately allowed for more freedom and experimentation in the
overall structure of the play.

The 1979 production of On And Off The Street combined
fictional characters and scenario with the actuality of
teenage drug trafficking. The storyline was pure fiction, and
although it was punctuated by a rock and roll musical score,
it centred around a select character and was structured to
have a strong beginning, middle; and end. The characters,
although based on people whom the actors had met in their
research, had been fleshed out and universalized to better
suit the structure of the story and the aims of the project.
Unlike Drinks Before Dinner, this show had a fully designed
set and toured with full lighting and sound capabilities.
Instead of carrying everything in the back of a van, the
company now had to load and unload a three-ton truck with each
presentation of the show.

The 1980 production of city Slickers was again collec-
tively created and included a large amount of fiction in its
writing. While, structurally, it resembled the earlier
collectives~-a collage of scenes and monologues and m:sicai

numbers-~it did exhibit some form of character development
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through a progression of scenes. It was categorized as a
revue because there were a number of characters whose stories
were being developed, to a large extent, independent of each
other. Dramaturgically, there was an attempt to connect the
various structural threads, as two characters were married to
each other, and several were connected through their jobs or
#ocial lives. This show, too, toured with a large set with
full production values but only played in fully equipped
theatres within the major centres of Alberta.

city slickers is significant in that, even though it was
commissioned and co-sponsored by AADAC and the Canadian Mental
Health Association, it was intended solely for a general bub-
lic audience. It opzned in Edmonton with a two-week run, and
played multiple performences in each chosen centre on the
tour. It received strong reviews in major newspapers and

periodicals throughout the province. Keith Ashwell of the

Edmonton Journal called it "a damned good revue".'? Stephen
Weatherbe, calling the show "A hilarious revue about urban
nihilism",’ goes on, in his critique, to present some of his
(and, quite likely, the general public's) previous perceptions
of Catalyst Theatre, ané how this show can be seen as an
attempt to break new ground and establish a wider audience.
As good as it is at collective creation, Catalyst Theatre

has, until now, never really escaped the limitations of
the technique. The cast chooses or is assigned a topic,

2Eamonton Journal, 17 May, 1980, p. B15.

Baiperta Report, 30 May, 1980, p. 39-40.
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and sets out to docu-dramatize it, each actor researching
his own subtopic, and contributing his own insights, sit-
uations, even characters. The results usually are topi-
cal, naturalistic in style, and seldom profound, and have
a certain expedient air. But this time, Catalyst has
really excelled. This particular assemblage of "collec-
tive creators" has produced a racy, often hilarious revue
on, of all things, the stress of life in the big c1ty.
With the success of City Slickers, Catalyst proved to
themselves that they could mount shows and compete within the
public realm of theatre. Over the next couple of years, they
again ventured into the general public realm with shows such
as Catch '75 (a revue created to honour Alberta's 75'th anni-
versary as a province), and a drama entitled Play For Keeps.
With the 1982 production, Family Portrait, Catalyst tried
again to create a collectively written, presentational, full
length play for a general public audience. Unlike City
Slickers, this production represents a conscious choice to
move away from the "revue" format that was so typical of their
previous "collectives". Experimenting with the structure
became a major focal point, as the company faced the dilemma
of how to collectively crcate a cohesive story rather than a
collage. As Jan Selman recalls,
"Story" matters in our work, and we're not doing a very
good job with "story" yet. The best we do is collages
where we, every once in while come back to the same story
to hear what happens next. We hadn't made it work for
us, the way it could.!

It inevitably happens in the collective process that the

%1pid.

5Jan Selman, personal interview, 7 August, 1987.
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creators (actors) not only withdraw to conduct their research,
but they also separate for a good portion of time and do their
writing, individually or in smaller groups. They write for
themselves (the characters that they've created), often with
little consideration as to what the other actor/writers might
be creating. Thus, when all of the ideas are compiled there
will always be a number of disparate threads or stories that
the director must try to weave together in some sort of co-
hesive form. As a result, individual characters and stories
are often held tenuously together by some overall theme or
topic.

In many Catalyst shows, music and songs have been used to
bridge the many diverse elements within the show's overall
structure. In fact, music has been effectively utilized as an
important and necessary seque between the scenes or monologues
of most collective shows. To use the analogy of a patchwork
quilt, if the stories and scenes can be seen as the various
pieces of cloth in the quilt, then music is the stitching that
holds them all together. This distinctive style which
features a collage of scenes and stories bridged together by
songs and music is very much a part of the Catalyst tradition.

Family Portrait was a show, as Jan Selman says, that
"grew out of the past, and led to the future."'® Having

carefully evaluated past shows and considered their limitat-

“Jan Selman, panel discussion with Jane Heather & Tony
Hall, 3 August, 1988.
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ions, the company wanted to try and approach this project
somewhat differently. They knew that they needed to provide
a strong cohesive structure in which the actor/creators could
channel their contributions. As Tony Hall remembers,

.. .there was a feeling that we had learned something from

past shows and we knew that we had to come in with a

structure before rehearsal because we felt we needed a

stronger directorial hand from the beginning.V
As a result, Hall himself was consequently commissioned not
only to give the play a cohesive structure but, likewise, to
provide a strong directorial hand during the workshop and
rehearsal phases.

Prior to Hall being brought in to work on the scenario,
Jan Selman (as Artistic Director of the company) had a number
of meetings and deliberations with the Alberta Alcohol and
Drug Abuse Commission (AADAC) regarding the form and content
of the show. AADAC had put up the initial funding for the
show and had commissioned it with the intention that it would
address the subject area of "lifestyle": looking at a person's
way of life as a major contributing factor to their alcohol
and drug abuse problems. AADAC had only just begun to focus
their energies in the area of "prevention". They were moving
toward trying to solve tomorrow's problems today; or rather,
trying to avoid future problems by educating the young people
of today.

Based on their evaluations of some previous Catalyst

"fony Hall, panel discussion with Selman and Jane
Heather, 3 August, 1988.
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shows, AADAC was convinced live theatre could play an impor-
tant role in educating audiences about the importance of
making good "lifestyle" choices. The first round of "pre-
vention" shows that Catalyst produced for AADAC, while quite
successful in their own right, represented a general uncer-
tainty regarding the meaning and method of approaching the
whole "prevention" concept.

AADAC entered into the discussions on Family Portraijt
with a somewhat clearer understanding of what they wanted the
show to accomplish. They recognized that, in terms of their
overall program of prevention, they needed to work with a
primary audience of teens and a secondary audience of the
adults who affect teens aﬁd who play a major role in teen
development. They wanted this show to say things to the
adults about the role they play in encouraging their teens in
making positive lifestyle choices. They also wanted the show
to help the adults with the whole process of letting go, of
understanding the increasing responsibility that teenagers
want and deserve.

Catalyst was able to sell AADAC on the idea of looking at
the Alberta family from the perspective of how you make
change, and how you communicate. At this point, Catalyst had
already done a show at a Family and Community Support Services
(FCSS) sponsored event in Fort McMurray, dealing with this
whole area of family problems. Interestingly enough, this

show was also called Family Portrait and may have had a sig-
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nificant effect on Catalyst's discussions with AADAC regarding
this new "prevention" project, discussions which subsequently
convinced AADAC on the idea of using this play to explore the
traditional family structure. Thematically, the two ideas
came together rather gratuitously for Catalyst. However, as
Jan Selman points out,
...you work in a subject area and you become known in
that area, for one thing; plus you know more in that area
and you have certain ideas about what you want to do with
it. So it's in your own interests to try and pursue
something rather than hop from issue to issue. So we
have a number of shows that were part of a wave of
interest. I think there were other "family-related"
shows in and around that time.'®
Catalyst was, in fact, involved in other "family-related"
shows in and around the time they were in consultation with
AADAC. The FCSS sponsored show occurred in October of 1981.
In May of 1982, cCatalyst did a show for the Alberta Council
for the Family, entitled: Family Scene. In an ongoing effort
to build on what they had already done and to provide some
continuity, it was deemed to be in Catalyst's own best inter-
ests to pursue this overall theme of the Alber:tzs family.
Catalyst had originally gone to AADAC and agreed that the
show would be aimed at a general public. That fact alone
informed the content of the show a great deal as Catalyst
examined the question of who it is that goes to the theatre,

and how they could best tailor a show to suit the needs of

this audience. According to Jan Selman,

¥selman, panel discussion, August, 1988.
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With general public shows you know that you hit a middle
class audience who generally come because it's a play:
not becausa it's about a certain issue. So you have to
say: "why ¢do I want these people to think about this
issue, and in what way can we make any difference?" They
can make some difference: they can donate some money:;
they can volunteer their time; they can write to their
politician; they can simply change their own 9persona1
attitude which over time influences the world.'

For its part, AADAC felt the show had to give a positive mes-

sage, but apart from that, the parameters were left pretty

much undefined.

Artistically, this openness regarding theme and content
gave Catalyst a great deal of freedom to experiment with form
and structure. This, along with the kind of funding AADAC was
providing, allowed for Catalyst to implement a phased writing
and development process, something they had started to develop
in a number of previous projects.

In terms of the script's development, tliere was some
initial research done by the director, Tony Hall. During this
phase, Hall developed some preliminary rough ideas regarding
the form and content of the show. This was followed by a
workshop where those ideas were improvised. Hall maintains
that, even at this point in its evolution, the show had a very
strong director's vision; there was a definite structure
provided in which the people were asked to improvise and to
write.

In an attempt to put the material that was being develop-

ed by the workshop cast into a certain overall structure, Hall

YsSelman, interview, November, 1985.
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would offer up cryptic statements like: "There has been a
death!" Everyone would then be required to focus and frame
their improvising around that concept. Also, Hall introduced
strong visual images around which the cast was asked to
create. For instance, the whole image of a dinner table and
things happening around that table--ultimately comprising a
major portion of the play's eventual overall structure--was
simply dropped on everybody. There_was a concerted effort to
Create as good a play as could be made, using the process of
putting the research material into the context of strong
visual images and enigmatic concepts.

There were times, however, within that first workshop
phase when the cast was totally unclear about where the thing
was going. Nevertheless, it was always assumed by everyone
that the director knew. Hall recalls a day during this phase,
where he was supposed to meet with Selman to explain how the
thing was going to work.

I remember that meeting because, up until the morning

that I was supposed to meet Jan, it [the structure of the

show] was not clear in my head. aAnd I said to myself: "I

do not know what I am going to say to Jan but I know that

when I get there--having to say something out of all the
muddled things that have been going through my head--
something will structure itself." And that is exactly
what happened. Once I started to talk, all the
extraneous ideas fell away and a whole dynamic thing
emerged. 2
From this first workshopping of ideas, Hall again was

granted time to work on the script by himself. He literally

2Hall, panel discussion, August, 1988.
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went away to the mountains (to Banff, in fact) for several
weeks to write and do a lot of the necessary work on the
structure of the piece. There were, as Jan Selman remembers,
some bizarre early drafts, but eventually a cohesive form
emerged. At this point, the cast (with a few changes and
additions) was again brought in to continue with the writing:

fleshing out their characters and filling in the gaps in the

story.
Selman sees this fusion of individual writing and group

workshopping to be a key element in the successful development

of this script. As she reports,

...it's importapt because this was somethiny we hadn't
done much of béfore and I think it was the reason for
Family Portrait taking the shape that it did....giving
Tony time--before the first writing phase and between the
first writing phase and the next writing phase--to do a
lot of structuring work. Not just structure to make it
a nice play but structure to make points and have a kind
of reflective element built into the form. That's the
kind of thing that doesn't happen in a "collective"
unless for a time it isn't "collective".?

Wwith this project, Catalyst was attempting to change how
they worked; attempting to move away from the very open-ended
collective and into a process that allowed for a far more
focused script. Wnile Hall (as the writer and director) was
given time to strugture the piece, Jan Selman (as the Artistic
Director of the caimpany) took care of the consultation work
between Catalyst and AADAC; acting as a kind of interpreter

and buffer between the creative process and the funding

2igelman, panel discussion, August, 1988.
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agency. In retrospect, Selman sees this as a useful situa-
tion: "...to allow the writing and creating to be informed by
the funding agency, but also to be free of it at times.%?

Catalyst was finding that the "write to order" kind of
situation, that had often been the case in previous shows, was
narrowing them artistically. Although, as Selman maintains,
this can create a useful tension at times, the actual time
constraints of having only a few weeks to write a show on a
specified theme often meant that you'd end up writing, what
Selman calls, "the straight line version".

In this case, the sponsor did place some restrictions on
the project which ultimately had an effect on the creative
process. AADAC was extremely eager to incorporate an "after
show" discussion into the play. Their feeling was that,
having all just seen the play, people would be open and will-
ing to share things in discussi@n that could ultimately aid in
reaching the educational goals of the project. A discussion
would facilitate, in a very direct way, the process of apply-
ing the issues raised by the play, to the lives of the audi-
ence. To accommodate this discussion, they felt that the show
had to be relatively short; people are not going to want to
stay around for a discussion after they have sat through a
show that was several hours in duration. This was a restr-
iction that catalyst fought against. Basically, AADAC wanted
the show to be much shorter than what Catalyst felt the show

#2Jan Selman, perscnal interview, 6 June, 1988.
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should be. As Jan Selman points out,

That's an ongoing struggle with the funder. On the one
hand you have to educate them about the theatre; you have
to educate them about the form: "catalyst" theatre, and
what things make it work. And you have to do that at a
time when you're still figuring it out. But it's really
easy for funding agencies to grab on to concrete, tan-
gible things and hold on for dear life; like length of a
show. It's something that they can use to find their way
in to talk to you about.®

While Catalyst eventually wonr the battle regarding the
length of the show, they could not convince AADAC to give up
the notion of aa enforced discussion following the perfor-
mance. Catalyst felt very strongly that, since the show was
intended for a general theatre audience, a discussion simply
seemed out of place. They felt that, even if the audience was
inclined to have a discussion, it likely wouldn't be in that
kind of setting, and it wouldn't be immediately following the
show. They felt that, in ¢his context, the audience had to be
given the option of whether to stay or to go. In Jan Selman's

words,

I feel very strongly that if you want a discussion after
a show, you say that this is a participatory event, and
you start from the word "go" making it participatory.
There are many different ways to do that. You either do
that or you give people the option whether to stay or to
go. So there is a place for pqule to go if they want to
talk, but they can also leave.?

In the end, the enforced discussion that AADAC was so
adamant about only lasted through one evening. Immediately

following the first performance, an AADAC staff person got up

Bselman, interview, August, 1987.

 %gelman, interview, June, 1988.
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and proceeded to ask people for their comments. There was
very little response, and what discussion there was, seemed
forced. The whole endeavour was extremely unsuccessful,
mainly because it simply did not belong within the setting of
a gereral theatre audience. Consequently, Catalyst was able
to cc.iwvince AADAC, based on that first attempt, that the post-
show discussion should be dropped.

The experience of deliberating over whether or not to
have an after-show dis¢ussion and the subsequent length of the
show was a valuable one for the entire company. From this
point on, they started defining their relationship with the
sponsor much more carefully as they went in to shows. The
timing of consultation with the sponsor became a crucial
factor: defining when it is that you can really listen to the
input from the sponsor or funding community--<take it and act
on it--and when you absolutely cannot. Obviously, to wait
until the show is into its fihal "dress rehearsals" would be
too6 late. On the other hand, to give them a script prior to
rehearsals éven commencing, would be too early. They would
start quibbling about making little insignificant changes:
changing one word for another. According to Selman,

That's a process of exploration that's really important

to the relationship to the community, to the funder, and

our own ability to 1ive within a lot of fundlng rules.

The better we got at that, the less restrictive (im a

negative way) the funding became.?

In this case, while AADAC certainly had an influence on

Bgelman, interview, August, 1987.
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the content of Family Portrait, they did not interfere with
the creative process of the show's development. With Selman
handling all the deliberations and consultations with the
sponsor, the workshop cast and director were free to concen-
trate exclusively on the artistic aspects of the project. The
content of the show was thus greatly influenced by the initial
workshop actors: Jane Heather, Peggy Lees, and Frank C.
Turner. Heather was especially important in that she was born
and raised in Alberta and is very respectful of and committed
to the Alberta perspective. Turner, also a native Albertan,
was key in developing a lot of the politics that became very
much a part of the father character. His own interests in the
union movements, along with those of Heather, were important
influences. Lees was influential in adding her understanding
of what it means to be an isolated, bright teenager, living in
today's society.

Likewise, director Tony Hall (who was born and raised in
Trinidad), in addition to having large input into the form and
structure of the piece, also had a significant influence on
the show's content. Selman maintains that his mixture of
cultural influences allowed him to bring a unigue perspective
to the project.

Tony, on the one hand, is a resident of Alberta--is

married to someone born in Alberta and therefore is part

of a rural Albertan family--but also is from outside and
has a kind of ability that anyone going to another cul-
ture has: although you're outside on one level, on

another level you're able to see that culture in a way
that we who are in it can't....The distance at times
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helps you and at times it is a huge barrier.?

In the second workshop phase, with Frank C. Turner now
unavailable, Paul Whitney was brought in to take over the role
of the father, and is responsible for much of the humour in
the character and in the show in general. An example of some
of this inserted comedy can be found early in the play as John
(the father) reminisces about his own father (on the eve of
his father's funeral). When describing how his father refused
to leave the farm in the care of his son, James, so that he
and his wife could take a trip to the old country, he says,

JOHN:

The o0ld man didn't even trust him. In fact James told me
he tried to talk him into going over once, and Dad said,
"In me own time son, in me own time". {pause] How a man
whose family has lived in Canada for two generations had
a Scottish accent, I'll never know. Anyway, his time
never came....

Later, in a flashback depicting a scene from his courtship
with Elizabeth, we find the following dialogue:
ELIZABETH
.. .Where do you work?

JOHN
Nelson Lumber.

ELIZABETH
What do you do?

%selman, interview, June, 1988.

¥catalyst Theatre, Family Portrait, typescript, 1982, p.
8.
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JOHN
I'm a pilot.
ELIZABETH
Really?
JOHN

Yeah, pile it here, pile it there.?

The fact that Whitney was brought in to take over and further
develop a role that had been initially created by Turner,
resulted in an interesting fusion of styles. As Jan Selman
remembers,

He [Whitney] developed a lot of the broad comedy, not all

of it certainly, but a lot of it comes from him. So

there's this strange mix of this serious union guy that
was Frank Turner and this sort of broad, "gung-ho",

"foot-in-his-mouth" kind of dad which tends to be a lot

of Whitney's contribution.®

In addition to Whitney, the second workshop group includ-
ed both Heather and Lees from the first workshop phase, and
David Mann in the role of the son. Phil Kuntz was also
brought in to work on the music.

Whereas the first workshop cast did a lot of improvising
and writing around some concepts and ideas offered by Hall,
this group was presented with an entire first draft of a
completed script: the outcome of Hall's month-long writing
spree. This second workshop group--which eventually became

the first performing cast--was able to workshop and to write

around what was now a somewhat cohesive structure; a structure

#B71pid., p. 14.

¥gelman, interview, June 1988.
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which included roughly defined characters and a story with an
attempted beginning, middle and end.

Nevertheless, despite the contributions of Hall, the
actual script represented little more than a rough draft. &s
Jan Selman remembers,

...It was a very rough script: the basic concept was

there; the first draft of the characters were there--

characters that were totally influenced by the people who
had been in the first workshop--but there were bi% gaps
and a lot of things that didn't yet tie together.
This second workshop group were thus given a rough script
which they, in turn, further workshopped and developed. The
music was added at this point, along with a lot more writing.

Kuntz was hired specifically to write the music--based on
input both from Hall and from the acting company--as opposed
to being part of the collective. As Jan Selman recalls, "It's
not that he wasn't part of the collective, but he was a
specialist."! while the script and the lyrics were written
collectively, the music was written exclusively by Kuntz.

The writing=--both with the music and the script--was done
very quickly in this second workshop, but it was greatly
strengthened by the fact that there already existed a strong
structural core from which the cast could work.

The music and songs played a major part in establishing

the reflective elements of the play. In addition to providing

the audience with the opportunity to think about what they had

I0rpid.
N1pid.
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just witnessed in a previous scene, the music worked to struc-
turally and thematically move the play forward. Following the
opening scene (John's eulogy to his father), the company
breaks with the play's established representational style to
stand and present the title song which, among other things,
introduces the characters (the family members) by way of a
series of posed portraits; the final portrait being symboli-

cally staged and photographed by the musician (Prairie Dan).

FAMILY PORTRAIT

When the world was begin:.. ag
And the good lord raised his pen
Put a mark on his invention
And the angels asked him then
“Was iv always your intention
For the families of Men?"

And the planet started spinfiing
And the day turned into night
And Thomas Ross was born
And brought his clan into the light
And the family is singing
At a wake for him tonight

The perfect family
Was never meant to be

And the boy will have his money
For the father moulds his son
For the daughter, deathly quiet,
Mothers' work is never done
Every day's a new beginning
Every race still to be won

The perfect family



Was never meant to be*?

At this point, Prairie Dan turns to the audience and says:
"Ladies and Gentlemen, A Family Portrait..." The four family
members sing an harmenic chord and Dan snaps the picture.
According to #g£elman, ithe core eor centre of Family
Portrait comes from an effort to urderg*:-: what Bertolt
Brecht and his followeri could teach the company in terme of
structure. Brecht's "verfremdungseffekt" theories are wiry
well documented and certainly Catalyst is not the first to try
and apply them to an original work. Still, the use of story

and music to effectively "distance" the audience and add a re-

flective element to the play, was something that intrigqued
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Catalyst and also seemed to utilize many of the elements the

company had already become quite proficient in creating. It
was, in a way, a natural progression. As Jan Selman re-
members,
...we felt happy about the function that music had played
in our work. We wanted to explore what music could do in
a Brechtian technique, or a moment of reflection before
you move on.3
But perhaps the strongest element in the structure of
Family Portraijt is its use of "story" without losing "arg-
uments". The basic structural frame revolves around a certain

family as they are now, interspersed with flashbacks which

. review not only the events that got them to where they are

2Family Portrait, p. 3.

Bselman, interview, August, 1987.



today, but also the various stages of trying to make the
family work. Through this use of flashbacks, the audience is
effedtually distanced from the emotional impact of the
present-time scene, and the arguments this is putting “orward
become very clear. With the basic scene established of a
family visiting together (in 1984) for the first time in quite
a long while, we flash-back to various scenes from the past
that help to explain and comment upon the family as we see it
in the present. Fox example, there is.a point in the first
act where Audrey (the daughter) and her mother (Elizabeth) are
left alone at the table, while the boy (Scott) and his father
(John) go out to the garage to examine some "home improve-
ments". While talking about Scott's and John's relationship,

the subject of Audrey's long ago suicide attempt is intro-

duced:

AUDREY

Maybe it's a good thing they don't see too much of
each other.

ELIZABETH
They just can't seem to stay in the same room for
more than five minutes. They got along so well

when Scott was little.

AUDREY
It's not really so hard to understand. Dad was
away a lot and Scott sort of went his own way.
ELIZABETH

It was a difficult time for all of us, but it was
no worse for Scott than you, and you seenm....
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AUDREY

I was older. Besides I handled my feelings in my
own way, remember?

At this point the scene flashes back to 1976, with Scott

phoning his father (at work) to report Audrey's suicide

attempt.
JOHN
Hello?
SCOTT
Dad?
JOHN

Scott, what's going on? ([hand over phone] "Don't
wait for me, I'1ll be right back."

SCOTT
Dad?

JOHN
You caught me right in the middle of an election.
I've only got a mintte.

SCOTT

Oh, well I just thought maybe you'd be interested
to know Audrey's in the hospital.

JOHN
In the hospital! What happened, is she hurt?

SCOTT
She's in a coma.

JOHN
OfF Christ, Scott! How'd it happen?

SCOTT

She did it herself, Dad. She took almost a whole
bagttle of tranquillizers.
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JOHN
What? ([off] "I'll be right there, Marty." How is
she? When did it happen?

SCOTT
She's stable.

JOHN
What the hell does that mean?

SCOTT
I found her around 4:30.

JOHN
That's seven hours ago. Why didn't you call me
before?
SCOTT

I've been trying to find you all evening.

JOHN
Look, I'll be there as soon as I can get awvay,
alright?
SCOTT

There's nothing you can do--me and Mom took care of
everything. I just thought you'd like to know.
[hangs up]

[John hangs up]3

The scene again jumps back to 1984, as Audrey and Elizabeth
try tc discuss what happened and why.

This distancing, or objectification of arguments, is ac-
complished without losing the central story and events, with-
out compromising character. Im Jan Selman's opinion,

That format is really interesting for popular theatre to

look at, because in the form it asks you to stop and
reflect. You're dealing with a circumstance now that has

Y%Family Portrait, p. 45-47.



some problems, and then you go back--in an entertaining
way--but you go back and review something that happened
then, that meant a lot then, but also reflects on what's
happening now. There's a structure where you could
discuss over dinner in the present and then go back to
the events that were hot and see them. That breaking
up--that turning the story around on itself with flash-
backs--is a really important form to break up what would
otherwise be a totally linear soap opera, and turn it
into a tool that asks people to think and reflect on
their own situation and their own lives, as well as on
that family. The music does that to some extent as well,
but the music functions more as a device to hold things
together; to make it entertaining and pretty. We often
have used music, supposedly as that reflecting device a
la Breciit, but I think what people often in fact do is
relax and enjoy the music~-no matter how pithy the lyrics
are--and then get back to the story. The flashback
technigye moved the story on from being just a soap
opera.

Even though they eventually became the first performing
cast, the second workshop group had been initially brought
together to workshop and to write; to flesh out a completed,
yet rough, first draft of a script. They spent the workshop
period writing to fill in the gaps and to complete the script;
a period in which a lot of these flashback scenes were added.
The cast was then ¢iven some time away from the project before
the actual commencement of rehearsals. This meant that the
cast truly began the actual rehearsal period with a completed
script in hani. As Jan Selman recalls, this was particularly
unusual for Catalyst:

We finished the script and then we went into rehearsal.

But we didn't do that very often at Catalyst. Most shows
we were still writing as we walked onto the stage.¥

35gelman, interview, June, 1988,

36gelman, panel discussion, August, 1988.
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The fact that there was a completed script for the actors
to work from, meant that tiile director, Tony Hall, could ap-
proach the whole reshearsal process in a way that was unusual
to Catalyst: concentrating on staging, visual images, pace,
rhythm, build, and focus within the scenes. There was also a
good portion of time spent practising the music. Likewise,
trying to incorporate the flashback technique effectively into
the production became a major focus during the rehearsal
period. As Tony Hall remembers,

I had this notion of a certain kind of movement up the

steps. Somehow there is a reality that happens down on

the floor and when you move back in time to the flash-
backs, there is a way that you would go up the steps--
sort of sail up the steps--it would have an effect so
that it didn't look like the actors were just running up
the steps to do another flashback scene. That was just

a peculiarity of that particular production. We spent a

lot of time directing traffic up and down the steps.¥

In terms of rehearsal, it is worthwhile to note that each
of the cast members were Catalyst veterans of past produc-~
tions. All of them were quite adept at working in the typical
Catalyst fashion: simultaneously zresearching a topic and
transforming that research into the various scenes and char-
acters that would eventually become a show. The rehearsal
phase of Family Portrait presented a new challenge to the
cast. Could they, in fact, manufacture with a scripted play
the same kind of commitment and energy that was so charac-

teristic of other Catalyst collectives? Did they, indiv-

idually and collectively, have the taient to do all the things

3’Hall, panel discussion, August, 1988.
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that they had set out to do in this production? The music was
extremely intricate and was complicated enough to demand good,
trained singers; not'everyone in the cast could sing that
well. The script was by no means simple. It demanded the
best actors to play those roles; similarly, not everyone in
the cast could act as well as the show required. Yet, there
was a kind of commitment with this first cast that enabled
them to overcome most of the difficulties they had placed on
thenselves. It's a commitment and energy that goes with
owning a show: creating a show (writing it yourself or being
part of the writing process) and believing in what you do.
According to Ruth Smillie,

In terms of rehearsal and production--whether its Theatre
By or Theatre With or 7%ueatre For--you need actors who
are committed to the work in an analytical framework; to
have a social conscience. You can't teach people social
conscience. You can expose them to it, but you can't
make them learn it. My frustration is often with the
orientation that a lot of actors have to their work.
Very rarely does an artist ask questions of the script,
such as: "What does this say about women?"; "What does
this say about the economic system?"; What does this say
about workers?"; "What does this say about social just-
ice?"; or any of those issues. Those questions aren't
asked. So when you are asking actors to come at their
work from the point of view of those questions, it's very
difficult for them. Usually their response is: "But I'm
just an actor."3

Jan Selman knows just how important the level of own-
ership and commitment can be to a production. AaAs she recalls,
I've had two really strong experiences with remounts
where you are suddenly freed, because most of the cast

didn't come back, to cast whoever you want in the roles.
And although you can look at them and say these people

3Bputh Smillie, personal interview, 24 February, 1988.
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sing better, they act better, they are more suited to
their role, whatever, it doesm't have the drive ani the
commitment that the first cast show did, and so yox start
to see flaws in the script more. 1It's a really weird
mix.%
It's a tension that exists in a lot of cCatalyst's woik, a
tension that occurs because this type of theatre requires
people to cover so many bases at once.
Whether you're a writer~—-or an actor researching a role
that's written, or an actor researching to create a
role--you aren't Jjust a vessel that it gets poured
through (you aren't a set of skills that it get's poured
threugh), you are an equal human being going out to meet
that and being changed by that. They'll only give you as
much ag you're willing to give and show of yourself.
It's taking vulnerability which we all love in actors and
demanding that it be part of your process.®
While it is true that a lot of the flaws of performance
can be covered up by the energy and commitment of the cgast,
likewise, the dramaturgical weaknesses of the script can be
similarly glossed over. A good test of any collective in
terms of the actual "play", is to see if anybody else can make
it work. Can the play stand up to a remount? When the
original personalities are removed, does the play hold up?
Family Portrait is one Catalyst show that has stood the
test. It was not only remounted, with a changed cast, by
Catalyst, but was independently produced by Kam Theatre in
Thunder Bay, Ontario. Although Jan Selman was brought in to
direct the show, she did so with an entirely "non Alberta"

cast, an entirely different design, and a different kind of

¥selman, interview, June, 1988.

4gelman, interview, August, 1987.
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musician.

From a director's point of view, Selman points out that
the characters in Family Portrait are very clear; that the ac-
tors don't have any problem deciphering who th&y are. Like-
wise, the music holds up extremely well. In terms ¥ content,
while Selman readily admits that a lot of Catalyst's work is
so localized that it could never go anywhere else, Family
Portrait did and it held up quite well. The significance of
this is noted by Tony Hall,

...If another company takes something like that--that we

felt was very close to us here in Alberta--and does it,

it means that it has something that is universally sig-
nificant to Canada. That speaks for itself.

The play's universal significance is closely tied in with
the reflective elements that were built into the structure.
In Family Portrait, the viewer is confronted with and asked to
reflect upon his or her own family. The success of the play's
structure is that it doesn’t just let you live through the
experiences of that family (the family on the stage), it makes
you think about how families work. As Jan Selman recalls,

In the Thunder Bay version, I was really struck with the

archetypal family memories. Even though my own family

was extremely different from the family in the play, the
memafy items kept reviving things that had happened for
me.

No one would argue the fact that Catalyst has certainly,

with previous shows and projects, achieved this 1level of

“pony Hall, personal interview, 25 May, 1987.

%2gelman, interview, June, 1988.
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identification from its audience members: recovering al-
coholics have been able to identify with the denial and
excuses offered by a character in the midst of a drinking
problem; homosexuals have gained inner strength from the
realization that they were not alone in their struggle for
acceptance in society; illiterate adults have recognized the
plight of a character struggling to interpret what is written
on a job application form. Still, these shows were all aimed
at a particular target audience or select community; conse-
quently then, tying the characters and material directly into
the life experiences of these people was a matter of course.
Family Portrait was aimed at a general theatre-going
public. As such, Catalyst had no influence over who should
come to see the show. The audience could not be restricted to
individuals and groups who had experienced or were exper-
iencing difficulties within their families. Whatever ariche-
typal memories and experiences were to issue from the produc-
tion, they had to be universally identifiable. The challenge
for Catalyst, with its traditional collective process, was to
create and perform a play that would appeal to the sensibi-
lities of a general public audience without resorting to the
highly entertaining and relatively safe format of a revue.
It is noteworthy that Catalyst, in the creation of this
play, did not abandon the many methods and techniques that
they had developed and established in previous productions.

The procedure by which a show had to be developed and authen-
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ticated through extensive research into the chosen subject
area was never questioned. The two workshop casts, in
collaborztion with Hall, relied heavily on research to direct
them toward the characters that needed to be established,
along with the subject matter and material to be included
within the structure of the play itselft.

A great deal of emphasis was placed on selecting and
assembling the right group of actors; both in the workshopping
and performance phasés of tiae production. The actors who were
chosen were not only committed to the type of work that Cata-
lyst does~-along with the style and manner in which Catalyst
Ccreates and mounts productions--but also to the need for this
particular show (and its message) to reach a general publis
audience at this time.

Finally, in true Catalyst fashion, everyone involved in
the project was flexible to change and open to the ongoing re-
working of all the various aspects of the production: the
characters; the script; even the overall structure. Thanks to
the extra work that Tomy Hz2l put into the project, the cast
was able to workshop and tehearse within a certain loosely
structured framework. As a result, there tended to be little
time spent sitting down and debating, and more time devoted to
translating iéeas into theatre. But the interaction and
connection with the community did not stop. To a certain
extent, the actors and creators of Family Portrait were

themselves the community: they all had connections to fami-
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lies. Still, they had to turn their attention and their
research outward to the larger community of which they were
only one small part; they had to constantly check themselves
and what they were creating to make sure that they were
getting it right.

In describing the rehearsal and production techniques of
catalyst Theatre, it is probably this one feature (the con-
stant and continual connection with the community) that sets
Catalyst apart from most other theatre companies. Within the
chosen community exists not only the reason for the project or
production, but also the answer o the ways and means that
must be employed to accomplish the task. For the creators and
for the target community, there is as much value in the
"process" of mounting a production, as there is in the actual
finished product. According to Jan Selman,

One of the reasons, in my view now, that you'd even

bother to do a collective is because of the soc¢ial

interaction--both in the making of the play and the
presenting of the play--between a community and the
actors. Otherwise, there's better playwrights around.

That's one of the reasons for being truly in the commun-

ity: because of those kinds of things that happen, and

because you're seen as vulnerable as well as polished.

It's seen that you work eight hours a day; you're known.

This comes back to the principle that you give back what

you take, and the only way that you can do this is to be

as v?slnerable yourself as you are asking them to be with
you.

The actor/creator's involvement in the chosen community
is key to the qualitative nature of what is gained through the

research. With this type of work, the people within the

$gelman, interview, August, 1987.
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targeted community can never be second guessed. They are the
ones that know, not the actors. But in order to get someone
within the chosen community to confide with somecne who is
outside the community--someone who is a total stranger—-the
actor must work to gain the respect and trust of that in-
dividual.

A valuable lesson learned in the first production, Drinks
Before Dinner, was that, based solely on research and experi-
ence, it is impossible to "get it right" without ongoing con-
sultation with the community. It doesn't matter how much you
know about theatre and its power to move and 2ngage an audi-
ence--it doesn't matter how talented a performer you might
be--if you're not in communication with the chosen community,
there's no point in doing the production. The ongoing con-
sultation means that, as a theatre company, you develop a
process by which you spend some time with the community; you
go away for a time and work on what you have learned; you then
return to the community to authenticate what you have been
working on; you get suggestions for change; you go away and
make those changes; you return to the community; and so on.
The process is an effective way of ensuring that you are not
only getting the right material and the best material out of
the community, but you are articulating it in the most effec-
tive way possible. And since the company knows theatre, then
it follows that theatre and theatre techniques should be the

medium utilized to get the input from the chosen community.
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As Selman says,

In terms of rehearsal, this is probably one of the mast
radical steps that we took: to change consultation with
a community from talk--of course you still have to talk--
but change it into theatre. So the actual research is
done with theatre. An example of this from the prison
show (It's About Time, 1983) would be: "0.K., we're fish.
We're newcomers and we're in the cafeteria for the first
time. You guys have been here for a year; you know the
ropes. Set it up for us and we'll just come in. We
don't know what to expect.® 1It's research. We didn't
put a scene in about being fish in the cafeteria, but boy
did we learn a lot about prisons and about being new.
It's so much better than simply saying: "So, what's your
cafeteria like?"4

Through the use of role-play, select persons within the target
community are given the opportunity to "suspend their disbe-
lief" willingly and pretend they are responding to an actual
situatiori that would be familiar to them. They may be scepti-
cal at first, but if the actors can maintain their concentra-
tion and play their roles with conviction, the person in the
community should eventually start to open up.

Another option is to go into the community with a pur-
posefully rough scene and present it to a select assembly for
their opinions. It doesn't matter how polished the scene
might actually be, the intention is to give the audience the
impression that it is still in progress. According to Selman,

...You make it rough on purpose. In doing so, you signal

to them that the scene is rough and open for change.

Even if everyone knew the scene and didn't need their

script, I'd give someone a script. Because it says: "Oh

right. They're just sort of learning it now. Nothing is
precious."” I'd have some actress stop and say: "Sorry,

what scene is next?"...Everything's open. 1It's all a
great wonderful experiment. Let's play. You get the

Yrpid.
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audience opening up and telling personal stories.%
This is precisely what transpired in the initial presentation
of Drinks Before Dinner. Because the show was rough and un-
polished in its presentation, nobody considered it so sacred
that it couldn®'t be changed and adapted to mirror more pre-
cisely the lives and events of the target audience.

The method of presentation that was utilized in Drinks
Before Dinner--a show that was targeted for a specific
audience~-was "Theatre For". Catalyst Theatre continues to
create and mount shows and projects in this "presentational"
mode, as it has proven to be a powerful and useful medium for
effecting education and change within a chosen community.
Likewise, as is the case with shows like Family Portrait,
"Theatre For" is the preferred method of presentation for
projects aimed at a general public audience.

Current Artistic Director, Ruth Smillie, is committed to
raising Catalyst's public profile once more by commissioning
and collaborating on an increasing number of projects intended
for the general public. Smillie is a strong advocate of the
methodology that was incorporated in the creation of Family
Portrait. She believes strongly in the role of the writer in
theatre, whether it be the type of theatre that is practised
by Catalyst, or any other theatre. What she sees as unique
about Catalyst, is that projects are given a great deal of

time to be developed and researched. In discussing the

Stpid.
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development of the 1988 presentational theatre production,
pavid for Oueen, she reports that the research on the project
took about eight months.

The reason that was so important is that the research
process itself determined what kind of show we were going
to do. Initially we had thought that maybe there was a
way of using metaphors or something to disguise the
content of the material so that it would be acceptable in
the High School setting. But what became very clear to
us was that, first of all, that wouldn't be acceptable to
the schools, and secondly, that it was very important not
+o use any kind of disguises; that the public needed to
have that issue front and centre: that kids--their
parents, teachers, the community at large--needed access
to that kind of information. It was at that point that
we decided to commission a full length play for public
production from John Lazarus.“

Under Smillie's leadership, Catalyst has moved away from
doing the traditional "collective creation" that has been
characteristic of the company for much of its history. She
prefers, instead, to use actors as collaborators in the
research and development phases of a production; using what
they gain from their research to inform a commissioned play-
wright. The playwright provides the actor/researchers with a
series of drafts that can be workshopped and tested in the
community. The results of this testing and workshopping is
again fed back to the playwright; and so the process continues
until the actors are provided with a completed script with

which they can go into rehearsal.

46gmillie, interview, February, 1988.
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CHAPTER IIX

THEATRE "WITH"

"Understanding by doing rather than by seeing"' is the
overall goal or purpose of "Theatre With". This style of
theatre is also called "Participatory Theatre". In this co:-
text, the word "participatory" is meant to designate the type
of theatre where audience members become directly inveolved
the performance, from interacting by means of discussion or by
offering suggestions to getting up on stage to replace a char-
acter and to play out an idea.

Some types of participatory theatre ask the audience
members to assume various roles and'participate in a very
active way throughout the entire production. In this case,
actu¥s create a simulated environment and situation, asking
the audience to "willingly suspend their disbelief" and to-
tally absorb themselves in the simulation. Audience members
are fuiced to make decisions and deal with the consequences of
their actions and choices.

Having your audience learn by actively making choices,
implementing their ideas--or having actors implement them on
behalf of the audience--is the overall purpose of participato-

ry theatre. As Jan Selman writes,

'John 0'Toole, Theatre in Education: New Objectives for
Theatre--New Techniques in Education, (London: Hodder and
Stoughton, 1976).



When a theatre event includes the audience in an active

way, the opportunity for concrete learning is very high.

Audience members learn by doing. ...theatre can create

a sense of fun and at the same time provide an environ-

ment in which trying out new ideas and skills is com-

fortable and feedback is immediate.?
while it can be argued that all types of theatre seek to
engage the audience in the action and subject matter of what
is happening on the stage, participatory theatre aspires to
engage its audience in a far more active and explicit way,
using this overt involvement as a tool for problem solving and
learning.

Catalyst's participatory theatre is always created with
this educational purpose in mind. Plays or projects are spec-
ifically designed to invoke audience response and involvement.

When one talks about the evolution of participational
theatre in Catalyst's history, it is important to look at two
significant participational projects that were developed by
the company. The Black Creek Project and Project Immigration
are important in that they both attempt to immerse their
audience in intricately orchestrated simulations. Here the
audience are given well defined roles to play from the start
and are expected to pretend that what is happening is real.

The Black Creek Project, first produced in the spring of
1978, was developed along the lines of the "Theatre in Educa-

tion" model from the United Kingdom.

This type of play is...based on the premise that through

2Jan Selman, Theatre for Education and Change, (AADAC
Publication), p. 17.
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physical participation the students become so intellec-

tually and emotionally involved in the drama that they

are able to reach personal decisions about the issues

involved, and are stimulated to intense intellectual

reflection on these issues once the drama is over.3
This show is of significance in that it marks the beginning of
a particular 1line or thread of participational theatre
developed by Catalyst--a form somewhat distinct from that of
later participational shows like the 1980 production, Stand Up
For Your Rights-—and stands as a definite forerunner to such
landmark shows as Project Immigration (1979).

The mandate for The Black Creek Project again came from
the Alberta Alcoheol and Drug Abuse Commission (AADAC). Having
sponsored the initial 1977 Drinks Before Dinner project,
AADAC, armed with a new budget year and a desire to reach the
youth of our society with a message about "prevention" and
*lifestyle", commissioned Catalyst to develop a show for a
Junior High audience.

Once again, the core of the acting company was to be
recruited from David Barnet's senior improvisation class.
This time, however, the show was developed outside class time,
immediately following the academic school year. Sandra
Balcovske was contracted to direct and was later j;ined by
Kevin Burns, who was brought in because of his experience in

Theatre in Education. David Barnet acted in an advisory

capacity and was freely consulted throughout the formulation

SReport on The Black Creek Proiject, (AADAC Publication,
1978) .
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of ideas and rehearsal phases.

At the outset of the rehearsal period, other than the
knowledge that the project was intended to teach Junior High
students something about lifestyle and making choices, none of

the actual form or content was as yet formulated. As Barnet

remembers,

We were completely ignorant. We knew that we wanted to
create something with children which was very similar to
the reaction that certain audiences had with Drinks
Before Dinner. Some of the audiences watched Drinks
Before Dinner with an electrified atmosphere. ...We
wanted to get the same kind of dynamic immediacy with
kids, and it happened in Black Creek.*

The cast came up with a number of ideas on what shape the show
should take, but none seemed quite right. Finally, they hit
upon the idea of a participational piece, simulating a
northern pipeline 'cénstruction camp. The students (the
intended au«‘.:-e@) were to be given costumes--identifying
which worxrk crew iLhey were representing--and they would be
given th: 7234 of actually constructing a facsimile of a
pipeline within the confines of their school gymnasium. The

students were assigned to any one of the six actors, each of
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whom had assumed key roles within the framework of this

simulated environment. Three actors were foremen of a work
crew; one actress was the woman in command of merchandising to
the camp; another, the on-sight manager; and finally, one
actor played a visiting executive from the company's head

office in Edmonton.

‘pavid Barnet, personal interview, 7 August 1987.



The students, usually a day or two in advance of the
actors' arrival at a school, would receive a pre-visit from
someone who was supposedly representing the camp. This person
would show the students slides of the camp and describe the
type of work done there. The students then filled out appli-
cation forms for employment at the camp. From these, the
actors would chose their groups.

This pre-visit establishes the basic rules of the drama--
"let's believe", and communicates all the information
necessary before the start of the drama, and helps est-
ablish belief. The answers the students give on their
application form help the actors divide them into manage-
ment or outside work crews. And their names can now be
written onto their pay books and inside their hard hat,
and also be known to their foreman, all factors in build-
ing belief.5

The actual show would begin with the actors coming into
the classroom, introducing themselves, and reading out the
names of all the members of their respective groups. As each
group was announced, they would gather around their ac-
tor/leader and together procsed to the gym (the work site).
Once there, they would be given the appropriate costume:
identifying the type of role they were playing and whose group
they were a part of. The three construction crews would then
set about the task of building the pipeline, while the others
prepared themselves for the variously schedu.ed interventions
that were to transpire during the course of the roughly

structured piay.

After a number of false starts, the cast, along with

Report on The Black Creek Proiect.
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Barnet, knew instinctively that this was the right idea to
pursue. However, because this area of "theatre in education"
was so new to the cast and director alike, they felt the need
to solicit outside opinions. As Barnet remembers,
...we did a run-through of the idea and brought in a team
of people to watch it....They criticised a lot of the
things that we wanted to do, but I also knew, intui-
tively, that they were quite wrong. I'm sure that they
maintained that the students shouldn't have costumes and
that there shouldn't be real tools and a real pipeline,
but I was absolutely sure that everyone had to have
costumes, hard-hats and so on....I felt that the putting
on of the hat and the putting on of the work-shirt, was
a ritual; it was just like playing dress-up as a kid.®
The cast held fast to their concept of what the show
should be and scrambled to get a set constructed, buy cos-
tumes, and prepare the pre-~show package. In rehearsal, they
were able to develop and flesh out their characterizations
(the roles that they were playing) but, because of the
complete participational nature of the show, the cast could
never really rehearse the show in its entirety. They inter-
rupted their rehearsal schedule and arranged a number of
preview performances of the play, with selected Junior High
classes participating in the simulation. They then carefully
analyzed and evaluated these previews, and made a number of
appropriate structural changes for the subsequent toar of the
play. All :such decisions, regarding the structure and centent

of the play, were made as a group; each cast member sharing

equally in the decision-making process.

éBarnet, interview, August, 1987.
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jie was driven out of a collective
awareness--all the actors were working hard to make it
all work. Such a show, which was so real, did not come
out of one person's consclousness, not one person said
this is how the show should be.’

What is worthwhile noting here is that they were learning
about "participation"--making valuable discoveries--while they

were in performance. 1In this case, they didn't see the actual

76

"hands-on" work by the students as being something that they \

could effectually rehearse away from the actual audience for

whom it was intended.

Nevertheless, the production was amazingly successful and
proved to be a powerful medium in terms of educational poten-
tial for this particular age group. Responses from students
and teachers alike were extremely positive.

Experiencing and directly participating in any kind of

learning experience brings greater awareness and under-

standing than is possible in the classroomn. (Teacher

Evaluation)?

I felt as though the drama was a completely new ex-

perience. To be part of the play, I think, helps you
realize more of what is going on. (Grade 9 Student)?

Similar to Black Creek, Project Immigration evolved in a
very interesting fashion. Of all the Catalyst shows, it was
perhaps the one with the most undetermined topic. It came out
of a Government Works grant to, quite simply, "create theatre

for children"”. There was no stated topic or form other than

TIbid.

8rinal Report, Black Creek.
%Ibid.



the fact that Catalyst entered into the project with the
desire to extend their "participational®" work.
And that gave us an awful lot of freedom to say: "What
should be done?" We knew that we had a social respon-
sibility type mandate and that we would be taking it into
schools, but what are the issues? It did not get defined
by kids. It got defined by a lot of things, but primari-
ly it grew out of the personal interests of the group.
Tony and I pushed the notion that it was about "being
different"; about the right to be different. I think we
very quickly as a group decided that it would be about
the right to not be a part of the majority, and that it
would be participational, but as far as the topic was
concerned, it was totally open. I think that let it, on
one level, become something very important, because we
were free to explore the form, rather than meet somebody
else's requirements about the content.'®
Able to develop a show to its fullest “"participational®
potential, Catalyst came up with a form or structure that al-
lowed the participants--in this case, elementary school child-
ren--tc be the :Aision makers. The participants were to be
given the roi.#% of Xiwigration Officers; the actors would play
characters of variocus ethnic backgrounds, all <trying to
immigrate to Canada. The way it was structured, the students,
unable to let everybody in, were forced to make the decisions
as to who should be excluded and who should be included.
Catalyst had learned, by this point, that the process of this
type of participation involved getting people into role,
building belief in that role, telling them what was going to
happen :nd then investing them with power.
Once the form was established, the most significant and

perbaps difficult element of rehearsal was "“character build-

YJan Selman, personal interview, 7 August 1987.
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ing" from research. They had to establish all these different
immigrant characters and make them believable. Jan Selman
acknowledges that, in terms of research, it wasn't easy for
the actors.

We had mostly non-actors; we had teacher/actors and we
didn't have strong character people...so determining what
characters they could play that were legitimately
immigrants was part of our whole process. We did a lot
of interviewing, character building--through research and
then interview--and then story building. A big emphasis,
and I think this is important. in any participational
form, is that you give every actor the chance to create
a life biography--not just facts like this happened when
I was fourteen and this happened when I was twenty--but
actually being able to tell meaningful stories from your
life: things that formed who you are. You need those
because one of the major technigques in animating through
role is saying "yes and" or "yes but" through stories.
You needed story anyway, on a simpler level, just to
involve the kids in discovering who the character was.
We developed endless stories. Some of that developed in
rehearsal and some of that after we had been out doing
the show for awhile."

The creation and development of strong, believable char-
acters is a crucial aspéct of the research and rehearsal phase
of any "participational" theatre piece. This is true, of
course, of rehearsals for most types of theatrical produc-~
tions, but is of prime impocrtance here. For one thing, it is
something that can be rehearsed. Usually, the form and
structure of a participational show can only be formulated and
discussed; it is difficult to rehearse these aspects away from
the actual population for whom it is intended. But developing
a character, based on research and depending on the purpose

and anticipated form of the production, is something actors

Mivid.
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can grasp and in which they can actively and practically par-
ticipate.
Not only can the rehearsal and production techniques of
a "participational" theatre event be markedly different than
those of a strictly "presentational® play, but the formulation
and creation of the ideas behind the show are 1likewise
uniquely devealoped. As Jan Selman writes,
When professionals create participatory theatre they do
so with a view to eliciting audience response. They seek
to engage audience members in group problem solving
and/or skill development. After researching the intended
audience, they define the challenge points, or teaching
points. Scenes are created which best encourage audience
participation and which focus the audience's attention

upon the identified issues. Actors become actor/teachers
or animators.'

This quotation dese¢ribes, in a very brief and concise way, the
overzil creative prawcess in the formulation and subsequent
development of another of Catalyst's participational shows:
Stand Up For Your Rights. 2All of the ideas and efforts of the
director and the cast--includisig all the researcn and rehear-
sal--were aimed at creating a show where the audience would be
challenged to look at and examine certain key issues that were
deemed impasrtant to them.

Stand Up For Your Rights was commissioned by The Alberta
Association for the Mentally Retarded (now known as the Al-
berta Association for the Mentally Handicapped) as part of a
legal workshop that they were holding at wvarious locations

throughout the province. The workshop was specifically in-

'2Selman, Theatre for Edacatjon and Change.
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tendzsd for parents and professionals who worked with mentally
handicapped individuals. As part of that seminar, they wanted
to include a workshop for the actual participation of mentally
handicapped adults themselves. According to Jan Selman, their
reason for the inclusion of this component was...
partly out of a social responsibility, and partly because
they had been told that parents wouldn't come unless
there was something there for the mental%y handicapped
person in their family to attend as well.'
The organizers were well aware that the main workshop they had
designed would not be appropriate for the mentally handi-
capped. As a result, Catalyst Theafre was contracted to
create and develop something that could captivate and enter-
tain this audience, and, at the same time, teach them some-
thing about the subject matter of the overall workshop. As
Tony Hall remembers,
We decided that the thing to do was to create something
that had the qualities of theatre and--rather than trying
to do a workshop with them--make the presentatlon
something that they could be engaged in as well.
So in the beginning, the show was intended to be as much a
workshop as it was a theatrical performance. Everything was
created and planned for the participation of the mentally
handicapped audience.
It was one of the few times where the sponsor really
wanted something, and they didn't know what, so they knew
they should maybe try us. It was quite early in our

career too. ...It's interesting, because in the initial
reguest it was called a workshop because they thought the

3gelman, interview, August 1987.

Y%Tony Hall, personal interview, 25 May 1987.
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mentally handicapped people learned by doing, not by

being told things; and it was theatre because it included

role play; and it was felt that it should repeat. These
were all things that were said to us initially."

The topic was the legal rights of the handicapped: "the
mentally handicapped and the law". Certainly, an exploration
irto what precisely were the legal rights of the handicapped
defined the initial research for the show and to facilitate
this aspect of the research, the Association had furnished the
actors with a number of law books and regulations concerning
the mentally handicapped. They also identified some key areas
and issues that they felt were important and in need of being
addressed. For instance, Tony Hall notes that they specifi-
cally felt that the issue of "getting married" was an impor-
tant one for this population, a topic which was eventually
dealt with in a scene on the mentally handicapped person's
right to independence.

Although the cast had ccrwversed with counsellors and
professionals and been given a good deal of useful advice
about the mentally handicapped, they found that they couldn't
really act on this advice until they themselves had spent some
time with this population and discovered the information
directly. In fact, until they had spent a considerable amount
of time with these people, they would have no clear under-

standing of how to put their message across, of what type of

theatre was going to reach these people. This population was

“Jan Selman, panel discussion with Tony Hall & Jane
Heather, 3 August, 1988.
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unlike any that Catalyst had ever played to before. They
realized that the type of material they had developed in
previous shows and projects would be entirely inappropriate
for this population. There was nothing they could imitate or
repeat; they had to come up with something new. The cast
entered into the project with a good deal of uncertainty.

We knew that we would be creating some kinds of scenes,

but the problem of how we were going to do these scenes

so that they could follow them--how we were going to know
what they were understanding--was not immediately
apparent. We had something like an hour and a half to
fill and we didn‘t know how we would keep their attention
for that amount »f time.?
With this project, it was somewhat out of necessity as well as
by design, therefore, that the cast spent a large part of
their research and rehearsal time visiting and interacting
with mentally handicapped individuals, both in gtoups and in
"one on one" situations.

In the initial stages of this research, the zast found
communication with this population to be difficult. Much of
the problem grew out of the cast's own lack of knowledge and
understanding with regard to this specific interest group.
The situation is firmly implanted in Tony Hall's memory,
specifically because it was so difficult for him.

I remember going to a home for the mentally handicapped

and sitting in the living room with a grcup and really

finding it very difficult to communicate. I suppcse I

was sort of afraid of my own reactions and that worked as

an obstacle to communication. I remember wondering:

“"What are we going to do? How are we going to engage
these people in some kind cof meaniagful dialogue and

“Hall, interview, May 1987.
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achieve something?" Of course I knew nothing about
mentally handicapped people. That process began through
just meeting mentally handicapped adults, talking to
their families, and initially just dealing with our
reaction to the mentally handicappqd people and wondering
if we could do it. So this is a situation where the very
first people that we had to confront were not the
mentally handicapped people, but ourselves--misconcep-
tions that we had about who we were and our ability to
deal with the handicapped; to deal with people who were

different."

Getting over their own prejudices and limitations was the
first obstacle for the cast. Once this was accomplished they
concentrated on carefully observing the activities of this
population: how they spent their leisure time; how their day
was spent; what their lives were like. This was accomplished,
for the most part, by simply spending time and talking with
mentally handicappeé individuals.

Jane Heather tells of a time that she went to visit a
young mentally handicapped woman who was living on her own in
an apartment complex specifically set up for this popula-
tion.® she was terrified of the concept of being "one on
one" with this individual because of her uncertainty of how
they would communicate; how she should proceed with an
interview. She recalls that for much of the interview, she
had a tremendous amount of difficulty in understanding this
voung woman, but eventually, the woman brought out a stack of
vpPlaygirl" magazines and started flipping through the pages of

naked men; pointing and laughing hysterically. For Jane, it

71bid.

Byane Heather, personal interview, 12 June 1989.
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represented a kind of breakthrough. Obviously, this woman
didn't see Jane as an authority figure or counsellor who might
be checking up on her, but rather as a friend, someone she
could trust. Jane also realized from this display of intimacy
and trust, that sexuality was certainly an issue for this
population, an issue that later figured prominently in certain
scenes of the show.

The eventual show was comprised of four simple scenes
dealing with issues facing mentally handicapped adults: living
independently (the right to get married and have children):
applying for a job; getting fired; and defying parental
authority. There were two other scenes that didn't survive:
renting an apartment; and buying on "credit". The action of
each scene is structured to build to a point of crisis, where
a character (a mentally handicapped person) is confronted with
a problem or is forced to make a major decision. These decis-
ions are not easy for the character, thus the audience is con-
scripted to help the person come to a resolution.

Arguably the most interesting thing about this show is
its form. The form developed, to a large extent, because of
the special attributes of the audience for whom it was in-
tended. The actors' growing understanding and appreciation of
this particular audience seemed to directly correspond with
their formulation of ideas on what form the show should take.
As Tony Hall remembers,

We noticed that they liked looking at games on the T.V.:
hockey and basketball and so on. They liked action.
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They had to participate all along the way. We felt that
if we could just set up the scenes simply as games and
stop the scenes and have them sort of make interventions
in the scenes--if we could actually get them to be the
ones to propel the scenes and make the choices in the
scenes--then they would be involved and we would know
what they were getting out of all this."

Jan Selman concurs and notes that their research had clearly

shown them this was a population that liked games.
That population needs to repeat things more than once in
order to get it. In fact, they need practice doing it.
They can't just hear it and say 'oh yeah'; they need
repeated practice. So you see how the--"round and round
we go"; "let's try again on this"; "let's have you try
and solve it and then let's have me try to solve it with
your soluiions"--form comes right out of who that audi-
ence is. In fact, some of those principles were picked
up and us®d with other populations, but we only dis-

govered them because this was such an extreme popula-
tion.?®

The significant development emerging from the research on
this particular show was the realization that the form of tne
show was easily as important as its actual content. How it
was said was as influential as what was being said. The
communication for this particular audience was definitely
happening more in the "theatre" of the show, than in the
"message" or "content" of the show.

Tony Hall points out that the actual scripting of the
play took very little time to complete. Picking up on the
idea of games, the cast designed a show where the handicapped
could intervene; could stop the action at any point and dis-

agree with what was being presented and/or make suggestions as

YHall, interview, May 1987.

05elman, interview, August 1987.
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to what should happen. This intervention was facilitated
through a character that they called the "referee". They
dressed this character up in a ridiculous looking hat with an
extra long visor, gave the person a huge whistle on a string
and some red flags that could be thrown down, and instructed
the audience to watch for and inform the referee of any
"fouls" they felt were committed. A "foul" was anything that
they as individuals in the audience felt was unfair or unjust
in the way that the handicapped-people were being treated or
"depicted in the scenes. In a sense, the handicapped people
became responsible for keeping the show going. As Tony Hall
notes,

Once we had created a situation where the handicapped
could stop a scene anytime they wanted to-~-whether we
understood why they stopped it or not (and we had a
process of questioning them why they stopped it)-~then
the next step became fairly obvious because the next step
would come from them. Which is why, when we really got
communicative,with the handicapped, a show that used to
have four or five scenes--or four or five games as we
would lay them out--ended up having one. We got so
communicative with the handicapped, and they got so into
it, that we debated as to whether it was more valuable to
ignore some of these interruptions and get the games over
with so that we could cover all four games or topics, or
whether it would be just as valuable to just do one on
something 1like independence for instance. This is
something that we never quite resolved, but what was
significant here was the research was about creating the
theatre, because the message was in the working of the
theatre.?

It has ofteri been said of Catalyst that their work repre-
sents an eclectic borrowing of methods, forms, and techniques

from around the world. The participational aspects of Stand

2'Hall, interview, May 1987.
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Up_For Your Rights, for instance, bear some strong similari-
ties to what is known as the "Forum Theatre® of Augusto Boal.

Through Boal's forum theatre technique, audience members
are presented with a presentation of a roughly structured
scenario and asked to look for situations and moments where
they feel someone is being oppressed. In the initial presen-
tation, no audience intervention is allowed: the scenario is
played through without interruption. They are told, however,

that the same scenario will be replayed, at which time they

87

will have the opportunity to stop the action, identify who is -

being'oppreésed at that moment, subsequently replace the actor
playing that oppressed person, and offer their idea of a

solution to the problem as they see it.
These interventions are facilitated by a character known

“¢the joker". According to Boal, '
.o.all the theatrical possibilities are conferred upon
the "Joker" function: he is magical, omniscient, poly-
mornhous, and ubiquitous. On stage he functions as a
saster of ceremonies, "raisonneur", "kurogo", etc. He
akes all the explanations, verified in the structure of
he performance. . .2

..ewhat similar to the referee in Stand Up, the joker recog-
nizes whenever an audience member wants to stop the action,
brings the person up on stage, questions them about who they
feel is being oppressed (who they want to replace), makes the

necessary arrangements to replace the original actor with the

“Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, trans. Charles
A. & Maria-o0odilia lL.eal McBride (New York: Theatre Communica-
tions Group, 1985), p. 182.



audience member, and restarts the action from an appropriate
point. The joker then allows the audience member to play
through their idea of how to resolve the problem before they
again stop the action. This accomplished, the joker animates
a brief discussion on what the audience member was trying to
do and whether or not the attempt was positive and/or effec-
tive. Through this animation, the joker not only talks to the
pérson who has come up on stage with the idea, but also to the
othef characters that may be affected by this person's inter-
vention. The joker may also consult the audience on &
&ffectual they felt the intervention was. At this point ti#
audieiice member is thanked and goes back to their seat; the
replaced actor returns and the scene picks up from where it
left off.

There are several important and distinct differences
betw&et:s the participational aspects of Stand Up and the Forum
Theatre ©of Boal. In Stand Up, the scene is never played
throush without the possibility for audience intervention.
Rather, the audiemce members are told, from the start, that
they are to look for fouls and have the referee stop the scene
whenever they feel that one has been committed.

Anothep difference between Stand Up and Boal's Forum
Theatre formula is in the nature of the audience's participa-
tion. The referee in §tand Up does not make direct mention of
the possibility that an audience member may come up on stage

and replace an actor. He or she simply states, at the outset,
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that the audience is to point out fouls to the referee; no
mention is made of what measures the referee will take in an
attempt to correct the foul. In other words, an audience
member may call a foul and have the referee stop the action.
The referee would then question the audience member on why
they thought the action should be stopped (what the foul was)
as well as interview them on suggestions that they might have
for dealing with this foul. The referee may then direct these
suggestions to the actors, asking them to implement them and
to replay that portion of the scene. On the other hand, the
referee may choose instead to question other audience members,
first of all, .to determine if there is any consensus on whe-
ther or not a foul has been committed, and, secondly, to seek
out some more advice. It is totally up to the referee's
discretion whether or not any or all of these suggestions be
given to the actors for implementation into the scene. There
may come a point where somebody, being totally frustrated that
the actor can't get a particular suggestion right, is chosen
to replace the actor in the scene and thus allowed to play
their suggestions through personally. In this sense, 'Ehe
audience participation in Stand Up evolves and grows as the
show (or scene) progresses.

Perhaps the most significant difference between this show
and thuse following the Boal formula is in the effect the
amience intervent:lon has upon ary subsequent playing of the

scene. In Forum Theatre, once the audience members have
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played out their ideas and returned to their seats, the orig-
inal actors come back and continue with the scene as if there
had been no intervention. 1In other words, the original scene
does not change as a result of audience intervention. in
Stand Up, however, audience intervention--whatever form it may
take--has a direct effect on where the scene will go. 1In
effect, the scene is shaped and determined by what the audi-
ence offers to the referee. The actors must be constantly
improvising and adapting to whatever suggestions are thrown
their way.

This is an important distinction as it gives credence to
the fact that the actors and director in this case were not
simply trying to implement an existing formula onto a new
issue or a new population. The participational aspects of the
show clearly evolved along with the cast's growing understand-
ing of this particular population (the mentally handicapped)
and their subsequent and ongoing experimentation with "audi-
ence intervention" as a valid theatrical form.

Significant as well in the development of the show was
the company's growing understanding of "how" participation car
work. Even though the show was intended to educate its audi-
ence on the subject of the mentally handicapped aud the law,
the more the cast got into the form and the exploration of how
participation worked, the less they worried about the legal
details. Whenever information was needed the referee izould

provide it. In other words, the audience could be making all
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sorts of decisions about a character's right for indepen-
dence--based on the scene that they were watching and par-
ticipating in--but there was often legal information that was
required in order for this character to pursue her indepen-
dence. The referee was the person to provide that informa-
tion.

In a sense, the form pushed the cast away from the topic.
originally, the show was a collection of a number of different
scenes: scenes dealing with situations and things that had
conceivably happened to the mentally handicapped in their
lives that they could react to and question. But as the
participational aspects of the show became more clearly under-
stood and more honestly played, the longer each scene took to
play. Finally, some scenes were no longer used at all. Jan
Selman remembers,

Certain scenes survived, of course, because we all liked

them better: they were gutsier; they were more difficult

(both ethically and humanly); and they were less dry.

The right to have an apartment, while not a particularly

dry topic, is not as exciting as "What if I get fired?";

or as exciting as "what if I want to get married?"?

The fact that the form pushed the cast away from the
topic was, in Selman's opinion, to everyone's benefit. Ul-
timately it was extremely beneficial to the mentally hand-
icapped audience for whom it was intended. Of all the shows

that Catalyst has done, in her words "...that show was one of

the most specifically useful to the audience that came; and it

Bgelman, interview, August 1987.
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had some of the longest lasting effects."?

The show's vast potential for effecting long-lasting
change did not come without a certain amount of controversy.
Even before the cast had firmly settled on the form that the
show would take--berore they had actually begun playing the
scenes to a mentally handicapped audience--they had the
opportunity to preview scme of their material to a group of
parents whose sons and daughters were mentally handicapped.
Selman recalls the significance of that night,

In St. Paul, by special reqguest, we played one scene to

the parents, ahead of working with the handicapped

people. It was the scene that dealt with sterilization
or the right to have children. There was much controver-
sy with the scene, but one of the results was that, out
of all that controversy, there was a sex education pro-
gram initiated for mentally handicapped adults. That's
another good example where a scene was not doctrinaire.

It didn't say "you've got the right so go have kids"; it

said "you have the right, but you have a lot of respon-

sibility with that and you have te do a lot of deciding
aboutayhether you are able to take on that responsibil-
ity."

Another facet of the research and rehearsal phase of this
project dealt with deciding how the actors would depict or
“play" the mentally handicapped people. In much of Catalyst's
work up until this point the procedure of creating characters
had followed the lines of "“Documentary Theatre". In other
words, actors would usually base their characterizations on
the people they had met while researching the topic or subject

area of the show. In collective shows like Drinks Before

%1pid.

BJan Selman, personal interview, 25 November, 1985.
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Dinner, there was a strong attempt for the actor to remain as
truthful and honest to the actual character as he or she
could. In shows where the characters were, for the most part,
fictitious, there was still a push to make the created
characters "true to type". In other words, if a certain
character in The ack Creek Project is supposed to be a
chronic alcoholic, then the actor's depiction of that charac-
ter has to attempt to be truthful to the symptoms and
attributes of someone in that stage of the disease.

But in Stand Up For Your Rights the actors agonized over
whether or not they should even attempt to accurately depict
the physical attributes of the mentally handicapped indiv-
iduals that they had met. Were they going to act out speech
impediments and the like? To answer the question they again
had to look introspectively at themselves. They decided that
everyone is handicapped in some way or other. However, there
exists an accepted norm for functioning in our society.
Society arbitrarily decides what that norm is. According to
Tony Hall, some of us fit in and some of us don't.

There are many of us who just get away. There are many

of us who have limited perceptions in some areas but

those limitations are not important to what the society
considers to be the main skills that you have to have to
exclude you from certain activities. But people con-
sidered to be mentally handicapped are limited in those
particular areas that the society measures in that way.

They may be fully capable in other areas. We found that,

in many cases, the handicap was ip the area of formulat-

ing the ideas and the perceptibns in the head, into
language. A lot of them were too slow and when it was
formulated into language, the language was not clear. So

the slowness was not in their ability to understand or
their ability to think, the slowness was in their ability
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to make others know that you understand and that you can
think.2

The actors felt, therefore, that there was no need for
them to garble their speech or to dribble. Rather, they made
a very important distinction between the way they depicted the
handicapped person and the way that society treats these
jndividuals. For the purposes of this play, they decided that
the handicapped person was the person to whom some injustice
is done. When put into the concept of a scene they made it
very clear that the particular person is not necessarily
handicapped, but rather is being treated as if they were
handicapped; victimized because they are not following the be-
havioral norm.

So if somebody is pushed aside or ridiculed because they
are seen as being stupid or incompetent, then that is iden-
tified as somebody doing an injustice to somebody else. Those
instances were what the referee referred to as "fouls"; those
were the situations that the audience members were asked to
jdentify to the referee so that he or she could stop the
action and receive suggestions as to what was happening and
what could be done to alleviate the situation. The audience
would recognize those situations as things that had happened
to them. The actors didn't need to twist up their faces or
garble their speech in order for the audience to understand

who they were supposed to be in the scene. The audience would

%Hall, interview, May 1987.
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immediately identify with the situation as it was presented--
the occurrences of injustice--and readily point out what was
happening, to whom it was happening, and why.

Clearly, this show was shaped and formed out of the
actors' growing understanding of their audience. In this
research and rehearsal phase, the actors had to explore and
make decisions on how the theatre would function. As Tony
Hall points out, the actors had to come to an understanding of
"how the learning process and the consciousness developing
process would work."? They needed to first ascertain how
the mentally handicapped learn and understand, and then create
a theatre that would facilitate that learning and understand-
ing.

So the mechanism of the show--the action of the show--is
created or shaped by our understanding of how they learn.
Of course, part of that mechanism and how it works is
reflected in the improvisatory style of the show. The
show had to work in such a way that if a mentally
handicapped person were watching the show and suddenly
went "Ah huh!", the show had to take that invo considera-
tion and say "Ah huh what?", because that instant was
important.?

Because the form of the show depended so much on the
interventions of the audience--in effect, the show was de-
signed to be virtually controlled by the audience--it was dif-
ficult to rehearse the scenes away from any kind of perfor-

mance situation. In fact, according to Hall, the actual

scripting was never really written down, and very little

71bid.

21pid.

95



actual "rehearsal" of the scenes ever took place. What they
did need to have was a clear understanding of how to keep the
theatrical framewerk moving; how to keep the excitement of the
"game" which they had identified as being an important com-
ponent to the learning process. As Hall reports,
We needed something to constantly keep them involved.
The character of the referee had to have a certain energy

and movement, whereas the actors could remain more
realistic.

At this point in the evolution of Catalyst Theatre, the
company was still in the early stages of exploring and making
discoveries about "participation". The question of how to
rehearse the participational aspects of a show was being
locked at in a very practical sense; it was literally being
discovered as the show itself was taking shape.

In the first mounting of Stand Up For Your Rights, the
show had only eight performances and these were spread out
over a three month periad (March through May, 1980). The
extra time that the cast had between performances allowed them
the chance to evaluate extensively the success of the show and
to think of ways that they could push the participational form
even further.

In February of 1981 the show was remounted and played a
total of twenty-one performances. As Jan Selman remembers,

We went into the remount of Stand Up For Your Rights with
everyone feeling very clear that the step of going

P1hid.



further with the participation had to be a priority.¥
The show now consisted of the four roughly structured scena-
rios, each of which were only about a dozen lines in length.
In the beginning, the cast felt that they needed to get
through all four of their planned scenarios in order to
adequately cover all of the necessary information and complete
the show. However, with each successive performancie the cast
attempted to become less rigid about actually carrying out the
" ~red structure of each scene; rather, they increasingly
4 to allow the audience intervention to dictate where the
scene would lead. As a result, each scenario or "game" became
longer and longer in its playing and they found they were
completing fewer and fewer of the scenarios with each perfor-
mance. Finally, at a particular evening performance in
Lethbridge--they were in the midst of presenting the "getting
fired" scenario--the cast just let the participation go to the
point whevre a majority of the audience ended up on stage and
the scene evolved into a total participational simulation
similar those of The Black Creek Project and Proiject Immigra-
tion. As Jane Heather remembers,
In that particular scene I was referee, Tony was mentally
handicapped, Frank Pellegrino was the boss, and Shelly
(Irvine) was off. The scene was very simple: the guy
goes in and he's going to be fired because he can't read.
There's a message on one of the machines that says not to
put your hand in there when the thing is coming down, and
because he can't read, he's going to get fired. So the

boss calls Tony in and tells him this, and Tony leaps
across the table and grabs him and s™arts beating him up.

3selman, discussion with Hall & Heather, August 1988.
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And the referee stops the game and asks the audiernce for
advice. In this situation there was lots of advice for
Tony about controlling his temper and we said well he
can't control his temper. Finally someone suggested that
he get a friend to go with him. So I asked if someone
could be his friend and go with him. So they both went
to see the boss and tried to explain the situation. But
he still got fired because Frank was saying things like:
"what, you're his friend? Get out of here!" So I said,
"yell what are they going to do now?" And they decided
that more and more friends should go with Tony to see the
boss. So we had all these people on the stage. It sort
of broke loose. I was running around saying "What can
all these people do?" And they decided that they would
all as a group go to the boss and say that if he didn't
keep Tony on in his job, they were going to all quit
because they were now all working there. It ended by
Tony getting his job back. I don't remember where the
word "Strike!" came from, but I think it was probably me.
They picked it up and they were on strike and they
weren't going to go back to work until Tony got his job
back. I can't remember whether we resolved the reading
question or not. But I do remember having this vision of
being out in the audience and Tony was up there with
about ten or fifteen people, standing around discussing
about how you had to go and talk with the boss again,

while I was running around the audience asking people for
advice.¥

A significant thing about that particular performance was
that it was played in the actual workplace of the audience
members. As a result, the audience perscnalized the whole
thing (the events within the scene) as if it was actually
happening there at that time. They were completely willing to
suspend any disbelief that they might have had and allow
themselves to pretend that the situation was really happening.
Jan Selman points out that, as an audience, the mentally hand-
icapped were alway$ extremely willing to believe totally in

what was happening on the stage.

3'7ane Heather, panel discussion with Jan Selman and Tony
Hall, 3 August, 1988.
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That audience is more willing than most audiences to just
totally believe in what you've set up. All you've got
are these three chairs; this guy in this ridiculous
referee's outfit with a whistle; and these actors who,
just the moment before, were playing different charac-
ters. And the belief level is incredible.®

That incredible level of belief acted as a catalyst to
push the cast further into exploring the unique possibilities
of "participation" as a theatrical form. As Jane Heather out-
linad in her description of the show in Lethbridge, there canme
a point whexe there were a lot of people on stage; where the
initial sceme had broken off into a multiplicity of mini
scenes, each happening around one of the actors from the
initial scene.

The scene that set out initially with some well defined
controls and break-off points for the audience intervention,
now has exploded into "total participation". For someone out
in the audience, it would appear that the show has totally
broken down; that there is nothing but chaos on the stage.
"That's because," according to Jan Selman, "there's no longer
a show to watch. It's like Project Immigration; you can't go
and watch that show."

It is not surprising that, with this show, very little
was being written down. How do you write "participation"

down? How do you prepare the actors for the kind of erup-

tion--along with all the theatrical possibilities that can

32gelman, discussion with Hall & Heather, August, 1988.
31bid.
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accompany such an eruption--that occurred during this par-
ticular performance in Lethbridge?

Because each of the scenes contained only a bare minimum
number of lines--in effect, each scene was a mere skeletal
framework to spark and initiate the participation--there was
1ittle that the cast could rehearse in the traditional sense.
The cast put a great deal of time and effort into establishing
the "rules of the game"; how the audience intervention would
take place. There was also some time set aside for thinking
through and practising possible audience interventions.

I remember rehearsals that were about building to a good
stopping place and then practising every possible answer
and then how to get back on track. A lot of energy went
into getting back on track‘;i And that was before we knew
how to teach anything about participation. Some actors
could do it, but others can't. The show really couldn't
go much further until we learned how to do it.

This is not to say that it is impossible to rehearse the
participational aspects of a production. Indeed, Selman
maintains that a great deal of time needs to be devoted to
practising participation. In shows such as the ones that have
been discussed, where so much depends on the participation, it
is extremely important that the actors have a solid under-
standing of the process and the techniques that are necessary
for them to keep the show moving in a positive direction.

You think that you can't do it without an audience, but

there are lots of ways to do it. The simplest is "we're

all the audience and you're the character so go for it";
or "we're now the audience but we don't want to talk"; or

wye're now the audience but we're rowdy"; "we're now the

341pid.
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audience and one of us doesn't want to get involved":

nye're now the audience and one of us wants to dominate

everything". This kind of thing is really basic to all
participational rehearsals, but they need to be dis-
covered before you can rehearse them.?

To work in the participational forms of theatrxe, you
require people with very special skills who are committed to
what they do. A very big problem for Catalyst is the fact
that, in the general pool of actors, there simply aren't very
many who possess those skills. Professional trainirg in the
theatre doesn't lead people in that direction. Both Selman
and current Artistic Director, Ruth Smillie, have felt the
need for Catalyst to train actors in the participational forms
of theatre. As Smillie recalls,

It became very clear to me--in my first year here--that
we have to train people ourselves. Otherwise it won't
happen. So we've implemented a lot of things in terms of
rehearsals. We are now separating participational
training out of the rehearsal process. It's usually tak-
ing place in advance of the actual rehearsal time. What
we found is that if you put it into the actual rehearsal
process, you get all balled up with: how much of this is
character analysis?; how much of this is skill develop-
ment? So we're separating it now. We're saying that you
need the skills first--we'll do that separately--and then
you can start rehearsals.

Like Smillie, Selman sees the need to separate the
teaching of participational skills from the actual rehearsal
of a particular show. Just like an actor needs to take a
voice class away from rehearsal, according to Selman, you need

to teach the participational techniques away from the pressure

35gelman, interview, August 1987.

3%Ruth Smillie, personal interview, 24 February, 1988.
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of trying to make the show work.

You start with what are the skills and then you add in
the content and the circumstances of that particular
play. Because if you put them together-—and that's how
we did it at first, because we were discovering these
things as we went--sometimes you lose sight of what all
the techniques are that you have available to you. So
ideally you teach the skills--the basic skills of start-
ing participation; of including audience members; of
generating wider discussion; challenging assumptions in
the audience; of moving out and allowing the audience to
talk to itself, and then moving back in to push forward;
of audience management--and then you weave in the actual
structure of the show.¥

In addition to the participational skills that each actor
needs to possess or be taught, Selman points out that you need
to devote rehearsal time to building in "safety nets". As she
puts it,

...the worst thing to see--the thing that kills discus-

sion and kills atmosphere faster than anything else--is

having an actor in a participatory form where they are

terrified and they feel unsafe and therefore communicate

that to the audience.3®
Building in "backup positions" is a necessary stage in the
rehearsal process. The need for these backup positions has to
be dealt with positively. The cast needs to anticipate the
possibility not every participational technique will work for
every audience. What may work with one audience on one
occasion, may receive absolutely no response from another
audience. The cast needs to realize it doesn't matter if a

certain technique ism't working at a certain point, because in

a minute or so it very well may work.

3Selman, interview, August, 1987.

3Brbid
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People need to be quiet sometimes for a moment and con-

sider something; people sometimes need to be asked a

second time in a different way. That's not a failure,

it's just a percolation time.

According to Selman, the best participational actors
have, what she calls, "split brains". They can readily in-
tegrate their character's objectives with what they, as the
actor, know to be the teaching objectives of the show. They
are able to take an audience suggestion in a certain direction
because that's what their character would do, while, at the
same time, they are well aware that their objective as the
teacher lies in a different direction; instinctively they seem
to know how they are going to get from the one to the other.

Ruth Smillie recalls an example where an actress
(Michelle Muzzi) had tremendous success in exploring the
participational potential in the 1987 Catalyst show, Zeke and
the do ants:

Michelle Muzzi discovered a whole new meaning for the
word 'yes'. The kids wanted to say something so they
could watch her go: "Oh, that is amazing! What is your
name?" She had those kids doing things that dumbfounded
their teachers. The other actors--with her example and
her willingness to go that far--went that far with
her.*

Selman understands that for the huge majority of actors,
their background and training is in understanding "character"
and "character objectives". In her directing of participation

she has learned to capitalize on that fact and attempts, in

¥1bid.

“)gmillie, interview, February, 1988.
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rehearsal, to align the character objectives with the teaching
objectives. So, while some time is spent in teaching and
working participational techniques, other time is set aside
for discovering and thoroughly working through character
objectives. Through this process the actor is brought to an
understanding that their character may be at some point of
crisis in their life--may be faced with a major decision--and
is in need of help or advice. What is crucial is that the
actor realizes that his or her character needs the audience;
respects and wants the help and advice that the audience can
provide. This is extremely important in participatory
theatre. The audience has to feel needed, in some way, in
order for them to bother to participate.

The closer you can ally the teacher part of the par-
ticipatory actor to the character part, the more suc-
cessful it is on the whole. And that goes back to re-
hearsal process because it's a kind of research that
asks: Who is my audience? Who really are they? What
turns them on? What will make them talk? What do they
care about? Are they an audience or population group
that wants to be asked: "Please help"; or are they want-
ing us to say "Cool off!"? Will you start talking be-
cause I say that or make you mad? Or will you start
talking because I need you? Or will you engage because
you laugh first? Or will you engage because first, you
had to try just a little bit and it was O.K., so now
you'll try a lot? That is very much a director's re-
search, but it's also very much an actor's research.
Because, just as you can re-interpret a role, you can re-
interpret your "way in" for participation. Your choices
have to come from the audience; they don't, any more,
come from a script.*!

The fact that the cast of Stand Up For Your Rights al-

lowed the audience to make integral choices regarding what

#gelman, interview, August, 1987.
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certain characters should do and where the scene should go is
central to the success of this participational project. As
has been illustrated, there were nights where the cast allowed
the structure of the show to break down completely in favour
of taking the audience intervention to its fullest potential.
Through it all, the actors (and the company as a whole) were
learning valuable lessons about how participation can work;
already, ideas were being conceptualized and formulated for
possible future participational projects.

In terms of "Theatre With", the fact that Catalyst Thea-
tre did not simply try to reproduce "carbon copy" versions of
other participational formats and shows--rather developing
their own original material and experimenting with structural
forms that were based in large part on the subject matter of
the show and the audience for whom it was intended--is para-
mount in the successful evolution of this theatrical form for
this company. Through careful evaluation of what worked and
what didn't, they were able to develop a systematic approach
to developing participational projects. As well, they were
able to develop valuable participational tools and techniques
for actors; tools to help them understand and to actively
facilitate the participational process in practice.

Stand Up For Your Rights taught the company valuable
lessons about the importance of understanding and appreciating
the population for whom a show is intended. 1Insights like

these have enriched and strengthened the work that Catalyst
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has done in its "presentationai" projects as well. This
strong affinity with the audience has given all of Catalyst
Theatre's work an immediacy and focus one does not often find
in the more traditional--middle of the road--theatrical work
of today. It is a hallmark of this company and is certainly

key to the success that Catalyst Theatre has realized over the

years.

Stand Up For Your Rights was a useful and effective
vehicle which allowed Catalyst Theatre the opportunity to
explore and develop this participational theatre form. Be-
cause of the special attributes of the population for whom the
show was intended--most significantly their ability to totally
believe in what was happerning on the stage--the cast was able
to push the form to levels of participation exceeding every-
one's expectations. It is true most of the experimentation
and development of the theatrical form was happening in
performzi“se, nevertheless, valuable lessons were being learned
and evaluated. Everyone involved in that production came away
with a clearer understanding of how participation can work,
and an appreciation for the numerous possibilities of this
theatrical form. There were cbviously some techniques that
worked better than others, but by assessing and studying the
various successes and failures, the groundwork was being laid
for future ventures into participational theatre. Techniques
and rules were being established that could be written down

and indeed even rehearsed prior to taking a participational
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theatre piece into production. Entire productions could be
designed based on the theories and practices that were discov-
ered in this show. In retrospect, Jan Selman reflects,

what we find out, as we learn more and more about par-

ticipation and about the job of the actor as animator, is

that you have a lot of control and you can write a lot of
it down; not as a script but as a "what happens" and

"what might happen" and "if this happens what should

happen". You can write the emotional stages of partici-

pation down.%?

Making these types of discoveries and progressively
attempting to write the process down is something Catalyst has
become quite good at. Catalyst Theatre has continued to be at
the forefront of marticipaticnal theatre work in Canada. It
could even be argued that Catalyst is indirectly résponsible
for the advent of much of the participational theatre in this
country. It is true that Catalyst has been quite innovative
in the development of this form; a leader not only in this

country, but worldwide.

421pid.
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In Theatre By, you are giving péeople the skills to do the
plays. It's important to stress that, in the case of
Theatre By, you're not talking about training in the same
sense that you are with professional actors. My experi-
ence is that when people tell their own stories, there is
no acting required.

Theatre By is essentially just that: theatre created and
performed by the people who are themselves the subject of the
performance; people telling their own stories. Rather than
hiring a group of professional actors to come in and research
a particular community--actors who in turn create and mount a
production focusing on that community and their specific
needs--certain members of the community are themselves given
the tools and technigues necessary to "tell their own story"
through the form of a theatrical production.

As was acknowledged in the previous chapters, Catalyst
Theatre has been highly successful in its creation of theatre
for special populations, mainly because of its close connec-
tion to the selected community. By establishing and maintain-
ing those ties from the time they decide to focus on that com-
munity to long after they have mounted any type of performance
within the community, Catalyst's theatre has a had a special

and powerful authenticity to it. cCatalyst could never create

their shows in isolation. They need to be thoroughly fed and

'Ruth Smillie, personal interview, 24 February, 1988.
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influenced by the community in order to mount effective the-
atre: theatre that effects education and change. Catalyst
needs the community as much as the community needs Catalyst.
While the community holds the key to what the content of any
theatrical production needs to be, Catalyst has the knowledge
and expertise with regard to applying the theatrical techni-
ques and methods to that content.

Since, within the type of work that Catalyst does, the
real educational value comes as much from the process of
creating the play as it does from seeing it in performance, it
would follow that, if theatre is really to make an impact on
a chosen community, then that community needs to be fully
involved in the process. Their involvement needs to go beyond
simply informing the actors and then, possibly, witnessing and
involving themselves as audience members in the end product
(the performance). By giving them the tools to create and
perform their own theatre and thereby tell their own story,
popular theatre companies, such as Catalyst, could really
unleash a whole wealth of educational potential. Theoreti-
cally, it makes perfect sense, and the process sounds amazing-
ly simple.

Catalyst, under the mantle of theatre that effects edu-
cation and change, has always endeavoured to create good the-
atre. Certainly, the content and overall message of their
various projects and shows is of the utmost importance, but

that message has to be communicated through solid and sound
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theatre. The strength and power of good theatre to move and
engage an audience--to challenge them to action and change--is
ultimately what gives the message its potency.

One can undoubtedly cite examples of community generated
theatre that do not strive for quality and do not require
acute levels of skill and training. In describing some of

these examples, David Barnet, writes:

An alternate approach to popular theatre, which has been
influenced by adult and development education, stresses
the overt communication of specific information and con-
cepts. Its theatre techniques are often deliberately
elementary, with a simple acting style close to role
play, and a straightforward dramatic structure with a
minimum of dramatic tension or complex scenes. 1Its ob-
jective is to illustrate or demonstrate certain points,
and although an audience for whom the material is immed-
jately relevant might become emotionally involved, the
process is primarily intellectual. This approach re-
quires little theatre experience, and once the process is
understood can be practised by groups anywhere.2

This is not the type of theatre that Catalyst is attempting to
facilitate in its use of Theatre By. The skills needed to
create the type of theatre for which Catalyst is renowned
cannot be taught over the course of a weekend workshop.

As one traces the development of Catalyst Theatre-—from
its early "documentary based" collectives, through its¢ innova-
tive and precursory work in participational theatre, and be-
yond--there surfaces a certain evolution in their programming.
In the last few years that Jan Selman was Artis:ic Director,

the company deliberately moved away from doirsyy shows intended

2pavid Barnet, "out of the Collectives," Canadian Theatre
Review 53 (Winter 2987) :5-6.
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for a general public because, as Selman says,

...we needed to spend more time looking much more in
depth at social action and how we really promote change.
And where we came to was a commitment to longer term pro-
jects--more developmental projects--working with groups,
not only putting things at groups. Our early thinking
said that we had to do participational theatre because
that increases people's involvement. Then we came to the
notion that we had to do more develapmental work; moving
to the idea that we had to work on many fronts at the
same time. We can do a general public show about prisons
while at the same time working in prisons on another
show. We had a phase concept going that didn't rule out
general public shows but said that, out of the blue, a
general public show on some issue that we don't touch in
any other way does not make sense if we're serious about
our mandate. If we're not serious, we can do anything we
want. That's not to say that we have anything against
theatres that are doing socially responsible general pub-
lic shows, we just really need to put our focus somewhere
else. ...I believe that there is a place for noisy rowdy
social action theatre that is not being filled in this
community. I think that's important. But it should not
be done if it at all jeopardizes some of the work that is
in fact more effective and more important--work with
groups that need it now; that have a chance to make
changes for themselves.3

Selman, along with many who were working with Catalyst Theatre
at this time, came to the point of view that, in terms of
their mandate of theatre for education and change, the real
and most important change happens by people who are in the
situation themselves. And so the company began to spend less
time with the professionals at social agencies, and more time
with the people whom those professionals were serving. They
felt that they could accomplish far more by spending time with
a group of natives on a reserve than by providing the after-

dinner entertainment at a conference on unemployment.

37an Selman, personal interview, 25 November, 198S5.
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A significant project in the evolution of Catalyst's
emerging role of facilitating theatre "by" the community,
rather than providing theatre "for" the community or even
"with" the community, is a little known venture called Neigh-
bours on_ Stage (1980). The project is important in that it
marks the beginning of a new relationship or way of working
petween Catalyst and the community. Here Catalyst was working
along side a grassroots organization called the Alberta Avenue
Need Association. Their focus was on a low-income neighbour-
hood that included a lot of ethnic groups. The Association
wanted Catalyst to help them to use theatre as a means of
bringing people together to celebrate their community and, at
the same time, to articulate some of the concerns of the con-
munity. The intention was to get the people of the community
involved in creating, producing, and performing in their own
play. By teaching some theatre skills and techniques to var-
ious groups of individuals within the community, the Catalyst
actors hoped to provide a spark that would initiate the pro-
cess and thereby help the community come together to colla-
borate on this great big neighbourhood production. As Denise

Roy recalls,

What the actors did was they went and worked with a
variety of groups in the community. For example, they
went in--and as part of a regular meeting of a "single
mom's" group--they conducted a mini Popular Theatre work-
shop. Believe me, we were not very sophisticated in
those days:; God knows what they did really. The intent
was to get people participating, and then the final show
was to be the scenes and the bits that all of these
groups had made about their community. And, of course,
most of these bits and things that the groups were sup-
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posed to have made didn't get made because the groups
fell apart or were unwilling. So, in fact, there was
very liiztle actual community group involvement in the
final show. The actors ended up making a bunch of scenes
and just dying on stage. But it was quite an interesting
concept. It was one of the first where we were really
trying to work in partnership with a grassroots community
group; to use the theatre to serve their needs.*

Undaunted by the relative failure of this particular pro-
duction, Catalyst continued to explore the possibilities of
providing the actual community with the necessary tools to
tell their own story through the means of theatre. Their most
successful work in this area has usually involved some kind of
"phased in" community involvement. Any kind of performance
that issues directly out of the community--in that it is both
created and performed by the people within that community--is
usually the result of a long term commitment by Catalyst to
that particular community and their needs. It's a commitment
that could very well span several years.

The process could begin by simply bringing an existing
Catalyst production into the targeted community; a production
that, of course, bears some relevance to the people within
that community. Through this exposure, the community is some-
what familjarized to the type of work that Catalyst does and
has likely gotten to know some of the people who are involved
in the creative workings of the theatre company.

The next level of involvement could include sending a

group of Catalyst actor/creators into the community to

‘Denise Roy, personal interview, 24 February, 1988.
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research and develop material, the intended resu't being the
creation of a show or event tailored to the specific needs of
this community. Now, not only has the company built up a
relationship of trust within the conimunity, but the community,
in turn, has been empovered to a certain degree, simply by
virtue of the fact that they now realize their story is
important--so important, in fact, that a theatre company has
seen fit to come in and create a play about it. Likewise,
they recognize the power of theatre--specifically, the tools
and techniques of the kind of theatre that Catalyst does~-for
addressing things that they, as a community, need to address.

The way is now open to begin the process of "working
with" the community to develop and create their own play. The
jdeal situation would be to have the community itself make the
request: to ask Catalyst to provide them with the necessary
skills and techniques, and to guide them through the process
of telling their own story through theatre. As Jan Selman
says, the type of theatre that catalyst practises, by defini-
tion, "starts from a community need, the theatre being a
response to the need for change.“5

This phase alone, in the process, may take several years.
But, as part of Catalyst's long-term commitment to a project,
the intent is not so much to have them create a play, perform

it, and be done with it, rather, it is to provide them with

5Jan Selman, "Three Cultures, One Issue," Canadian
Theatre Review 53 (Winter 1987) :1l.
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the skills and the courage to continue to use theatre as a
vital and potent way to address the needs of their community
long after the outside facilitators have gone.

In Catalyst's work with the natives in the Wabasca/Des-
marais area, the whole process began in the fall of 1983 when
Talk is Cheap, a participational revue dealing with the topic
of parent/teen communication, was brought into the community.
In the winter of 1984, Jane Heather--one of the collaborators
on Talk is Cheap, and who had toured with the 1983 produc-
tion--returned, along with four other theatre artists, to the
remote community to begin a process of "working with" select
members of that community. They were identifying issues
within the community and attempting to provide the necessary
skills and guidance so that those issues could be addressed,
by these community members, through the means of theatre.
Heather again visited the community a year later and remained
there from March through August, working primarily with young
people in the area. Together they created a drama that was
performed for the community, in the community. 1In June of
1986, Heather once more returned to the area tok facilitate the
creation and development of the production Journey of Choices,
Feathers of Hope, which was performed within the community and
at the 1986 Edmonton Fringe Festival. This production had a
total of six performances and played to an estimated audience
of five hundred people.

Doing this type of theatre effectively, involves not only
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a long~term commitment, but a skilled and committed outside
animator to facilitate the process. Every community or group
is unique and thereby presents a distinct challenge for the
animator. There are times when that person needs to gently
coax and uplift the group members in an attempt to get them
opening up and expressing themselves. There are other times
when the animator needs to irritate and challenge the group,
to make them feel uncomfortable to the point that they event-
ually explode beyond their latent tendency to present material
that is safe and emotionally uninteresting. According to Jan

Selman,

Some groups are experts at telling stories. In that case
you are literally there to work with them on theatre
skills so they can tell their stories in a different way.
But you're also there to help them make meaning of their
stories. So the story goes up to the point where "I had
this vision that my grandmother was going to die, and I
told my parents and no one would believe me, and she did
die and I was mad at them and I'm still mad at them." So
that's the story and they can tell it beautifully and
they can even act it out quite beautifully. Now, what
meaning do you make of that story? Does that story stay
with you because you want reconciliation; or is it that
you don't want reconciliation? Did you learn anything
from that happening? Do you have anything to say to any-
body else by telling that story? And that is where, in
that case, you become the jrritant. You want them to
burst beyond their story. This flopping down and telling
their story; or telling that story but then wrapping it
up and making it kind of nice or successful at the end,
I would say does more harm than good. They have an in-
clination to tell stories that justify who they are and
why they would like to stay that way and why they will
stay that way. ...It's that irritation that inevitably
leads to various forms of anger or however it's expressed
in the process. How many times have you changed without
there being a stage where there is some rage in there?
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I don't think I ever have.®

The other side of this is where the core group in a
community tells the appropriate story, makes some meaning out
of it and consequently chooses to have the story work, within
the context of a theatrical event, as a challenge to its wider
community. But the very real and substantiated fear is that
the community will react negatively. So even if the group
takes that huge, amazing step of going beyond the boundaries
of what is safe and what is accepted in the community, the
anticipated community reaction to that message has to be
addressed. It has to be understood that quite often this type
of thing can be extremely risky for the performers. For the
outside animator, this presents another responsibility some-
times overlooked in a typical Theatre By situation.

Selman has worked as an outside animator on a number of
community based popular theatre projects; projects designed to
facilitate the creation and development of theatre emerging
directly from the target community on issues that are of
concern to the community. In 1986, in response to a study
reporting an extremely high incidence of family violence in
most northern communities, the Department of Culture and Com-
munications of the Northwest Territories initiated a theatre-
based program designed to increase public awareness of the

problem and to provide a focus for community discussion and

6Jan Selman, panel discussion with Tony Hall & Jane
Heather, 3 August, 1988.
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action. Catalyst Theatre assisted in the program development
and Selman's services were offered to two isolated communities
that had each been given funds to produce and tour an original
dramatic work on the issue of spousal assault. Her experi-
ences working in these two northern communities gives credence
to the suggested requirement that outside animators must
approach each situation in a unique way as they undertake to
find the right process for community development through
theatre.

As the outside animator, her work in these two communi-
ties was particularly challenging in that she had to overcome
language and cultural barriers. The one community, Pond
Inlet, already had an established theatre company which had,
prior to Selman's arrival, been working on drafts for two one
act plays on the issue. Her task was to work with the theatre
company to further develop and complete the scripts, then, as
the director, to rehearse and present fully staged productions
of the two plays.

In developing the plays, she found the largest hurdle was
the topic itself.

There was a tradition, based on cultural norms and cir-
cumstances, of mén wielding the decision-making power in
the group. There was also a strong desire to tell stor-
ies with "happy endings"--which did not include a couple

separating or a woman leaving to escape violence.
She had to challenge the group to ¢o beyond what was consider-

ed safe or what would be most easily accepted by the commun-=

7Selman, CTR 53 (Winter 1987) :12.
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ity. With the tension sparked through a contractual demand
specifying that the victims of assault could not be blamed for
being beaten--a tension that was fuelled by Selman's insist-
ence that they avoid the easy answers--issues were eventually
explored and presented in their full complexity. According to
Selman, "A wide variety of character, experiences and view-
points emerged from the process."8

While Pond Inlet presented certain complications for an
outside animator, the Dene community of Fort Franklin intro-
duced an even bigger challenge for Selman. Here, she had to
start from scratch. She not only had to recruit a theatre
group to create and perform the play, she had to introduce the
whole notion of theatre to the community: what it is and what
it can conceivably do. In discussing her work within this
distinct culture, she writes,

There are no words for "drama," "actor," or "theatre" in

Slavey. The closest description we found was wlike the

Christmas concert at the school."’
Overcoming such enormous obstacles, Selman managed to not only
introduce the notion of theatre as a means to address a spec-
ific community issue but she managed, in her initial three
week visit, to provide enough tools and techniques to get the
community started on the process of creating their own play.

When Selman returned to Fort Franklin, four months later,

she found that a theatre group had been assembled, and a

8Ibid., p. 13.
°Ibid., p. 15.
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script lad been created. She found that here, in contrast to
the situation in Pond Inlet, her most important function as

the outside animator was to be positive and encouraging. As

Selman recalls,

We rehearsed and produced From the Heart in one week. We
had to move that fast or it would never have happened.
The group was sure they could not do it and they were
running out of staying power. In this case an optimistic
outsider had a positive role to play. They agreed to
perform. They were terrified that people would not come,
terrified that people would come. And they were terri-
fied that people would hate them for what they were try-
ing to do. Spousal assault is not a public subject. The

night of the performance I gained new insight into the
meaning of courage. '

Selman goes on to describe a moment in the performance
that, by professional theatre standards, would be looked upon
with a great deal of criticism; a moment that would be con-
sidered to represent an inexcusable weakness on the part of
the performer involved. This instance is significant in that,
through Selman's astute analysis of what happened, a vital and
important difference between Theatre For and Theatre By emer-
ges. Her written recollection of the moment is as follows:

Two minutes into the performance an actress froze. For
a very long time. It was stage fright, but it was much
more. She was literally overwhelmed, overcome with emo-
tion. She had seen the audience arrive and had spoken
with many before the performance. However, standing in
the playing area, facing everyone, she realized that all
these people from her community had come to see her; her
effort was recognized. She suddenly faced the enormity
of her accomplishment, and also the risk. A director
could not plan a more complete theatrical moment. The
entire audience realized, with her, just what this effort
was about. She started, she cried, she hid, she went on.
Everyone was with her. Everyone understood how important

V1pid., p. 18.
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this event was to the entire community. They put all

their energy into helping her and the entire event suc-

ceed; everyone suddenly had a stake in this community-

owned action.'
out of this amazing example emerges two crucial distinctions
separating theatre put on by an outside group from theatre
emerging out of the community. Firstly, it is far more diffi-
cult to perform in fromt of your own community than it is to
perform to relative strangers. The degree of risk is certain-
ly much higher for someone who must continue to live and work
in the community than it is for someone who can simply excuse
themselves after the performance and return to the comfort of
their own environs. Secondly, the degree of involvement and
jdentification on the part of the @audience is much higher when
the message is being spoken by individuals from their own com-
munity. In this example, rather than jeering or laughing at
the individual who was in trouble on the stage, they instead
sent out their compassion and encouragement, and, in so doing,
totally involved themselves in the event, participating in a
very personal way in what was being spoken and enacted on the
stage.

Though the challenge can be enormous and the risk factor
sometimes seemingly overwhelming, in terms of the potential
long-lasting value to a community, Theatre By represents an

extremely powerful approach to community development. Catal-

yst's work in this area is as singular and as exploratory in

"1bid.
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its development as was their initial work in the area of par-
ticipational theatre.

In the spring of 1987, Catalyst initiated a Theatre By
project entitled: The wWorking Theatre Project. The show was
to mirror the lives and struggles of unemployed people and
carried the stipulation that it was to be created, developed,
and performed by people who themselves were unemployed. Cata-
lyst received funding for their proposal from Canada Employ-
ment and Immigration Commission (CEIC) who funded the project
under the Innovations Program of the Canadian Jobs Strategy.
As Denise Roy recalls:

...we had gotten the money based on the argument that--

for people who are long term unemployed--one of the dif-

ficulties is that they don't look for work and they don't
get work because there is a process by which your self-
esteem gets lower and lower and lower; and you get immo-
bilized. So you stick there; nothing happens. We were
confident that by getting people involved with creating

a play through a kind of group process where you're shar-

ing your story with other people and your own experiences

are validated, that this would work to improve their
self-esteen.’

The seven individuals who were chosen to work on this
project all had one thing in common: they were all unemployed
at the time that they were hired. They were all single, al-
though three of the seven were single parents. Their relative
homogeneity pretty much stops right there, however. Their
ages ranged from early twenties to late forties, their edu-
cation from grade seven right through to university and col-

lege degrees. Their previous employment credits included

2Roy, interview, February, 1988.
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everything from waitressing to working in consunlity cutreach.
Even their experiences in being unemployed varisd gicatly:
from one who had been without a job for close tc seven years
to another who viewed unemplayment as a "paid sabba®izzi? from
the labour force. As Ruth Smillie, the outside a:isuftior ow
the project, recalls,

In the Working Theatre we had a very diverse group: we
had militant feminists; a guy that wants a sex change
operation; a macho Indian guy. Thera was no consensus on
anything except that through collective action and
support was where it was at. They had experienced that
first hand.’

It is significant, in terms of differences between the
participants in the project, to examine the warious reasons
that each of them had for deciding to get involved. Most
would readily acknowledge that a prime motivational factor for
them was the money. As one participant wrote in evaluation of
the project,

When I found out I got accepted, it felt like I had just
won the lottery. It was unbelievable. It's better than
any grants I've ever been on. I couldn't believe that
I'd been so lucky considering the number of applications
who had been interviewed. It felt like I had won the
lottery. It also felt very ironical because at the time
when Ruth called me initially to let me know she'd like
to interview me, I had been sitting there looking at my
resume for an hour and just pulling my hair out thinking
what can I exaggerate, or what things can I fabricate in
here, and what things could I say in my resume, so that
it will appear that some of my experience is much more
extensive than what it is. And I was just pulling my
hair out thinking I don't have enough experience in
anything. And Ruth called and introduced herself and
said what she was doing, she said that I'd been recom-
mended because I'd had a lot of experience being un-

Bsmillie, interview, February, 1988.
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employed!
‘Aside from the money, some entered into the project for

personal therapy; others because they relished the chance to

make a statement about unemployment.

I was glad to hear that somebody was taking an interest
in the fact that there just isn't any work. I was inter-
ested in being part of a group that was going to show
people that it is bad out there. I also thought that it

woul% help boost my morale and give me more confidence
too.

Boosting the morales of the participants and instilling
them with increased confidence was a primary focus of the
project from Catalyst's point of view. As the outside ani-
mator, Smillie knew that the participants, in addition to
acquiring theatrical skills, would require a lot of support on
the personal level. The usual approach that she takes in
Theatre By situations is to first focus on addressing the
individual personal needs of participants. 1In her words,

The primary focus is always on getting--what I call--a
strong circle, where people feel a strong sense of sup-
port and trust and can honestly feel that whatever they
bring tc that circle will be accepted, respected and af-
firmed by the group. And that really means everything.
That really means stories about giving your baby up; that
really does mean that. Always the objective is--through
that creation of a strong circle--to develop the self-
confidence and self-esteem of the participants. General-
ly speaking, with people who are not part of the dominant
culture, that is a real issue: whether they are unemploy-
ed or Indian or a woman or a single parent.

%an Evaluation of the Working Theatre Pilot Project,
prépared by Henry Dembicki, Edmonton Social Planning Council,
(October 1987) p. 18.

B1pid., p. 19.

6gmillie, interview, February, 1988.
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The "circle" represents a procedural method Smillie
gained from her experiences in working with native children in
Saskatchewan. She, together with colleague, Kelly Murphy,
initially developed the process as a method for enmploying the
techniques of storytelling and ccllective creation with urban
native teenagers. The "strong circle", both factually and
symbolically, creates an environment where it is "safe!" and
acceptable to expose yourself through story, to reveal your
innermost fears and feelings. The "circle" is at the core of
the storytelling process. It is based on traditional native
storytelling forms and the understanding that a strong group
can only be achieved if each member is part of the "circle".

Each workshop session begins and ends with a "circle".
At the beginning of the workshop day, the group sits on the
floor in a circle. Each person is welcomed, announcements are
made, and there is opportunity given for the expression of in-
dividual needs and concerns which can, in turn, be addressed
by the group as a whole. At the end of the workshop day, the
group again comes together--this time to review the work that
was done over the course of the day; make plans to contact any
absentee members; and to again address individual concerns and
needs.

In developing the process, Smillie has tried not to
divorce the "circle" from its roots in native culture. With
smillie, there always exists a strong element of ritual in the

building of a "circle" of people, and in the telling and cre-
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ating of stories within that circle. In addition, cooperative
games and exercises in storytelling are used to help build the
wcircle". It is essential to create a non-threatening envir-
onment, an environment where everyone feels completely
comfortable. Cooperation and trust are stressed as skills
that must be developed and practised within the group, the
overall cbjective being that of establishing and maintaining
a "strong circle".

Although the exercise is usually not introduced until it
is felt that the group can truly support each person in the
sharing of their stories, the "Medicine Bag" exercise stands
as central in the application of the strong circle process.
It is based on the understanding that physical objects arz
powerful connectors to emotions and memories.

To begin the exercise, a bag full of miscellaneous ob-
jects is emptied into the centre of the circle. The various
objects--which can include things like children's toys, art-
icles of clothing, containers of food, cooking and eating
utensils, jewellery, make-up, tools, appliances, etc.--are
spread out so that each person can clearly see every object.
The members of the group are each asked to select an object
that reminds them of a significant event, special memory, or
person in their life. Finally, moving around the circle one
at a time, each person tells the story of the event, the
memory, or the person of which the object he or she is holding

reminds them. An extension to the exercise often involves the



127

attempt to link the stories together in some way, through
similarities in situation, location, and family relationships,
to name but a few.

As the stories within the group become deeper and more
personal, it is important to reinforce the importance of each
and every member to the "circle". For some, this can be a
unique experience. Ruth Smillie recalls an instance from the
Working Theatre Project that illustrates this truth:

This one guy--the guy who had lived on the streets and

had had a terrible life-—one day as we were going around

the circle, with tears in his eyes said that he couldn't
believe that he had this job. I asked what he meant by
that and he said "Well, I'm being treated like a human
being." 1Isn't it sad that that can be a unique experi-
ence for a lot of people.'
The "circle” is intended to uplift and acclaim every indivi-
dual within it.

An effective application for doing this is the "Spirit
circle" or "Animal Circle" exercise. The exercise begins with
the leader providing some necessary background to the idea of
the Spirit Circle. It is explained that in Native culture it
is believed we are each given an "animal spirit" that influen-
ces us, watches over us, and protects us. It is the object of
the circle to identify the many positive qualities of each
individual in the < ircle, determine the appropriate "spirit
animal" for that person, and then give them the gift of that

“spirit animal®.

The procedure begins by selecting one individual with

71bid.



128

whom they can start. Everyone gets a chance to tell that
person and the group what he or she feels are that individu-
al's particular strengths and unique qualities. After the
group has had ample opportunity to express what they feel
about the individual, they are asked to chcose an appropriate
animal for this person. There is bound to be some debate as
to which animal is the most fitting, but the group must come
to some consensus--everyone must feel that the animal that is
selected is the "right" one. On occasion, a person may be
given more than one animal.

This process is repeated until everyone in the circle has
been given an "animal spirit"; at which point the entire group
stands together, and each person, in turn, states the name of
his or her animal.

In The Working Theatre Project, as has been mentioned,
the "circle" was at the core of the worke..op process. The
establishment of a "strong circle" was seen as critical to the
building of improved self-esteem amongst the participants. In
addition, it was intended to develop the groups' collective
storytelling skills and serve as a springboard into establish-
ing overall theatrical skills. It proved to be an extremely
valuable means of opening people up, building group solidari-
ty, and allowing individuals the opportunity to share openly
from their lives and experiences. As one participant recalls,

As the circle was going around...I found these people

being very honest. They had nothing to be ashamed of

because we were all in the samg Peoat. So it got to my
turn and I just told them the ¥ruth. It more or less
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broke the ice.'®

As one of the outside animators in this project, Ruth
Smillie placed a lot of emphasis on group building. She also
stressed, very strongly, the importance of research. Once a
"strong circle" had been established with the project partici-
pants, Smillie introduced the notion that their circle was
larger than the circle they were sitting in at that moment.
Their circle had to be seen as encompassing all the unemployed
people in their society. Similarly, their circle had to
attempt to address the needs and concerns of all of those
people on the outside in the same way it had served to address
and answer those of the individuals within the circle.
Eventually, they wanted more stories--other people's stories-~
in that circle, so they went out and got them.

It is significant to note that the kind of research here
being done by the participants, is very similar to the re-
search process employed on most Catalyst shows. Rather than
bringing a lot of statistical information to rehearsals--
information that is extremely difficult to transfer into
theatre--participants are contributing people's stories:; at-
tempting to retell those stories as honest’: and as accurately
as they can. The difference is that, in 1 : Case, they are
telling the stories of individuals whose ¢:. .=ces are not
unlike their own; .individuals who have a g&+ ' i .Sumonality in

the fact that either they are unemployeé @i * - 2YK in some

®gvaluation of Working Theatre..., p. 22
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capacity with unemployed people. Rather than vgnturing into
a subject matter and population unfamiliar to them, they
instead seek to affirm their own experiences and feelings by
interviewing people who are a great deal like themselves. 1In

talking about the process, Ruth Smillie states,

Usually what people do in that kind of situation is share
their own stories first. They are coming from a particu-
lar background. Two of the guys had had a lot of experi-
ence with a men's hostel. What they wanted to find out
was the perspective of the social worker and the guys
that run the hostel. They talked to guys on the street
to get more of a perspective, but they were playing
pecp%l.qe they knew; they were playing people like themsel-
ves.

The fact they were playing people like themselves--people
whose experiences were not unlike their own--aided in provid-
ing the crucial element of authenticity so vital to this kind
of work. It must be remembered that these people are not
professional actors. They have not been instilled with the
complex acting skills required to give veracity to any charac-
terizatioﬁ .and scenic interaction that exists outside of their
background. In Theatre By, they essentially must endeavour to
play within the realm of their own experience. Can what they
are doing, then, be considered acting? According to Smillie,

To me, acting is essentially doing things; it is essen-

tially operating within the reality of a particular situ-

ation in terms of what that person would do in a situa-
tion. Although the participants called what they were
doing "acting", it didn't ring true when it wasn't their

own experience; it did ring true when it was. But I

didn't stress the acting. It wasn't always a truthful,

centred work, but the issues were from the heart and they
were really important to them. The point is that they

Ysmillie, interview, February, 1988.
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are telling their storises; not that they are acting. The
fact that they are dodng it at all is amazing.?

It is interesting to note that when telling their own
story, people never tend to be so bleak and humourless as they
are when they are telling somebody eise's story. Even when
the story is about something that, at the time it happenedq,
was anything but funny, people tend to infuse into it an
element of reflective humour. Smillie recalls a story told by
a woman in the Working Theatre Project. In the story the
woman described what, to her, was the worst day of her life:

...She was nine months pregnant, her husband had left

her, and she was on her way to the welfare office to try

and appeal the fact that they were cutting off her wel-
fare. She wrapped her car around a phone booth. There
was actually someone in the phone booth when her car went
out of control. She had her kid in the car and she near-
ly killed her kid, herself, and this person in the phone
booth. She started off the story telling us about the
worst day in her life. As she told the story, people
were just peeing themselves. The construction of the
events that occurred were so extraordinarily awful that
it was funny. And when she eventually did the scene, she

did it in a very humorous way; yet this was the worst day

in her life.?

It must be stressed that the Working Theatre Project, as
its name indicates, is a venture in theatre. Even though one
of Catalyst's primary goals in the project was to improve the
self-esteem of the individual participants involved, it was
never intended to be "group therapy". On the surface, it
would seem that the concept of the "circle" would encourage

people to get locked into a pattern of focusing inwardly on

201phid.
2i1pid.
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their own problems. That tendency does exist and the animator
has to be careful not to let it get out of hand. The animator
has to push thé participants into going further; to putting
their stories into a theatrical framework. In this project,

according to Smillie,

...people would come in with huge anxiety attacks and I
have no time for that. I'm not interested. I'm not a
social worker; I'm not a counsellor; I have noc skills in
that area, and I'm not prepared to deal with it on that
basis. So I would say, "0.K., I'm interested in your
story, but I want to see it in a scene." What we're
doing here is theatre. And when you ask people to do it
in theatre, they go further--they go a lot further--and
it's not usually a wail; it's usually quite funny.?
Smillie claims that, in terms of Theatre By, there are
two parts to the process. The first part is the workshop and
the second part may be a performance. In her opinion, the two
parts are very separate. Smillie will tell the group that
they may chocse not to go on with the performance. At the
same time she admits that, in terms of her own agenda, she
always intends to go to production because without that com-
nitment from the outside animator, she feels, it will never

happen.

In the case of the Working Theatre Project, a play (a
presentational series of scenes and monologues) did eventually
emerge, and the participants did take the work into produc-
tion. In retrospect, participants generally felt the play
accomplished a great deal in raising the audience's awareness

of what it was like to be unemployed. In some instances it

21pid.
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moved people to tears; in others it prompted people to change
their attitudes. According to one audience member surveyed
after a particular performance,
My perception of unemployed people has changed. Having
never been unemployed, I was not aware of the personal
hardships one can experience. I'm ashamed to admit it,
but I thought unemployed people were lazy. I can see now
that the problem is much more complex, and that I'm cnly
beginning to understand it.®
For the participants, however, the real value of the pro-
ject lies not so much in the power of the production, but
rather in the process leading up to it. As evaluated by one
participant,
It has given us self-confidence, not just assertiveness,
but a deeper thing--like knowing our worth. And what was
demanded of us in this project was to speak, put forth

our thoughts, and that is not normally what one is asked
to do, especially when being unemployed.?

Due to the vast amount of work Catalyst has done in the
areas of Theatre For and Theatre With, people are recognizing
the power of theatre for exploring an issue and communicating
a message; for exposing and articulating the special needs of
a distinct population. Consequently, Denise Roy has seen an
increased demand in people who want to study and learn popular
theatre techniques. In her words,

People are beyond coming to us and asking for after din-

ner entertainment. They are beginning to understand the

scope of the work that we've been doing. So they're
phoning us ans asking to learn the techniques; and that's

Bgpvaluation...Working Theatre..., p. 46-47.
%3pid., p.49.
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a whole shift in thinking that I think is really encour-
aging.®

Theatre By is especially effective in empowering a
selected community, identifying and giving voice to their
unique needs and concerns. As has been shown, the process of
articulating the community's stories by means of theatre, can
be extremely valuable. At the same time, there exists the
potential to create powerful and effective theatre. Catalyst
Theatre, for more than a decade, has been producing worthwhile
theat:re--engaging, moving and entertaining its audiences,
while working to effect social education and change. Now, by
providing skilled outside animators, Catalyst can facilitate
a process by which the community can tell its own story
through "catalyst" theatre, educating its audience and

prompting chanca.

®Roy, interview, February, 1988.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

Today, Catalyst Theatre is active in all three of the
indicated classifications or approaches for mounting produc-
tions. The form or approach each project takes is primarily
dictated by the specific needs of the project's identified
community or subject matter. Still, it is sometimes difficult
to isolate and categorise projects into strict rules of class-
ification. Certain projects may combine elements from the
presentational "theatre for" with techniques from the partici-
pational "theatre with". Of course, if a "theatre by" under-
taking goes into production, it must, out of necessity, encon-
pass the elements and techniques of one or both of the other
two approaches.

Catalyst first made its mark in the Alberta and Canadian
theatre scenes due to the unique nature of the company. While
other companies may have been experimenting with many of the
same forms of presentation utilized by Catalyst, none were
operating under the specific mandate of creating theatre
exclusively for education and change. Catalyst, by nature,
has never strived to be the most visible theatre company
around, but they have, in their evolution, made some important
theatrical advances and consequently gained a certain legit-
imacy in the Canadian theatre scene.

As Catalyst's work in the participational forms of

135
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theatre developed around the company's unique mandate, the
company gained recognition and acknowledgement for producing
some of the best "theatre for young audiences" in the country.
Indeed, the experimentation and advances they have made in the
area of . participatory theatre has significance worldwide.
This thought is echoed in the words of Denise Roy:

I would say that some of our school touring work, for

example, is on a par with any of the best work for young
audiences happening anywhere. In all aspects of produc-

tion, I would say we can compete with anybody.1

Likewise, in the area of "theatre for", the company has
gained recognition not only for its success in voicing the
needs and concerns of our society, but for producing good
theatre as well. Some of the company's early work in the
presentational forms of theatre, it éan be argued, were of
significance only because of the special authenticity the
shows gained as a result of the actor/creator's close connec-
tion with the chosen community. As legitimate pieces of
theatre--removed from the context in which they were created--
these shows simply could not stand up. Still, Catalyst has
always aspired to the commitment of making good theatre, and,
as the company has grown and evolved, the measure of quality
in their work has increased considerably. Catalyst has proven
they can compate in the general public realm of theatre
without sacrificing or compromising any of the ideals and

goals issuing from their mandate. In fact, the strongest

'Denise Roy, personal interview, 24 February, 1988.
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shows still tend to be the cnes where the creators have a
strong connection with the subject area and a high ievel of
involvement with the community they are representing. As Jan
Selman says,

...I think back to the strongest shows and strongest

successes and strongest performances, and when all of

those things aligried, it was when the communit% kicked us
around. And that's how we discovered things.

Likewise, the mcst successful shows have involved some
degree of ongoing support in the community. A theatre event,
by nature, is "hit and run". A group of people are assembled
to research and mount a production; when the project ends,
they move on to something else. With many of the company's
past projects, the follow-up support simply wasn't there.
This is an area where Catalyst is not strictly a theatre
company . catalyst knows they've got to be working with
organizations committed to carrying on the work, integrating
their work into the work of compatible organizations that will
stay with the goals of the project. According to Denise Roy,

The way of the future is to look at what this community

development and this relating to the community really

means. We now have a full time community development
person on staff who is trying to help us figure some of
that out....In terms of really figuring out what we need
to do to make sure that the theatre is utilized to its
full capacity is part of something else that is going on.

So it's some kind of an ongoing community development

process and we're fitting in and doing what we can do

best. Then somebody else, either by themselves or in

partnership with us, is making sure that something
carries on and happens after.3

2Jan Selman, personal interview, 25 November, 1985.

3Roy, interview, February, 1988.
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That level ofvongoing support has naturally led Catazlyst
into developing the area of "theatre by": giving communities
and individuals the tools, techniques and support necessary
for creating their own theatre. 1In this regard, Catalyst has
an important role to play in the area of training. This is

acknowledged by Roy,

This whole aspect of training is going to be a really big
area for us in the next few years. We're becoming much
more, in some ways, a consulting firm or resource centre;
we are acknowledged to be the most experienced in doing
a lot of things. So that the demand for us to train
others, both nationally and internationally, is going to
continue to grow.*

In terms of training, clearly the type of work practised
by Catalyst requires specialized actors: actors who not only
possess the unique skills required for mounting theatre that
effects education and change, but who, in their outlook, are
willing to commit themselves to the goals and objectives of
the company and each project they undertake. Since tradi-
tional forms of actor training do rnot touch on the distinctive
skills necessary for working in a Catalyst project, the
company is committed to training actors to do the work. In
the words of current artistic director, Ruth Smillie,

I am very determined that we are going to expand this

company to include a lot of artists. People don't have

the training and that isn't going to change. An organiz-
ation needs a really broad base of people working for it
in order to be vital, so that's why the training is so
very important....You have to use "theatre for education
and social change" with the acting and theatre community

as well....I'm looking for intelligent actors; not
necessarily actors with a social conscience. By only

41bid.
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choosing socially conscious people, maybe you're missing
an opportunity for other people to be educated. Too
often we write people off without considering what may
have shaped those attitudes and what might change. If we
believe that theatre can empower people in a "theatre by"
situation, why can't it do the same thing in another
sense. If we believe it does that to audiences, why
can't it do that to the actors?®

Oon the job training has, since the company's inception,
been part of the Catalyst tradition. The chosen community or
subject area would often dictate and shape the techniques and
skills that were required of actors, thus enabling them to
voice the community's concerns through theatre. Likewise,
through an actor/creator's strong involvement in a project's
chosen community or subject area, he or she has tended to
develop a special empathy for the subject area and/or commun-
ity the show was attempting to represent; cultivating the
social conscience of which Smillie speaks.

Through these strong connections with the chosen communi-
ty, and because of the many individuals who have been willing
to grow and adapt in answer to the demands of transforming the
needs of those communities into dynamic and potent theatrical
presentations, Catalyst has, in theory and practice, developed
many unique and effective forms of theatre. Likewise, the
company has consistently proven, through their extensive eval-
uation process, that theatre is an extremely powerful and

potent way of effecting social education and change. In the

words of Jan Selman,

SRuth Smillie, personal interview, 24 February, 1988.
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When a show has set out to be something for people to
think about personally, in terms of personal change, it
has tended to do that....Likewise, looking at social
change, I think we've made big strides in understanding
what gocial change is and how we can play a role in it.
In a lot of the shows where you're not sure anything was
accoriplished, you feel that way because you feel 1like
you're a "drop in the bucket", and you're such a small
drop that it means nothing. Oon the other hand, I
couldn't continue working with this kind of work if I
didn't believe that every "drop in the bucket" or every

human interaction added up.®

Since 1977, Catalyst Theatre has been using theatre to
effect social education and change. In addition to the valu-
able and largely immeasurable contributions they have made
toward the betterment of Alberta society, they have likewise
established themselves on the Canadian and international
theatre scenes as an innovative and important theatre company.
Catalyst has been, and continues to be, a very successful

theatre company.

éSelman, interview, November, 1985.



IBLIOGRAPHY

Alberta Alcohol and Drug Abuse Commission. Final Report: The
Intimate Theatre of Alcohol Awareness "Drinks Before

Dinner" Summer 1977. Edmonton: AADAC Publication,
[1978].

Alberta Alcohol and Drug Abuse Commission. Report on "The
Black Creek Proiject". Edmonton: AADAC Publication,
[1978].

Barnet, David. Founder, Catalyst Theatre. Interview, 7
Aucust 1987.

Barnet, David. "Out of the Collectives." Canadian Theatre
Review 53 (Winter 1987) :5-6.

Boal, Augusto. Theatre of the Oppressed. Translated by
Charles A. McBride and Maria-Odilia Leal McBride. New
York: Theatre Communications Group, 1979.

Catalyst Theatre. Family Portrait. Typescript, [1982].
Catalyst Theatre files.

Catalyst Theatre. The Catalyst Courier 1 (December 1981).

"City Slickers is a damned good revue." Edmonton Journal, 17
May 1980, p. B15.

Dembicki, Henry. An Evaluation of the Working Theatre Pilot
Project. Edmonton: Edmonton Social Planning Council,

(1987].

DiCenzo, Maria. "Bread and Butter: Productive Contradic-
tions." Canadian Theatxe Review 61 (Winter 1989) :27-
30.

Filewod, Alan. Collective Encounters: Documentary Theatre in
English Canada. Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1987.

Hall, Tony:; Heather, Jané; Selman, Jan. Panel Discussion, 3
August 1988.

Hall, Tony. Interview, 25 May 1987.

Heather, Jane. Interview, 12 June 1989.

141



142

nl,ife on the rocks: no bromides or bathos water down booze

play." st. John's Edmonton Report, 22 August 1977, p.
34.

O'Toole, John. Theatre in gducation; New Objectives for
Theatre--New Technigques in Education. London: Hodder &
Stoughton, 1976.

Roy, Denise. Administrative Director, Catalyst Theatre.
Interview, 24 February 1988.

Selman, Jan. Former Artistic Director, Catalyst Theatre.
Interview, 25 November 1985.

Selman, Jan. Interview, 7 August 1987.

Selman, Jan. Interview, 6 June 1988.

Selman, Jan. Theatre for Education and Change. Edmonton:
AADAC Publication.

Selman, Jan. "Three Cultures, One Issue." Canadian Theatre
Review 53 (Winter 1987) :11-19.

smillie, Ruth. Artistic Director, catalyst Theatre. Inter-
view, 24 February 1988.

"Whistling in the graveyard." Alberta Report, 30 May 1980,
pP. 39-40.



