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President’s Corner by Don Rubin
Is theatre criticism on its way out at the CBC? Or is it just on its way
out at CBC in Ottawa?
CTCA doesn’t have the resources to go too deeply into any issue in our
bulletins but what we would like to do here is recreate for our readership what some of our own members – past, present and future -have been saying on this important subject in recent months.
It all started just after Labour Day when Jeniva Berger, a founding
president of the organization, sent me an e-mail asking if I had heard
that CBC Radio in Ottawa “has eliminated all radio theatre criticism”
adding “that’s not good news.” Jeniva also said that she heard one of
the city’s major newspaper critics has had his space cut to three paragraphs.
Was it just Ottawa, I wondered, or was this a harbinger of things to
come across the country? A few days later, I sent out my own e-mail to
several critics who had been working for CBC asking what they knew
about the situation. Their responses confirmed the news in Ottawa.

Don Rubin

The first to respond was Alvina Ruprecht, a former CTCA president and long-time reviewer
on CBC Radio in Ottawa. Part of her e-mail follows:

Alvina Ruprecht

“Yes, there are no more theatre reviews on local CBC English-language radio in Ottawa. I
was told it is now a policy. It was not a decision made by the producers although I doubt
any of them protested…They feel that radio should have a role similar to the I-Pod – quick
information available quickly – and only useful knowledge (traffic, weather, the latest news).
No more long interviews, no more in-depth discussions....

“So local radio will no longer reflect certain aspects of the local community. But local theatre is only accessible through
local media. Local radio should be dealing with it but now they will not. This is particularly bad in Ottawa because we
have only one newspaper (The Citizen) doing reviews of only some shows. So the coverage is sparse.
“People must now rely on blogs and websites, many of questionable quality. In Ottawa there is quite an uproar in the
theatre community partly because CBC is still reviewing film. But not opera or concerts, not the visual arts or theatre.
Just film.
“Kathleen Petty, the morning host (who was very good) has gone…They don’t want her style of intelligent hosting
anymore….CBC has I believe betrayed its mandate to nurture and disseminate Canadian culture….It seems most interested in attracting younger listeners who, it would seem, they believe are not very intelligent and not interested in the
arts.
“As for me, after 30 years, I feel it is about time to leave but I also believe they should have replaced me. This was not
about me in any event. It was a policy regarding local broadcasting and artistic events. They have assumed that their
listeners are not interested in theatre.
“As a result, the Capital Critics Circle website (capitalcriticscircle.com) will take on a much more important role in the
community. The theatres are still giving me and my colleagues tickets to see their shows. They want us to keep on
writing and giving our annual awards. This shows that CBC has misjudged Ottawa and, no doubt, other places as well if
this is CBC policy….
“Cultural events, arts events, have already been written off by the national media for coverage. It is an extremely
depressing moment here. What more can I say.”
The next day, the Board of Directors of the Ottawa Fringe Festival, wrote to the producer of the CBC morning show in
Ottawa, Karla Hilton, to express their concern. CTCA was copied. The Ottawa Fringe people said among other things:
“We feel that your decision to cancel weekly theatre reviews is both misguided and will have a negative impact on the
local theatre scene….CBC should be moving in the opposite direction….Ottawa’s local arts community is working so
passionately to create, inspire and be relevant, and yet official and influential bodies in Ottawa continue to make
decisions…that are enacting Ottawa’s own self-fulfilling prophecy of never transcending its reputation as a culturestarved government town.
“We would like to point out the tremendous job done by CBC Radio in Winnipeg promoting their Fringe Festival….In
fact, CBC Manitoba had a large presence at the Ottawa Festival this year, ironically much larger than that of CBC Ottawa,
reviewing and interviewing acts slated to tour to Winnipeg…[CBC Ottawa] should be emulating CBC Winnipeg’s commitment to the local arts scene; reconsidering the decision to cut weekly reviews would be a good place to start.”
And even local arts aficionados added their own voices to the debate. Barbara Popel and Brian Carroll of Ottawa also
wrote to Karla Hilton: “We are writing to urge you to reverse this decision. As avid theatregoers, we consider good
professional theatre reviews essential….[We] expect this service from CBC…whose mandate is to bring Canada to
Canadians….
“We attend the Winnipeg Fringe Festival every July [and] are keenly aware that CBC Manitoba reviews Fringe plays every
weekday morning….The audience for these reviews is large and enthusiastic. The reviews are widely quoted….CBC
Manitoba knows their audience and their audience goes to a lot of theatre…We believe that CBC Ottawa Morning has

underestimated their theatregoing audience,,,,Don’t cancel the weekly theatre reviews – make them more frequent.”
The next day, Hilton replied. In part she said: “After much consideration Ottawa Morning has decided to discontinue
formal theatre reviews as a regular feature. CBC Ottawa and Ottawa Morning will continue to report on, and reflect, the
local theatre scene, as we have always done….”
Well, obviously not quite as they always did.
It was at about this point in the story that we heard from long-time CBC Toronto reviewer Lynn
Slotkin who had also been bumped from her long-time slot at CBC Radio. Her response via
e-mail:
“Wow. I didn’t think it was a policy….But since Alvina has said this has happened to her in
Ottawa, then I guess it is true. I know in my case (and Michael Crabb for opera and dance) CBC
Toronto’s Here and Now has not had theatre reviews since January 2011. I was told they would
still do interviews and have scenes from plays and for about two months they had several bits
per week. But after that virtually nothing.

Lynn Slotkin

“I was also told by my then producer that I had been doing the reviews for ten years and now it was time for other kinds
of columnists -- business, beer, food and pop culture. I was also told…that she didn’t think theatre reviews were really
effective on the radio. Ridiculous since I knew reviews sold tickets. The theatres, the publicists and the actors told me
that.
“Newspapers are cutting down on theatre coverage and so Alvina is correct. Blogs…are the way to go. [All CTCA members] are in the same precarious position – dealing with media that is steadily diminishing its interest in the theatre
(and other performing arts) while actual theatre activity is increasing…..Fortunately, I now do reviews for CIUT-FM in
Toronto, an alternative radio station out of U of T. And I have more time to talk about theatre. That show will pick up the
slack.”
Another CTCA veteran, Martin Morrow, a regular freelancer for the Globe and Mail and
former theatre critic for the Calgary Herald, then working for CBC’s national website, said
arts coverage online had also been recently reduced. Although the site's Arts section didn't
run regular theatre reviews, "I did, however, write features highlighting interesting and
significant theatre productions in different parts of the country.

Martin Morrow

“The current reduced-and-overhauled site only runs theatre news stories (awards, season
announcements etc.)….Alvina is right, there’s a shift in focus at CBC that’s been underway
for some time and the loss of theatre reviews is just a small part of it. Due to its chronic
under funding by the federal government, the CBC has had to compete more and more
with the commercial networks while trying to fulfill its public mandate….

“They’re also trying to attract a younger demographic, which is why they ghettoized classical music on Radio 2 a few
years back….Sadly, the CBC is alienating more and more niche audiences – those for classical music, theatre, the arts –
that all together make up its most faithful audience. As Alvina points out, local audiences aren’t being served when they
no longer get arts coverage in their own communities.”
To which Lynn Slotkin quickly replied: “I agree. The niche audiences and even larger ones are not being served by the
CBC….This slavish search for that elusive younger audience is really depressing. How stupid do the powers that be at
the CBC think these young people are? Do they not think that those younger folks like the arts?...Interestingly opera and
ballet are attracting younger audiences….[Jian Ghomeshi’s national show] Q is terrific. Hip, smart and intelligent. So it
can be done. I think the CBC has lost its way.”
And there it apparently ended. Until just before Christmas when Alvina sent a final note to the story saying that “after a
bit of research around the country, I realized that this decision probably had nothing to do with general CBC policy.
Other cities such as Vancouver, Victoria, Edmonton and Montreal did not change their staff. Those that had reviewers
kept them.

“The Ottawa decision was purely a local decision made by the producers of the local shows….I also realized that it was
not at all a financial question. The shows are still using correspondents but the subject matter has changed. They are
now emphasizing film and pop music. They have removed theatre, classical music, visual art. All that is too
demanding….I must also add that this attitude has happily not spread to the French language shows which have not
removed their theatre reviewers.
“And this week, the Arts Editor of the Ottawa Citizen invited the Capital Critics Circle to post any or all of their reviews on
the Citizen’s own blog. They say they are especially interested in reviews of community theatre and student theatre.. This
is a complete change in the way theatre will be reviewed in Ottawa. We hope that this new relationship between local
critics and the Citizen will continue.”
Is this then the future for Canadian critics? And if it is, is it another step towards the end of
paid careers in criticism?
To bring such issues to the attention of working critics in Canada has long been the mission
of CTCA. It’s why we all need a professional association like CTCA no matter how modest or
lofty a perch we use to view the theatre world.
Clearly, the conversation on this one will and must continue.

Jeniva Berger

Five Canadians To Attend IATC Warsaw Congress
Five Canadian theatre critics will attend the next world congress of the International Association of Theatre Critics (the
parent organization of CTCA) in Warsaw, Poland from March 26 to 31.
Leading the delegation are the two official representatives of the national associations that make up Canada’s IATC
membership – Don Rubin (CTCA President) and Brigitte Purkhardt (for the Quebec Theatre Critics Association). Others
delegates include Alvina Ruprecht of Ottawa, Malcolm Page of Vancouver and Patricia Keeney of Toronto. A congress
report will be included in the next Bulletin.
The Congress is taking place during the Warsaw Theatre Meetings, a major theatre festival and
performance showcase in Poland, and delegates will be seeing both national and international theatre while there.

Patricia Keeney

The Congress will also include a seminar on the subject of “Theatre Beyond the Theatre” with
short papers presented on the topic by a range of international critics and scholars. Two
separate seminar sessions will be chaired by Canadians Rubin and Keeney. Organizers have
explained the topic as looking at the increasing amount of theatre that is now taking place
outside of traditional theatre spaces. This includes site specific work as well as work being
done outdoors and via new technologies.

IATC formal business is also done during congresses. This will include new two-year elections to the international
Executive Committee (Canada has been a member for more than a decade and in the last two elections has received
among the highest vote totals). If re-elected, CTCA will represent Canada during the next two years. The Quebec
Association has represented Canada over the last biennium as per a formal agreement between the two associations.
Also included on the congress schedule is a day trip to the birthplace of Frederic Chopin, outside of Warsaw.
A particular highlight of the Congress will be the presentation of IATC’s Thalia Award to Indian critic Kapila Vatsayan
of New Delhi. This is the first time the Thalia will go to a critic outside of Europe or North America and the first time it
will go to a woman. Dr. Vatsayan was officially nominated by the CTCA.

Presented to someone whose critical writings over an extended period have influenced critical thinking about some
aspect of theatrical art, this year’s Thalia laureate has written more than a dozen major books on aspects of Indian
classical dance and theatre forms. Her work has helped popularize these forms over the last four decades and bring
them to the attention of scholars and critics world-wide.
Among her major works are Classical Indian Dance in Literature and the Arts (Sangeet
Natak Akademi, 1968), Indian Classical Dance (SNA, 1972), Traditional Indian Theatre:
Multiple Streams (NBT, 1972), Traditions of Indian Folk Dance (Clarion, 1975), The Square and
the Circle of Indian Arts (Roli, 1983), Bharata -- The Natyashastra (Sahitya Akademi, 1996)
and numerous volumes on Indian regional dance.
A long-time director of the Indira Gandhi National Centre of the Arts in New Delhi, Dr.
Vatsayan, born in 1928, has worked closely with the Indian government in a variety of
areas as a Government Secretary in cultural development. Since 2004, she has been a
member of Unesco's Executive Board and earlier taught at major universities around the
world including the Universities of Pennsylvania, California and Michigan as well as at
Banaras Hindu University, Manipur University and Kolkata University in India.

Malcolm Page

Time to Nominate for the Whittaker Award
It is time once again for all CTCA members to nominate candidates for the Herbert Whittaker Award for Distinguished
Contribution to the Canadian Theatre. The deadline for submitting nominations is 1 March. Please send all nominations
to CTCA President Don Rubin (drubin@yorku.ca).
The Executive Board will meet shortly thereafter to go over all nominations and to make a final decision on the 20112012 winner.
For the record, this prestigious award was first made in 1976 when CTCA was in its first incarnation as the Toronto
Drama Bench. The Bench, which began in 1972 by presenting the first Chalmers Awards, began the Distinguished
Contribution Award to recognize pioneers of the Canadian theatre.
The first winner was teacher, actor, director and producer Dora Mavor Moore, later to be
made even more famous through the Toronto theatre community’s own awards, the annual
Doras. But the Drama Bench was there first and we were pleased to be able to offer such
recognition so early.
Other early winners included Quebec playwright and co-founder of the National Theatre
School Gratien Gelinas, director George Luscombe, Ken Gass, Paul Thompson, playwright
and MTC co-founder Tom Hendry, director-playwright Marion Andre, producers Ed and
Dora Mavor Moore
David Mirvish, director and Tarragon Theatre founder Bill Glassco, Young People’s Theatre
founder Susan Rubes, designer Astrid Janson and actor R.H. Thompson.
When CTCA came into being in 1980, the Distinguished Contribution Award moved with it. After
the death of Drama Bench and CTCA co-founder Herbert Whittaker, the Award was renamed the
Herbert Whittaker Award for Distinguished Contribution. Among those receiving the award thereafter were director Joy Coghill, director and theatre historian David Gardner, actor Brent Carver and
the Shaw Festival’s Jackie Maxwell, among others.
Indeed, if you are curious about a full list of the winners, so are we. Our records are less than stellar
in this area and we are trying to put together a full list (including years) of the winners. If anyone
can add to the names mentioned here, it would be deeply appreciated.
Herbert Whittaker

Please contact Bulletin Editor Byron Laviolette at oobyronoo@gmail.com with any additional information.
And don’t forget to send in your own nominations for this year’s award. A name is all that is needed though if the name
is not an obvious one, please add in a couple of lines explaining who the person is and the reason for your nomination.
The Award will be presented this spring at an appropriate event.

A Letter to Canada’s Theatre Critics on Race and Funding
Is there a connection between race and arts funding in Canada?
According to an organization calling itself “Racialized People in the Arts”
and headed by Lata Pada of Sampradaya Dance Creations in Ontario,
Shain Sayadi of One Light Theatre in Halifax, Charmaine Headley of the
Collective of Black Artists in Toronto, Diane Roberts of Vancouver’s Urban
Ink and Charles C. Smith of Wind in the Leaves Collective in Toronto, arts
funding for multi-cultural groups in general and groups working with
people of colour particularly is diminishing.

Robin Breon

The following letter was sent to CTCA by RPA. It is reprinted here at the
request of board member Robin Breon for all CTCA members to read. And
perhaps to comment on.

Dear friends:
We are writing to share our concerns with you about the continued inequities in funding of the arts in
Canada. This is particularly urgent as our communities and artists are growing and we deserve our rightful
place as an integral and indispensible part of Canadian cultural identity.
It is also urgent since many funders, including the Canada Council for the Arts, are facing budget cuts
which have historically been most detrimental to our work. This should not and cannot happen again but it
likely will unless we raise our voices to call arts funders to account for their commitments to our artists and our
communities.
To this end, we have drafted a position paper and would like you to endorse it and to seek others to
endorse it too. The purpose of this paper is to state our concerns and to use it to seek a meeting with the
Canadian Public Arts Funders network which met in june to discuss issues related to equity and diversity and
commissioned a paper to assist them in their conversation.
None of us were invited to this meeting; nor have any of us been informed of its outcomes. This seems
rather counter-productive, i.e., not seeking the input of our artists and communities about a matter concerning us at a pivotal point in time.
And so we are concerned, as we should be. and to ensure we are not relegated to the sidelines, we are
raising our voices and calling for you to join us and/or to support us as we are deeply worried that the funding
support we now have may be diminished. We intend on communicating our concerns to CPAF and will ask it
to circulate this position paper to its members.
In this communication, we will request to meet with these funders to address our concerns and to
learn from them how they intend to deal with these ongoing glaring inequities. Following that, we are thinking about setting up a national network that would enable us to meet face-to-face, to discuss issues of

concern to us and to advocate on those issues to funders and politicians and to develop and send out
position papers from time-to-time to address issues of concern and to mobilize support from aboriginal
and racialized artists and communities.
As we prepare for this meeting with the Canadian Public Arts Funders, we will convene teleconferences to share our issues and you may want to join in on them. if so, let us know!!!
We'll be gathering once a month to discuss common issues and concerns and to plan how best to
support each other.
- RPA

Blackbird Wins CCC Award As Top Show in Ottawa
The Capital Critics Circle in Ottawa named David Harrower’s
play Blackbird the Best Professional Production of 2011-12 in
special award ceremonies sponsored in part by the Ottawa
Citizen in November.
The production was directed by Mary Ellis and was produced
by The Third Wall Theatre. It was one of nine awards given out
by CCC, an affiliate of CTCA in the Ottawa area.
Other awards went to director Peter Hinton for his staging of
Michel Tremblay’s St. Carmen of the Main at the National Arts
Centre, to Eo Sharp for set and costume designs of St. Carmen
and to Andy Massingham for his performance as the Count in
Carlo Goldoni’s The Fan done at the Odyssey Theatre.

Mary Ellis, James Richardson and Patrick Langston

The Audrey Ashley Award for major contribution to theatre went to Peter
Herrndorf of the National Arts Centre for his “steadfast commitment and
contribution to the arts.” The award is named for the long-time theatre critic at
the Ottawa Citizen and is sponsored by theatre producer Barbara Crook.
The CCC awards were instituted in 2000 to honour the best in theatre on stages
in the National Capital Region. Members of this year’s jury included Alvina
Ruprecht, Patrick Langston, Jamie Portman, Rajka Stefanovska, Barbara Gray
and Iris Winston.
Peter Herrndorf and Peter Hinton

Theatre and Fundamentalism in France by Alvina Ruprecht
Romeo Castellucci, an Italian theatre artist whose work has appeared at many Montreal theatre festivals , and who is
one of the darlings of the international festival scene (he was associate director of the Avignon Festival in 2009), has
been an ongoing target recently of militant Catholic fundamentalists in Paris. Involving an extreme right wing
militant organization associated with the movement “Action française” (which dates back to the right wing movements evolving out of the Dreyfus Affair) this and other groups were involved in violent demonstrations against
Castellucci's theatre this past fall. The Political wing of this movement -- the AGRIF (The Association Against Antiwhite and Anti-Christian Racism ) had even tried to get an injunction against the play but this was rejected by the

courts. It was then that these groups (operating under the general name Renouveau français) took to the streets and
into the theatres themselves.
What these organizations did was to systematically disrupt performances of Castellucci's play Sur le concept du visage du fils de Dieu
(On the Concept of the Face of the Son of God) during its 10 day run
at the Théâtre de Ville in October. They threw tear gas, motor oil
and eggs at both the public and the actors. They also tried to
prevent audiences from coming into the theatre and engaged in
intimidation and direct physical assaults inside and outside the
space. Several performances were interrupted but they all eventually continued. The artistic director Emmanuel Demarcy-Motta,
refused to stop the shows. The cast and administrators of the
Theatre de la Ville, supported by local police who took control of
the street and frisked all members of the public entering the
theatre, to try and weed out the activists and prevent them from
bringing in stink bombs and other weapons that could cause harm.

Protest in progress

These religious militants are ultimately accusing Castellucci of blasphemy and their accusations have set off, among
other things, a debate about the definition of “blasphemy” itself which is, in the French public space where church
and state are separate and where freedom of expression is paramount, a religious notion that has no basis in French
jurisprudence. None of this bothered these modern Inquisitors, however, who continued disrupting the performances hoping to force the director of the theatre to cancel the run. Their justification: they must defend Christianity, threatened by contemporary infidels who disrespect Jesus. In fact, the attacks are not limited just to theatres.
Recently the offices of the satirical weekly Charlie Hebdo were fire bombed with files and equipment destroyed.
AGRIF, which claimed responsibility for the attack, has become the moral watchdogs of all kinds of artistic expression.
In the case of Castellucci, it is clear that these “crusaders” have not actually seen the play or at least have not understood the object they are attacking which makes this even more disturbing. The event sparked roundtables, TV and
radio appearances, long articles in news papers, and much discussion throughout the French media. There is no
doubt that Sur le concept du visage du fils de Dieu is provocative. I saw it at the Avignon festival this past summer.
Spectators walked out in droves and a fight broke out in the audience between someone who was very moved by the
show and someone who was infuriated by this ritual of despair and pain.

Sur le concept du visage du fils de Dieu

In the play, we meet a young man caring for his elderly, ill and
incontinent father. The play – about an hour -- takes place in a white
sanitized room. The young man, wearing an expensive suit, is on the
point of leaving for work but he has to keep postponing his exit
because the old man keeps soiling himself. His excrement flows
over the bed, onto the furniture and along the floor. Strange odours
penetrate the theatre as this trembling, crying, helpless father sits on
the edge of his bed while his son cleans the mess and wipes his
body. The ritualized gestures are very clear. This young man does not
show the slightest sign of anger or impatience but there is frustration and even despair in his body language as he watches the
degeneration of the old man, whom he loves but who has become a
helpless invalid. Then children appear, throwing stones at the son
and driving him away. The situation is never resolved.

This is a stage portrait of Christ in the context of a modern Calvary where the suffering is demystified and relocated.
Castellucci's work is steeped in his love of painting and here, the upstage wall is covered by a huge portrait of a calm
almost smiling Christ -- a portrait by the Renaissance painter Antonello de Messine. This portrait becomes a Renaissance representation of Christ, which demystifies the Son of God image by locating it in a highly realistic pictorial
context. In opposition to the religious figures in the painting of the Middle Ages which confirm the sacred quality of

the Christian figures, this Renaissance representation of Christ could also be seen as “blasphemous” because it
portrays Christ as an ordinary man.
In fact, Castellucci creates a parallel between the Renaissance representation of Christ and the contemporary representation of Christ’s sufferings since both artists adapt the image of the Son of God to the aesthtic of their own
period. The modern Christ on stage, reflected in the eyes of his Renaissance counterpart, is the victim of the suffering
that old age, sickness, and daily hardships impose on contemporary lives. He is truly the symbol of Man’s martyrdom
in the modern world. That is certainly what these fundamentalist bullies did not understand.
Philippe Duvignal who manages the website Theatredublog in Paris, the site to which I contribute on a fairly regular
basis’ wrote the following: “Le Théâtre de la Ville, which produced the show with Castellucci denies the accusations
that excrement was spattered on the huge portrait of Christ that constitutes the backdrop of the play. According to
Castellucci himself, the idea of such a thing was too horrible. Those who attended the show saw at the very end black
ink flowing down the portrait, signifying a shroud. (Thus, one could say this was the burial of the former image of
Christ and the emergence of a new, much more appropriate portrait.) “
Duvignal stated that he was very pleased by the reaction of Cardinal André Vingt-Trois, the Archbishop of Paris who
made the following declaration: "We are confronted with violence organized by a group of religious militants. Some
“idiots” follow these men but even if they are well intentioned, that does not mean that their intentions are right.
These religious activists do much harm by twisting the meaning of their beliefs.”
At the height of the battles, many intellectuals and artists were signing and publishing petitions declaring their
solidarity with the cast and producers of the play. The director of the Web site www.theatredublog.unblog.fr , made
the following statement and published it on his web site. (this letter actually was reprinted on IATC’s own website):
“Given the gravity of the situation, especially since the play
will be shown at another theatre and will very likely be
subjected to the same treatment, we want to express our
solidarity with Emmanuel Demarcy-Motta and his team
who have refused to give in to the blackmail of a tiny group
of neo-fascists. The actors and the director never for a
moment considered abandoning the run of their show and
we must congratulate them for this.” The letter was signed
by Philippe du Vignal and all the critics associated with
Théâtre du Blog.
Another letter of support was written and signed among
others, by Georges Banu, honorary President of the International Association of Theatre Critics.
Needless to say I was extremely proud of our IATC critics
and others who never hesitated to get involved.

In the Streets

The fact is, such events are not entirely a new phenomenon in Paris where right wing groups have in the past demonstrated against other plays for political or religious reasons. Mel Gibson’s film The Last Temptation of Christ provoked
the fire-bombing of a cinema in the Latin Quarter. In 1959 at the height of the Algerian war, Jean Genet’s play, Les
Paravents caused both sympathizers and those against the independence of Algeria to demonstrate.
This time, however, the reaction seemed to be much more brutal, very well organized and not particularly well
founded. It could be linked to the rise of the Front National, the right wing party whose presidential candidate,
Marine LaPen just might win next year, given the unpopularity of President Nicolas Sarkozy. It could also be seen as a
backlash to the recent events in the Danish press that made French journals the target of militant Islamists. These
questions reflect a real malaise that is very present in France these days, a malaise that appears to be threatening the
separation between church and state that has always seemed so fundamental to French society.

Kushner on Kushner: An interview by Robin Breon
Tony Kushner’s musical, Caroline, or Change, has just opened to strong reviews at the Berkeley Theatre (Downstairs) in
Toronto. Produced by Acting Up Stage Company and Obsidian Theatre Company, the musical tells the story of Caroline (powerfully portrayed by Arlene Duncan), the black maid who has charge of the Gellman household of Louisiana
circa early 1960s. Last summer, Mr. Kushner participated in the Shaw Festival’s Speed of Ideas conference (July 23-24)
at Niagara-on-the-Lake. From my (paraphrased) notes, I’ve excerpted a few “Kushnerisms” from an interview that was
also conducted by CBC radio host Eleanor Wachtel for her program Writers and Company (available in CBC archives for
readers who want the full interview).
On developing dramatic characters: “The internal contradictions
are what makes characters interesting. The sharpness of human
behavior is in Shaw. My favorite of his plays is Major Barbara,
where the dialectics keep shifting, especially with a character like
Andrew Undershaft. The mounting of a strong argument in a
story line can lift an audience into a different realm - especially
when it can’t be pinned down ideologically.”
He further said that the lead character in his latest play, An Intelligent Homosexual’s Guide to Capitalism and Socialism with a Key to
the Scriptures, has some similarities to Vito Marcantonio, the New
York congressman from Harlem who was a progressive voice
(often called a communist) in the immediate post war period
until his death in 1954.

Promo still from Obsidian Theatre ‘s (in association with Acting Up Stage Company) production
of Caroline, Or Change

On writing a play: “I always say you should start to write a play not from a feeling of certainty, but from real doubt.”
He described his latest play as “still in progress” and doubted if any play is ever “perfectly shaped.”
On religion: “I never downplay the role of religion. The most important social movement of the 20th century was the African American Civil Rights movement, led by
the black church, Martin Luther King and many others.” As well, he stated that “I
often quote the Talmud and the Bible. I love the Sermon on the Mount. There he is,
this young rabbi, teaching all these big ideas.”
On agnosticism and atheism: “I have a real fondness for atheists - it’s just that I
personally don’t have that certainty. I wouldn’t pretend to know for sure.”
On the difference between collective laughter and crying in the theatre:
“Laughter is very demonstrative, outgoing and collective. The other (weeping) is
very individualistic and almost shameful when done in public.”
Tony Kushner

On ‘coming out’: “I was 26 years old and a graduate student at NYU when I called
my father from a pay phone in Manhattan (which became the phone booth scene in

On Angels in America and the American right: “They’ve done huge damage to the American economy and huge
damage to the environment. The criticism of Obama from the left just baffles me. At least he is articulate, he’s a constitutional law professor - and he’s hot. Do people forget how horrifying it was with Bush in the White House? If anything
Angels in America has lasted, both on stage and as a piece of literature. It’s a good read. Hope can be a force but it’s a
personal choice - you have to straddle your own contradictions. It is always a moral and intellectual struggle. In fact,
that final speech in Angels in America - scary as we approach the abyss - has more resonance 20 years down the road
than when I originally wrote it.”

Follow Canadian Theatre with Webplay
Webplay is a regular sampling of online reviews by critics in Canada’s major cities, chosen by members of the CTCA
executive based on some specific criteria. We’re looking for reviews of new Canadian work, significant or interesting
revivals of older work, Canadian premieres of notable international plays and – not least – just well written pieces of
theatre criticism.
Webplay selections aren’t restricted to mainstream critics or CTCA members. We’re interested in any serious criticism
available on the Internet, including blogs. If you have a recent review you’re proud of and would like us to consider, or
if you know about a blog or website we should be looking at, please let us know. E-mail CTCA board members Martin
Morrow, MrrwMart@aol.com, Anton Wagner, awagner@yorku.ca or Byron Laviolette oobyronoo@gmail.com.

Welcome New Members
We want to welcome new members Jessica Goldman and Charoula (Hara) Stathopoulos. Below is a little more
about them:
Jessica Goldman is the theatre critic for CBC Radio’s The Calgary Eyeopener and is the author of the online performance review site www.applause-meter.com. Jessica has a journalism degree from Ryerson University and has previously worked for CityTV, CTV and Shaw Media.
Charoula (Hara) Stathopoulos writes in English about theatre and North American news items for Eleftheria, a daily
Greek newspaper where she works as Canadian correspondent. She also writes for The Greek Press, a weekly Canadian
ethnic journal, and has her own own program on Odyssey Television Network & Hellenic Canadian Chronicles. She
specializes in ancient Greek theatre studies and classical Greek theatre.

CTCA Dues Reminder
The CTCA board hopes you will renew your membership and contribute your ideas and efforts on behalf of theatre
criticism in Canada.
Full Voting* Membership Annual Dues: $45. Category covers anyone employed full time or as a freelancer and who is
reviewing or covering theatre professionally on a regular basis for a newspaper or magazine or journal.
Senior Membership: $25 Category covers members ages 65 and above who have been full members of the association
Associate Membership: $25 Covers anyone who is not a full voting member but has been writing about theatre and
has been paid for their work and is pursuing a career in theatre or theatre criticism.
Student Membership: $10 Designed for those students 25 years and younger enrolled in a theatre course at a college
or university or with the hopes of pursuing a career in theatre or theatre criticism.
* Full Voting and Senior membership entitles you to participate in all international and national events, run for office,
vote in award categories, and receive all e-mail bulletins and national newsletters. Student membership entitles you to
receive all e-mail bulletins and national newsletters, and participate in CTCA sponsored and national events.

Please send your membership dues, made payable to the Canadian Theatre Critics Assocation, to Anton Wagner, 201
Sherbourne St. Apt. 2306, Toronto, Ontario, M5A 3X2.

Next Issue Information by Byron Laviolette
Hello CTCA members.
I hope you enjoyed this issue. Just a quick reminder that our Spring Issue is up next and as always we are looking for
copy. Please forward any articles, essays, reviews or items of interest to the membership. It can also involve multiple
media, print, online, etc. If there are any news items, or upcoming deadlines or awards ceremonies, please include
these as well. The deadline is March 31st.
Also, we are continuing to assemble a history of the CTCA (and the Toronto Drama Bench) so any pieces on these
themes (remembrances and anecdotes welcome) would be very useful. In addition to this, we are also seeking to
create a comprehensive list of all past CTCA award winners. Any and all help with this would be greatly appreciated.
It is my sincere hope that you enjoy this issue and that we can continue to build upon the success of this outlet and
grow it in ways both useful and stimulating to the membership.
Email submissions to Byron Laviolette at oobyronoo@gmail.com.

Last Laugh

