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alt.theatre: cultural diversity and the stage is C
anada’s only 

professional journal exam
ining intersections betw

een politics, 
cultural plurality, social activism

, and the stage. 

alt.theatre w
elcom

es suggestions or proposals for interview
s, 

new
s, pieces of self-reflection, analytical articles, and review

s of 
books, plays, and perform

ances.  Subm
issions to alt.theatre are 

vetted by at least tw
o m

em
bers of the editorial board as w

ell as ex-
ternal review

ers w
here appropriate.  C

ontributors retain copyright 
of their articles w

ith the understanding that any subsequent pub-
lication w

ill cite alt.theatre: cultural diversity and the stage 
as the original source. alt.theatre retains the right to distribute 
copies of published articles for educational and prom

otional pur-
poses.  Please query the editors before subm

itting any w
ork for 

consideration: info@
alttheatre.ca

Founded in 1998, alt.theatre is published quarterly by Teesri 
D

uniya T
heatre – an intercultural theatre com

pany w
ith a m

an-
date to produce socially engaged theatre that reflects C

anada’s 
social and cultural diversity. alt.theatre is indexed in the M

LA 
International Bibliography. 
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w

orldw
ide raising funds and aw

areness about the devas-
tating flooding in the P

hilippines in Septem
ber 2012. 
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C
a
T
H
E
r
i
N
E
 

H
E
r
N
a
N
d
E
z

is a proud w
om

an of colour, w
riter, 

perform
er, and the Artistic D

irector 
of Sulong T

heatre C
om

pany. H
er 

children’s book M
 is for M

ustache: 
A Pride ABC

 Book w
as published by 

Flam
ingo R

am
pant and her plays 

K
ilt Pins and Singkil w

ere published 
by Playw

right’s C
anada Press. 

C
atherine’s first full-length fiction, 

Scarborough Stories, received the 
Asian C

anadian W
riters’ W

orkshop 
E

m
erging W

riter’s Aw
ard and w

as 
shortlisted for the H

alf the W
orld 

G
lobal Literati Aw

ard.
S

o . . . w
hy do w

e do this?: 
P

A
G

E
 28

-30

J
O
H
N
 
K
i
M
 

B
E
l
l
,

born on the K
ahnaw

ake M
ohaw

k 
R

eserve in M
ontreal, w

as 
appointed Apprentice C

onductor 
of the Toronto Sym

phony in 
1980. H

e has conducted m
any 

orchestras in C
anada and the 

U
S and com

posed m
usic for 

film
/television. H

e is founder 
of the C

anadian N
ative Arts 

Foundation, N
ational Aboriginal 

Achievem
ent Foundation, and the 

N
ational Aboriginal Achievem

ent 
Aw

ards. H
e received a Lifetim

e 
Achievem

ent Aw
ard from

 the R
oyal 

C
onservatory of M

usic in 2007, 
holds six H

onorary D
octorates, 

and is an O
fficer of the O

rder of 
C

anada and O
rder of O

ntario. Bell 
currently takes an active role in 
m

ining and energy projects through 
a consulting firm

 specializing 
in First N

ations resource 
developm

ent. 
U

nderstanding R
econciliation:

P
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G
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M
a
C
a
r
T
H
U
r

is Assistant Professor at the 
U

niversity of W
indsor’s School of 

D
ram

atic Art. She holds a PhD
 

in D
ram

a from
 the U

niversity of 
Toronto, w

here her dissertation 
focused on the critical reception 
of fem

inist theatre in E
nglish and 

French C
anada. H

er w
ork has 

appeared in alt.theatre, C
anadian 

Theatre R
eview, Theatre R

esearch 
in C

anada, and several edited 
collections. In 2014-15, M

ichelle 
w

as the lead researcher for the 
E

quity in T
heatre initiative, a 

national cam
paign focused on 

redressing gender inequities in the 
C

anadian theatre industry. 
E

ditorial:
P

A
G

E
 8

-9

C
O
l
E
 

a
l
V
i
s

is proud of their M
étis-Irish heritage 

from
 the Turtle M

ountains in 
M

anitobah. An acclaim
ed actor, 

theatre creator and artistic leader, 
C

ole is an Artistic Producer of 
lem

onTree creations, E
xecutive 

D
irector of the Indigenous 

Perform
ing Arts Alliance (IPAA), 

and a finalist for the 2016 Toronto 
Arts Foundation E

m
erging Artist 

Aw
ard. R

ecently, C
ole perform

ed 
in Body Politic by N

ick G
reen 

(Buddies in Bad T
im

es T
heatre &

 
lem

onTree creations coproduction) 
and directed a w

orkshop of a solo 
show

 called bug by Yolanda Bonnell 
(O

jibw
ay-South Asian) at the 2016 

Sum
m

erw
orks Festival. 

M
ore Is M

ore: 
P

A
G

E
 31-33

G
a
i
l
 

N
Y
O
K
a

is a storyteller, author and 
aw

ard-w
inning playw

right. H
er 

play M
ella M

ella, perform
ed at 

Young People’s T
heatre and Black 

T
heatre W

orkshop M
ontreal, 

w
on the C

halm
ers C

anadian Play 
Aw

ard. She w
as a 2015/16 N

ord 
Foundation Playw

right Fellow
 at 

C
leveland Public T

heatre, and her 
novel M

ella and the N
’anga: An 

African Tale w
as shortlisted for the 

G
overnor G

eneral’s Aw
ard and the 

T
D

 C
hildren’s Literature Aw

ard, 
am

ong others. As a storyteller, she 
has perform

ed at Festival at the 
E

dge in Britain, the C
hicago Fringe 

Festival and the Toronto Storytelling 
Festival.  
R

eport from
 C

ape Tow
n:

P
A

G
E

 34
-35

s
K
Y
 

G
i
l
B
E
r
T

—
w

riter, director, teacher, and 
drag queen extraordinaire—

w
as 

co-founder and Artistic D
irector 

of Toronto’s Buddies in Bad T
im

es 
T

heatre for 17 years. H
e has had 

nearly 40 plays produced, and 
w

ritten six critically acclaim
ed 

novels and three aw
ard-w

inning 
poetry collections. H

e is currently an 
Associate Professor at the U

niversity 
of G

uelph’s School of E
nglish and 

T
heatre Studies. H

is play Princess 
w

ill prem
iere in H

am
ilton this fall, 

and his new
 w

ork, It’s All Tru, w
ill 

play at Buddies in spring 2017. 
In 2018 G

uernica w
ill publish a 

collection of Sky’s essays entitled 
Sm

all Things.
Perform

ing Your F
ictional 

Identity:
P

A
G

E
 19

-26

d
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N
a
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M
i
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H
E
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E
 

s
T
.
 
B
E
r
N
a
r
d

aka Belladonna the Blest, is 
an em

cee, playw
right, and arts 

adm
inistrator. H

er w
orks for the 

stage include D
ark Love, They Say 

H
e Fell, A M

an A Fish, C
ake, The 

H
ouse You Build, Salom

e’s C
lothes 

and G
as G

irls. U
pcom

ing: Sound of 
the Beast at T

heatre Passe M
uraille 

2017. 
C

urator of T
he Principles O

ffice 
S

eries:
P

A
G

E
 27-33

K
E
r
r
Y
 

M
C
E
l
r
O
Y

is a PhD
 candidate and instructor 

at C
oncordia U

niversity. C
urrently 

com
pleting her thesis in the 

Interdisciplinary PhD
 in the 

H
um

anities, her research focuses on 
histories of w

om
en in culture, and 

particularly on the actress as classed 
subject. H

er doctoral thesis is a 
case study of actresses in em

ergent 
H

ollyw
ood, exam

ined opposite 
pre-film

ic theatrical actresses as 
labouring subjects. She has an 
upcom

ing article in Perform
ance 

Ireland on M
aureen O

'H
ara, John 

Ford, and the perform
ativity of 

Irishness.
L
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an:

P
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G
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© Paul Lampert. Aldrin Bundoc, performer in Body Politic, photographed for his performance  
in Lampert's project, In The Wings.
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Interestingly, how
ever, w

hen it 
com

es to addressing equity and diversity 
in theatre, the burden of responsibil-
ity often falls on artistic directors like 
Aquino for w

hom
 these issues are not 

a problem
, w

hile those w
hose seasons 

perpetuate inequity point to accom
-

plishm
ents elsew

here or opt out of 
the conversation altogether. T

his w
as 

the case w
ith Jocelyn’s response to 

criticism
s of C

anadian Stage’s season. 
W

hen initially questioned about his 
program

m
ing choices, Jocelyn pointed 

to exam
ples of diversity in past seasons 

and in the current season’s casting, the 
latter being a strategy that, as D

janet 
Sears w

rites in a blog post about the 
controversy, is often used as a w

ay 
to address diversity concerns. W

hile 
non-traditional casting is an im

portant 
step tow

ards inclusivity, as Sears points 
out, “diversity is also about em

brac-
ing culture-specific or gender-specific 
voices.” T

hose voices—
the voices of 

diverse playw
rights and directors—

she 
asserts, can w

iden audiences’ perspec-
tives of the w

orld and attract new
 audi-

ences (and revenue!) to theatres. 

As the #C
anStageSoW

hite hashtag 
m

ultiplied, Jocelyn’s response becam
e 

m
ore evasive. N

estruck reports difficul-
ties contacting him

 for an interview
 in 

his G
lobe colum

n: after m
ultiple at-

tem
pts from

 N
estruck, C

anadian Stage 
eventually sent him

 a statem
ent w

ith 
no further com

m
ent and posted an 

apology from
 Jocelyn on its Facebook 

page. Jocelyn’s prom
ise in his statem

ent 
to N

estruck—
to “open our theatre in 

the com
ing m

onths for a m
ore substan-

tive discussion around the representa-
tion of C

anada’s diverse voices in the 
theatre today”—

 m
aterialized w

hen 
C

anadian Stage hosted a w
orkshop 

facilitated by the C
anadian C

entre for 
D

iversity and Inclusion in M
ay, w

hich 
w

as held in cam
era and closed to the 

In late January 2016, Toronto’s C
an-

nadian Stage C
om

pany announced its 
2016-17 season, w

hich the com
pany’s 

press release touted as featuring “heart-
stopping storytelling and genre-bending 
perform

ances by C
anadian favourites.” 

W
hile the season does indeed feature 

m
any innovative artists such as Jordan 

Tannahill, M
arie C

hiounard, and R
ob-

ert Lepage, w
hat it does not feature—

as 
m

any w
ere quick to note—

 are any 
people of colour in the roles of director, 
playw

right, choreographer, or translator 
in any of its thirteen C

anadian productions. 
O

n the heels of the #O
scarsSoW

hite  
controversy, this glaring om

ission inevi-
tably drew

 w
idespread criticism

 across 
social m

edia and in the m
ainstream

 
press. As G

lobe and M
ail theatre critic 

J. K
elly N

estruck put it, “W
hat cam

e 
next w

as entirely predictable – and, in 
m

y view, understandable. O
n cam

e the 
online outrage, out cam

e the hashtag 
#C

anStageSoW
hite.”

#C
anStageSoW

hite—
both the 

trending hashtag and the inequity it 
described—

offered a reality check on 
several levels. C

anadian Stage’s lack 
of diversity in its recent program

m
ing 

reflects an urgent and broader issue 
in the national arts landscape, w

here 
people of colour and Indigenous 
peoples are vastly underrepresented in 
key creative roles in the theatre. W

hile 
there is a significant need for research 
to m

easure exactly how
 m

uch they are 
underrepresented, a quick look at other 
theatre com

panies of com
parable size 

and funding show
s that C

anadian Stage 
is not alone in turning a blind eye to 
equity and diversity. For exam

ple, as 
N

estruck points out, Toronto’s Tarragon 
T

heatre em
ployed no directors or play-

w
rights of colour in its 2015-16 season. 

Soulpepper, another Toronto theatre 
com

pany of com
parable size, fared 

slightly better in 2015 (read: not w
ell at 

all). According to m
y count, one of its 

eleven m
ainstage show

s w
as directed by 

a person of colour, and another one of 
the eleven w

as w
ritten by a w

om
an of 

colour—
H

appy Place by Pam
ela Sinha, 

w
ho w

as one of tw
o w

om
en playw

rights 
to have her w

ork presented on the 
m

ainstage that season. 

W
hat is not inconsequential about 

these three com
panies is the lack of 

diversity in their leadership. W
hile not 

all w
hite m

ale artistic directors program
 

such hom
ogenous seasons, it is possible 

to trace a relationship betw
een diversity 

in this top job and diversity in other 
creative positions. Research on gender 
equity in theatre, w

hich has been 
undertaken m

ore extensively, can shed 
som

e light on this relationship. For ex-
am

ple, in m
y 2015 national study for the 

E
quity in T

heatre initiative, I reported 
that w

om
en artistic directors in C

anada 
w

ere m
ore likely to hire w

om
en direc-

tors and slightly m
ore likely to program

 
w

om
en playw

rights in their seasons than 
m

en artistic directors (19, 24). Research 
in E

ngland has also found that w
om

en 
playw

rights tend to w
rite m

ore roles for 
w

om
en (25). W

hat this suggests is that 
diversity at the top of a theatre com

pany 
w

ill have a trickle-dow
n effect, increas-

ing the opportunities for m
inoritized 

and m
arginalized individuals to w

ork 
as directors, playw

rights, actors, and 
designers. W

hile w
e need m

ore data to 
quantify this equation, it is illustrated in 
m

any C
anadian theatre com

panies w
ith 

diverse leadership. For exam
ple, Factory 

T
heatre’s 2015-16 season, program

m
ed 

by Artistic D
irector N

ina Lee Aquino, 
stands in stark contrast to its Toronto 
counterparts cited above. H

alf of the 
six “C

anadian classics reim
agined” 

com
prising Factory’s m

ost recent season 
w

ere directed by people of colour, half 
w

ere directed by w
om

en, and half w
ere 

w
ritten by people of colour.  
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ichelle M
acA

rthur

I realize there are no easy answ
ers 

to these questions, but I look forw
ard to 

exploring them
 in the pages of alt along 

w
ith the rest of the editorial team

 and 
our m

any contributors. T
he articles 

featured in 13.1 reflect alt's m
ission of 

m
apping m

eeting points betw
een art 

and activism
; a key question across the 

issue is how
 theatre and perform

ance 
(and our understanding of these term

s) 
m

ust change in order to support equity 
and diversity, on stage and off. To that 
end, w

e are proud to be kicking off a 
new

 special series of short articles that 
w

ill run across all four issues of Volum
e 

13.  C
urated by D

onna-M
ichelle St. 

Bernard on behalf of AD
H

O
C

 (Art-
ists D

riving H
olistic O

rganizational 
C

hange), the Principles O
ffice gathers 

artists from
 across the country to engage 

in a nuanced analysis of contem
porary 

issues in the perform
ance com

m
unity. 

O
ur first tw

o articles of the series, by 
C

ole Alvis and C
atherine H

ernandez, 
issue several im

portant challenges to 
audiences and artists regarding our 
responsibilities in actively w

orking 
tow

ards change. H
ernandez’s clos-

ing question—
“Ask yourself: Are you 

just a cog in this m
achine, or are you 

ready for actual change”—
is one that 

resonates throughout the issue.

T
his issue also m

arks som
e other 

transitions at alt that I’d like to take a 
m

om
ent to acknow

ledge. I am
 thrilled 

to be w
orking w

ith Aaron Franks and 
Sarah W

aisvisz, w
ho joined the alt 

team
 this sum

m
er as our new

 associate 
editors. As Features E

ditor, Aaron w
ill 

be com
m

issioning articles and w
orking 

w
ith w

riters and artists to prepare their 
w

ork for publication. As Review
s E

ditor, 
Sarah w

ill be on the look-out for books 
and perform

ances to cover in alt and 
w

ill w
ork closely w

ith review
ers; she is 

also heading-up a new
 online review

s 
section that w

e w
ill detail in our next 

issue. T
his sum

m
er w

e also w
elcom

ed 
Lesley Bram

hill to the team
 as C

om
-

m
unity M

anager, w
ho, w

ith our intern 
M

ikaela C
lark-G

ardner, has enlivened 
alt’s w

eb and social m
edia presence 

(am
ong m

any other accom
plishm

ents). 
And last but certainly not least, I w

ant 
to acknow

ledge the am
azing w

ork that 
C

rystal C
han has done in leading the 

m
edia. W

hile this kind of w
orkshop 

is im
portant and the choice to keep a 

closed session w
as purportedly m

ade to 
create a safe space for participants, w

e 
m

ight ask w
hether this w

as a sufficient 
response to the com

pany’s program
-

m
ing oversights. 

I’ve focused on the exam
ple of 

#C
anStageSoW

hite not because I love 
a catchy hashtag (though I do love 
a catchy hashtag) and not to single 
out one theatre com

pany or artistic 
director, but to illum

inate som
e of 

the issues I have been thinking about 
as I transitioned into m

y role as the 
new

 E
ditor-in-C

hief of alt.theatre this 
spring. Indeed, questions of diversity 
and equity are not new

 to alt or its read-
ers: for nearly tw

enty years, alt.theatre 
has been a leader in facilitating conver-
sations around the intersections of art, 
politics, cultural diversity, and activism

; 
spotlighting m

arginalized artists and 
com

panies that do not alw
ays get cover-

age in other m
edia or scholarly outlets; 

and advocating for positive change in 
artistic and socio-political arenas. W

hat 
I’ve been thinking about over these last 
few

 m
onths is how

 and to w
hat degree 

these conversations have changed in 
the last tw

o decades, and how
 w

e can 
m

ove beyond nam
ing the problem

s that 
m

any of us are already aw
are of to actu-

ally solving them
. #C

anStageSoW
hite  

shed light on the shortcom
ings of a 

theatre w
hose very nam

e suggests it 
represents a country, and m

obilized 
artists and audience m

em
bers to speak 

out about inequities in the C
anadian 

theatre com
m

unity m
ore broadly. H

ow
 

can w
e m

aintain the m
om

entum
 of 

hashtags and m
ovem

ents like this one? 
Are these conversations m

erely preach-
ing to the converted, or are they reach-
ing new

 ears and changing m
inds? 

H
ow

 can w
e get artistic directors like 

Jocelyn engaged in this w
ork so that 

it doesn’t just fall on those w
ho are al-

ready overburdened by it? T
he renew

ed 
energy propelling the current conversa-
tions around equity and diversity in the 
arts is exciting and prom

ising, and like 
m

any others, I w
ant to know

 how
 w

e 
can translate it into m

eaningful and 
sustainable action.   

project to revam
p alt’s w

ebsite, w
hich 

I encourage you to visit at w
w

w.altthe-
atre.ca. C

rystal has been the backbone 
of alt since she cam

e on as M
anager 

in 2015, and 13.1 m
arks the end of her 

w
ork w

ith us. I w
ish her the very best 

as she m
oves on to other projects and 

hope that w
e can share her w

riting in 
the pages of alt in the near future.

W
hat has alw

ays excited m
e about 

alt.theatre, as a reader and contributor, 
is its ability to foster a unique space 
w

here diverse and som
etim

es diverging 
voices can com

e together to exchange 
ideas; debate urgent political, social, 
and artistic issues; and provoke action. 
As alt's new

 editor, I am
 honoured and 

delighted to help curate this space. 

E
ditorial
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o
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e
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h
e
 
w
o
r
l
d
.
 
F
o
r
 
m
a
n
y
 
p
a
r
t
i
c
i
p
a
n
t
s
,
 

t
h
e
 
t
r
a
g
i
c
 
s
h
o
o
t
i
n
g
 
i
n
 
a
n
 
l
G
B
T
Q
i
 
n
i
g
h
t
c
l
u
b
 
i
n
 
O
r
l
a
n
d
o
,
 
F
l
o
r
i
d
a
,
 

o
n
 
J
u
n
e
 
1
2
,
 
w
h
i
c
h
 
c
o
s
t
 
4
9
 
q
u
e
e
r
 
p
e
o
p
l
e
 
o
f
 
c
o
l
o
u
r
 
t
h
e
i
r
 
l
i
v
e
s
,
 

o
v
e
r
s
h
a
d
o
w
e
d
 
t
h
e
 
p
r
o
c
e
e
d
i
n
g
s
.
 
T
o
 
d
e
a
l
 
w
i
t
h
 
t
h
e
 
m
a
n
y
 
q
u
e
s
t
i
o
n
s
 

r
a
i
s
e
d
 
i
n
 
t
h
e
 
a
f
t
e
r
m
a
t
h
 
o
f
 
t
h
i
s
 
e
v
e
n
t
 
a
n
d
 
t
h
e
 
s
i
m
p
l
i
f
i
e
d
 
a
n
s
w
e
r
s
 

o
f
f
e
r
e
d
 
b
y
 
m
a
s
s
 
m
e
d
i
a
 
a
n
d
 
r
e
p
e
a
t
e
d
 
b
y
 
s
o
m
e
 
p
o
l
i
t
i
c
i
a
n
s
,
 
m
e
m
b
e
r
s
 

o
f
 
t
h
e
 
w
o
r
k
i
n
g
 
g
r
o
u
p
 
“
Q
u
e
e
r
 
F
u
t
u
r
e
s
”
 
s
p
o
n
t
a
n
e
o
u
s
l
y
 
d
e
c
i
d
e
d
 
t
o
 

o
r
g
a
n
i
z
e
 
a
n
 
i
n
f
o
r
m
a
l
 
r
o
u
n
d
 
t
a
b
l
e
 
a
n
d
 
c
o
l
l
e
c
t
i
v
e
l
y
 
f
o
r
m
u
l
a
t
e
 
a
n
 

o
p
e
n
 
l
e
t
t
e
r
,
 
w
h
i
c
h
 
w
a
s
 
r
e
a
d
 
d
u
r
i
n
g
 
t
h
e
 
c
l
o
s
i
n
g
 
c
e
r
e
m
o
n
y
.
 
T
h
e
 

l
e
t
t
e
r
 
i
s
 
r
e
p
r
o
d
u
c
e
d
 
h
e
r
e
.
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W
e
 
a
r
e
 
d
e
e
p
l
y
 
s
a
d
d
e
n
e
d
 
b
y
 
t
h
e
 
m
u
r
d
e
r
s
 
a
t
 
t
h
e
 
P
u
l
s
e
 
n
i
g
h
t
c
l
u
b
 
i
n
 
O
r
l
a
n
d
o
,
 
F
l
o
r
i
d
a
,
 

t
h
a
t
 
o
c
c
u
r
r
e
d
 
w
h
e
n
 
h
o
s
t
i
n
g
 
a
 
l
a
t
i
n
o
 
l
G
B
T
Q
i
 
e
v
e
n
t
.
 
W
e
 
e
x
t
e
n
d
 
o
u
r
 
d
e
e
p
l
y
 
f
e
l
t
 
c
o
n
d
o
l
e
n
c
e
s
 
t
o
 

a
l
l
 
t
h
o
s
e
 
a
f
f
e
c
t
e
d
.
 
W
e
 
r
e
c
o
g
n
i
s
e
 
t
h
a
t
 
f
o
r
 
m
a
n
y
 
l
G
B
T
Q
i
 
p
e
o
p
l
e
 
w
h
o
 
f
a
c
e
 
o
p
p
r
e
s
s
i
o
n
,
 
h
a
t
r
e
d
 

a
n
d
 
v
i
o
l
e
n
c
e
,
 
n
i
g
h
t
l
i
f
e
 
v
e
n
u
e
s
 
r
e
p
r
e
s
e
n
t
 
a
 
r
a
r
e
 
s
p
a
c
e
 
i
n
 
w
h
i
c
h
 
t
h
e
y
 
f
e
e
l
 
s
a
f
e
 
a
n
d
 
a
b
l
e
 
t
o
 

b
e
 
t
h
e
m
s
e
l
v
e
s
.
 
T
h
e
 
d
e
v
a
s
t
a
t
i
n
g
 
i
m
p
a
c
t
 
o
f
 
a
n
 
a
t
t
a
c
k
 
o
n
 
s
u
c
h
 
a
 
s
p
a
c
e
 
i
s
 
f
e
l
t
 
a
c
u
t
e
l
y
 
a
n
d
 

p
a
i
n
f
u
l
l
y
 
b
y
 
q
u
e
e
r
 
p
e
o
p
l
e
 
a
r
o
u
n
d
 
t
h
e
 
w
o
r
l
d
.

W
e
 
a
r
e
 
a
 
d
i
v
e
r
s
e
 
g
r
o
u
p
 
o
f
 
s
c
h
o
l
a
r
s
 
a
t
t
e
n
d
i
n
g
 
t
h
e
 
i
n
t
e
r
n
a
t
i
o
n
a
l
 
F
e
d
e
r
a
t
i
o
n
 
f
o
r
 
T
h
e
a
t
r
e
 

r
e
s
e
a
r
c
h
 
(
i
F
T
r
)
 
c
o
n
f
e
r
e
n
c
e
 
i
n
 
s
t
o
c
k
h
o
l
m
.
 
W
e
 
s
p
e
a
k
 
t
o
g
e
t
h
e
r
 
u
n
d
e
r
 
t
h
e
 
u
m
b
r
e
l
l
a
 
o
f
 
t
h
e
 
Q
u
e
e
r
 

F
u
t
u
r
e
s
 
w
o
r
k
i
n
g
 
g
r
o
u
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.
 
W
e
 
s
e
e
 
t
h
a
t
 
t
h
e
r
e
 
i
s
 
s
t
r
e
n
g
t
h
 
i
n
 
d
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
:
 
d
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
 
o
f
 
p
e
o
p
l
e
,
 

d
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
 
i
n
 
t
h
e
 
w
a
y
 
w
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g
r
i
e
v
e
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a
n
d
 
d
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
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i
n
 
t
h
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w
a
y
 
w
e
 
m
a
k
e
 
s
e
n
s
e
 
o
f
 
t
h
i
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t
r
a
g
e
d
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.
 

Q
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e
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c
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o
l
a
r
s
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p
 
i
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a
t
t
a
c
h
e
d
 
t
o
 
e
m
b
o
d
i
e
d
 
l
i
v
e
s
 
a
n
d
 
w
e
 
e
m
p
l
o
y
 
o
u
r
 
a
c
a
d
e
m
i
c
 
p
r
a
c
t
i
c
e
 
a
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a
 
t
o
o
l
 
f
o
r
 
m
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a
n
i
n
g
f
u
l
 
e
n
g
a
g
e
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e
n
t
 
w
i
t
h
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h
e
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r
l
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W
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b
e
l
i
e
v
e
 
i
F
T
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s
t
 
b
e
 
r
e
l
e
v
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n
t
 

t
o
 
p
e
o
p
l
e
’
s
 
l
i
v
e
s
,
 
c
o
n
s
c
i
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u
s
l
y
 
e
m
b
r
a
c
i
n
g
 
d
i
v
e
r
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i
t
y
 
a
n
d
 
s
p
e
a
k
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n
g
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u
t
 
a
g
a
i
n
s
t
 
o
p
p
r
e
s
s
i
o
n
,
 

s
t
r
e
n
g
t
h
e
n
i
n
g
 
c
o
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n
e
c
t
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o
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s
 
b
e
t
w
e
e
n
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h
e
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d
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h
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c
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p
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p
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i
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O
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r
a
t
h
e
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accept simplistic definitive narratives emerging from media hyperbole. Our narrative 
r
e
c
o
g
n
i
s
e
s
 
t
h
e
 
d
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
 
a
n
d
 
i
n
t
e
r
s
e
c
t
i
o
n
a
l
i
t
y
 
o
f
 
i
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u
e
s
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t
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i
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t
r
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w
e
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p
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t
h
i
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r
e
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o
g
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w
i
l
l
 
g
a
l
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c
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,
 

x
e
n
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n
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W
e
 
r
e
s
i
s
t
 
t
h
e
 
d
a
n
g
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o
u
s
 
“
o
t
h
e
r
i
n
g
”
 
o
f
 
t
h
e
 
t
e
r
r
o
r
i
s
t
,
 
w
h
i
c
h
 

b
l
i
n
d
s
 
u
s
 
t
o
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t
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t
e
-
c
o
n
t
r
o
l
l
e
d
,
 
s
t
r
u
c
t
u
r
e
d
 
o
p
p
r
e
s
s
i
o
n
 
t
h
a
t
 
c
r
e
a
t
e
s
 
v
i
o
l
e
n
c
e
.
 
W
e
 
w
i
l
l
 

continue to create, affirm and celebrate safe spaces just as we will remain committed to 
k
e
e
p
i
n
g
 
o
u
r
 
b
o
r
d
e
r
s
 
o
p
e
n
.
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r
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a
t
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n
e
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r
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l
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n
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n
i
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h
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i
n
 
i
t
s
e
l
f
 
s
p
e
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k
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l
o
u
d
l
y
 
a
b
o
u
t
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h
e
 
i
n
c
l
u
s
i
v
i
t
y
,
 
o
r
 
l
a
c
k
 
t
h
e
r
e
o
f
,
 
w
i
t
h
i
n
 
l
G
B
T
Q
i
 
s
p
a
c
e
s
.
 
i
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i
s
 
i
m
p
e
r
a
t
i
v
e
 
t
h
a
t
 

w
e
 
w
o
r
k
 
i
n
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o
l
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i
t
y
 
a
n
d
 
c
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w
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c
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m
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t
m
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n
t
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d
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v
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s
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a
n
d
 
o
p
e
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n
e
s
s
 
a
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w
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d
e
a
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w
i
t
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a
l
l
 
t
h
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q
u
e
s
t
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o
n
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t
h
a
t
 
t
h
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O
r
l
a
n
d
o
 
t
r
a
g
e
d
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p
o
s
e
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t
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u
s
.

W
e
 
s
t
a
n
d
 
i
n
 
s
o
l
i
d
a
r
i
t
y
 
w
i
t
h
 
t
h
e
 
v
i
c
t
i
m
s
 
o
f
 
t
h
e
 
O
r
l
a
n
d
o
 
 

s
h
o
o
t
i
n
g
s
 
a
n
d
 
t
h
e
i
r
 
f
a
m
i
l
i
e
s
.
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© John Kim Bell. Dancers in  In the Land of Spirits, produced by John Kim Bell.



-13-
alt.theatre 13.1

U
N

D
E

R
S

TA
N

D
IN

G
 R

E
C

O
N

C
ILIA

T
IO

N
 | by John K

im
 Bell

M
artha Schabas’s article “T

he Truth H
urts,” from

 the 
January 30, 2016, G

lobe and M
ail arts section, contains som

e 
perspectives concerning the R

oyal W
innipeg Ballet’s (RW

B) 
production of G

oing H
om

e Star w
ith w

hich I don’t agree. 
Partially sponsored by C

anada’s Truth and R
econciliation 

C
om

m
ission (T

R
C

), G
oing H

om
e Star concerns the legacy of 

the residential school system
. T

he ballet w
as created in 2014 

through the collaboration of Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
artists, including novelist Joseph Boyden, choreographer 
M

ark G
odden, and Inuit throat-singer Tanya Tagaq, 

and toured across C
anada in the w

inter and spring 
of 2016. Schabas’s statem

ent that the “RW
B w

as 
totally com

m
itted to this project in the true sense of 

reconciliation” m
ade m

e question w
hat constitutes 

an act of reconciliation and just w
hat reconciliation 

m
eans. 

I, John K
im

 Bell, am
 an internationally w

ell-
know

n First N
ations conductor, com

poser, and 
producer, as w

ell as a First N
ations cultural activist. 

O
ver the last thirty years, I have been on the fore-

front of Aboriginal activism
 through m

y w
ork in 

establishing and building the C
anadian N

ative 
Arts Foundation (C

N
AF), the N

ational Aboriginal 
Achievem

ent Foundation (N
AAF), and the significant 

cultural breakthrough that w
as the N

ational Aboriginal 
Achievem

ent Aw
ards (N

AAA) (today know
n as 

Indspire). I also produced, co-com
posed, and directed 

the first and only m
ajor Aboriginal ballet m

ounted 
by and w

ith First N
ations participating at all levels of 

production, entitled In the Land of Spirits. At a cost of 
approxim

ately $1 m
illion, the ballet featured classically 

trained Aboriginal ballet dancers and enjoyed a highly 
successful national tour in 1992.

I thought it w
ould be instructive to provide m

y perspective 
on an aspect of reconciliation that m

ay not be so obvious to 
C

anadians, or even our ow
n people, and to provide a deeper 

context for Schabas’s article.

M
uch of the current discourse on the relationship 

betw
een Indigenous peoples and C

anadians stem
s from

 the 
T

R
C

’s Final R
eport and the highly politicized Inquiry on 

M
urdered and M

issing Aboriginal W
om

en, w
hich are top 

of m
ind in the m

edia.  W
e have suddenly entered into 

the age of reconciliation, an already overused term
, and 

I’m
 uncertain if m

any have a clear understanding of w
hat 

reconciliation m
eans and how

 it should and w
ill unfold. 

According to various definitions, the act of reconciling is w
hen 

form
er enem

ies agree to an am
icable truce, or it is the process 

of m
aking consistent or com

patible. 

I w
onder daily how

 our relationship w
ith C

anada can 
be repaired and reconciled given that our ancestors w

ere 
starved and confined to cam

ps (reserves) and that over the past 
150 years w

e w
ere im

poverished by design and legislation, 
considered less than hum

an. W
e are governed by a different law

 
than the C

anadians w
ho are settlers to these lands: The Indian 

Act (1867) m
akes us w

ards of the governm
ent and less than full 

citizens and presum
es that w

e w
ere (and still are) incapable of 

m
aking any decisions for ourselves. T

he inflicted poverty that 
ensued from

 this Act w
as and rem

ains governm
ent policy and 

has m
anifested itself through a variety of social ills, including 

high suicide rates, poor health and a shorter life span, ram
pant 

m
ental health issues, and prem

ature deaths by violence. 

T
his is apartheid, plain and sim

ple. U
ntil recently, no 

one in polite society w
ould ever recognize our situation as 

apartheid. It sim
ply w

asn’t discussed. But today, journalists, 
m

ainstream
 com

m
unity leaders, and even our C

hief Justice 
of the Suprem

e C
ourt openly recognize the existence and 

injustice of C
anada’s sham

eful apartheid and even go a step 
further, asserting “cultural genocide.” W

hile the residential 
school system

 and T
R

C
 R

eport, along w
ith the m

issing and 

m
urdered Aboriginal w

om
en, are leading topics of discussion 

across C
anada, these tw

o issues represent only one head of the 
dreaded H

ydra of evil perpetrated on Aboriginal peoples.

M
y m

ain objection to the T
R

C
’s sponsorship of the 

RW
B’s ballet production can be illustrated through countless 

exam
ples in C

anada’s history. O
ver the last century, the 

oppression and cultural, social, and econom
ic confinem

ent, 
m

arginalization, and alm
ost entire exclusion of Indigenous 

peoples represent a sham
eful history and policy. T

his situation 
has spaw

ned an industry of non-Aboriginal consultants, 
law

yers, and organizations (know
n as the Aboriginal industry) 

all w
anting to assist Indigenous people and com

m
unities for 

substantial com
pensation. T

his industry does things for us 
on the assum

ption that, for the m
ost part, w

e can’t seem
 to 

undertake the sam
e w

ork for ourselves.

In the past several m
onths, I have been contacted by 

m
any non-Aboriginal arts and youth organizations all w

anting 
to develop reconciliation projects. Arts organizations, charities, 
and non-profit organizations alw

ays struggle to raise m
oney, 

and especially so in our current challenging econom
y. T

he 
federal governm

ent’s im
pending reconciliation efforts w

ill 
be a source of new

 m
oney for these struggling organizations. 

All express their com
m

itm
ent to reconciliation to m

e. W
hile 

I’m
 grateful that this seem

s to be a positive trend, I am
 at the 

sam
e tim

e m
indful of the deep racism

 that Aboriginal people 
have experienced and continue to experience today. Som

e 
organizations, w

ithout really having a deep understanding of 
our history and just w

hat reconciliation m
eans, w

ill sim
ply be 

applying for m
uch-needed funds. 

Schabas states in her article that there is a dearth 
of First N

ations ballet dancers and the RW
B hopes to 

address this by establishing “a flexible training bursary 
for pre-professional aboriginal dancers.” Schabas goes 
on to provide the history of Aboriginal-them

ed ballet 
productions by citing the RW

B’s 1971 production of The 
E

cstasy of R
ita Joe, an adaptation of G

eorge R
yga’s 1967 

play of the sam
e nam

e. 2  If the RW
B w

as producing an 
Aboriginal-them

ed production in the 1970s, they w
ould 

have know
n that there w

ere even few
er Aboriginal ballet 

dancers in that era. It’s laudable that Aboriginal them
es 

w
ere prom

oted; how
ever, I w

ish Aboriginal artists and 
other professionals had also been prom

oted. 

Schabas’s research on Aboriginal ballets doesn’t 
provide a com

plete picture, overlooking the San 
Francisco Ballet’s production of Song for D

ead 
W

arriors in the 1980s as w
ell as In the Land of Spirits (Spirits), 

m
entioned above.  As the largest and m

ost w
ell-know

n 
Aboriginal ballet at the tim

e, Spirits, w
hich prem

iered in 1988 
and had a national tour in 1992, represented a significant 
cultural breakthrough for the Aboriginal com

m
unity. In 

producing it, I uncovered professionally trained Aboriginal 
ballet dancers in several Am

erican ballet com
panies and briefly 

created m
y ow

n Aboriginal dance com
pany in 1988. 

Spirits w
as dram

atically different from
 The E

cstasy of 
R

ita Joe or G
oing H

om
e Star. W

hile there has alw
ays been a 

prevailing belief that First N
ations lack the capacity to m

ount a 
ballet (or anything else) and that the num

ber of professionally 
trained ballet dancers of Aboriginal heritage is not sufficient 
to com

pose a m
ajor com

pany, I alw
ays believed that, given 

the opportunity and resources, w
e could equal anything the 

m
ainstream

 com
m

unity can do. W
e just have never been given 

these opportunities. 

Spirits, unlike the RW
B’s Aboriginal ballets, w

as uniquely 
an Aboriginal production, produced by the C

N
AF, an 

Aboriginal organization. I w
as the producer and co-com

poser 
of Spirits, Sioux artist M

axine N
oel served as the co-designer, 

and ninety percent of the dancers w
ere professionally trained 

ballet dancers of Aboriginal heritage. H
ere, Indigenous peoples 

took the m
eans of representation into our hands, unlike the 

Italians playing Indians in old m
ovie w

esterns or Al Jolson 
singing in black face w

hile Black Am
ericans w

ere excluded 
from

 the stage. H
istory has consistently show

n that non-
Aboriginal people and organizations “do it for us”—

enjoying 
the econom

ic benefit of the w
ork—

w
hile Aboriginal people 

and organizations sit idly by, prevented from
 participating. 

In 1984, I perm
anently returned to C

anada from
 N

ew
 

York C
ity, w

here I had served (am
ong other activities) as 

conductor for the D
ance T

heater of H
arlem

, to establish w
hat 

w
ould becom

e the N
AAF. I had w

ondered w
hy our people 

w
ere so underrepresented in the arts, business, m

edicine, 
sciences, and education. I w

as aw
are of the history of 

oppression and m
arginalization, but, having grow

n up in an all-
w

hite m
iddle-class neighbourhood in C

olum
bus, O

hio, I had 
not actually experienced that history as other Aboriginal people 
did. M

y brother and I w
ere the only Indians in tow

n. Som
e 

kids thought that w
as neat. O

thers w
ould bully us. O

verall, the 
experience helped to shape m

e as I w
as grow

ing up.

By the tim
e I becam

e an adult, I had been w
ell trained as 

a pianist, violinist, and conductor. I had conducted Broadw
ay 

m
usicals in N

ew
 York since the age of nineteen. I w

as the first-
ever conductor of Indigenous heritage appointed Apprentice 
C

onductor to the Toronto Sym
phony in 1980, and w

ent on to 
conduct a num

ber of orchestras in C
anada, the U

S, and the 
U

K
. I com

posed m
usic for film

 and television, and also had 
extensive experience w

orking in ballet, conducting for various 
com

panies, including the internationally renow
ned D

ance 
T

heatre of H
arlem

, T
he N

ational Ballet of C
anada, T

he 
E

glevsky Ballet, and the Soviet Ballet D
uo, T

he Panovs, in a 
tour across Am

erica.

In the early 1980s, I w
as invited to various First N

ations 
com

m
unities to speak about m

y career as an Aboriginal 

W
hat w

e are taught as being 
traditional (w

hatever that is) in our 
pursuits, beliefs, and lifestyle conflicts 
w

ith the sensibilities of dom
inant 

m
ainstream

 culture. M
y being a 

half-breed exacerbated this feeling of 
cultural conflict, causing m

e internal 
conflict and pain. I w

as neither an 
Indian nor a w

hite m
an; accepted by 

neither Indians nor w
hite people. 

©
 John Kim

 Bell. Dancers in In the Land of Spirits, produced by John Kim
 Bell.

W
hile there has alw

ays been a 
prevailing belief that First N

ations 
lack the capacity to m

ount a ballet 
(or anything else) and that the 
num

ber of professionally trained 
ballet dancers of Aboriginal heritage 
is not sufficient to com

pose a 
m

ajor com
pany, I alw

ays believed 
that given the opportunity and 
resources, w

e could equal anything 
the m

ainstream
 com

m
unity can do. 

W
e just have never been given these 

opportunities. 



alt.theatre 13.1
-15-

U
N

D
E

R
S

TA
N

D
IN

G
 R

E
C

O
N

C
ILIA

T
IO

N
 | by John K

im
 Bell

sym
phonic conductor. W

itnessing their extrem
e poverty for 

the first tim
e, and being young and naïve, I decided to m

ake 
a contribution by establishing an educational foundation for 
Aboriginal youth. Apart from

 sim
ply providing educational 

scholarships to First N
ations, M

étis, and Inuit college and 
university students, I w

as seized w
ith the idea of Aboriginal self-

determ
ination. W

hy didn’t Indigenous people have their ow
n 

institutions, such as a national arts gallery or a national dance 
com

pany?

I started toying w
ith the idea of producing an original 

ballet w
ith classically trained Aboriginal dancers and Aboriginal 

artists and adm
inistrators. M

y idea w
as to dem

onstrate that, if 
given an opportunity, the Aboriginal com

m
unity could equal 

anything presented by m
ainstream

 dance com
panies—

a notion 
that at the tim

e (and still today) w
as considered absurd.  T

he 
overw

helm
ing consensus in 1984 w

as that no professionally 
trained ballet dancers of Aboriginal heritage existed, and that 
it w

ould be im
possible for m

y fledgling C
anadian N

ative Arts 
Foundation, w

ithout any prior experience, to produce a m
ajor 

ballet in C
anada’s largest theatres. 

After all, how
 could there be an Aboriginal production? 

I w
asn’t a fundraiser and had never raised $1 m

illion before. I 
w

as not a recognized ballet im
presario, and m

y sm
all staff of 

three had no prior production experience. W
hat could a native 

ballet be? W
ould anybody attend? E

veryone opined that w
e 

w
ould not be able to m

ount anything of substance, especially 
w

ith a cast of Aboriginal classical dancers, because there w
ere 

none. I discovered a H
ungarian com

poser, M
iklos M

assey, w
ho 

had w
ritten a sym

phonic score and a loosely draw
n idea for an 

Aboriginal ballet. M
assey’s original idea w

as to show
 Aboriginal 

culture at the daw
n of tim

e in innocent paradise—
a culture 

that w
as w

hole and thriving. I began to develop the idea and 
the story and to take steps to understand how

 to produce a 
full-scale production com

plete w
ith sets, costum

es, over forty 
dancers, and a full sym

phony orchestra. W
hen I announced 

m
y intentions to pursue this, m

y closest friends and fam
ily 

expressed concern that it w
as unrealistic and that I w

as living in 
a fantasy w

orld.

H
ow

ever, at the tim
e I had recently produced and 

conducted a Toronto Sym
phony Pops C

oncert featuring 
Broadw

ay star Bernadette Peters, the then-unknow
n Shania 

Tw
ain (w

ho claim
ed to be O

jibw
ay at the tim

e
3), and M

i’km
aq 

guitarist D
on R

oss. T
he overw

helm
ing financial and artistic 

success of this concert w
as a significant cultural breakthrough 

for a skin and bones Aboriginal organization, and it branded 
m

e as a determ
ined individual w

ho had the ability to organize a 
concert on a large scale and succeed against the odds. D

espite 
the naysayers, I ventured forw

ard, determ
ined to prove them

 all 
w

rong. I refined M
assey’s story, shaping the m

ain character as a 
broken dow

n alcoholic First N
ations m

an (the stereotypical 
view

 of us at the tim
e) on a reserve w

ho is visited by the spirit of 
W

inona (Sky W
om

an), the first (O
jibw

ay-Anishnabe) w
om

an. 
T

he Lord of the U
nderw

orld captures W
inona and brings her 

to the land of spirits. Fighting to save W
inona, our broken 

hero faces his fears and enters the underw
orld to rescue her 

even though he know
s he can never return to earth. T

his act 
restores him

 from
 alcoholism

, and the C
reator rew

ards him
 for 

his courage by returning him
 to earth w

here he is healed and 
able to live an abundant life. Transform

ed by the experience, 
the hero dances jubilantly as he em

braces life w
ith courage, 

strength, and nobility. 

H
aving an alcoholic “Indian” as the hero of m

y ballet and 
aspiring to present this onstage w

as highly controversial in the 
1980s (and still is). It is an understatem

ent to say that potential 
public and private sponsors w

ere extrem
ely nervous about 

the content, never m
ind the seem

ing im
possible challenge of 

producing a m
ajor Aboriginal production by Aboriginal people 

them
selves.  

I took out ads in dance m
agazines in N

ew
 York and 

Toronto and I started calling universities and dance com
panies 

from
 San Francisco to Baltim

ore M
aryland and from

 Florida 
to Q

uebec C
ity to find classically trained Aboriginal dancers.  

After a long search, I located approxim
ately thirty candidates, 

w
ith the m

ajority em
ployed in Am

erican ballet or m
odern 

dance com
panies. I discovered M

arc Antonio Lopez, an 
Apache, w

ho w
as a soloist w

ith the San Francisco Ballet and 
had been featured as the lead m

ale dancer in A Song for D
ead 

W
arriors, w

hich prem
iered in 1984. I cast him

 as the hero. 
I found Yvonne R

acz, a First N
ations w

om
an and principal 

soloist at the Baltim
ore M

aryland Ballet C
om

pany to play 
W

inona. M
odern dancer and w

ell-know
n actor R

aoul Trujillo 
rounded out the cast as Lord of the U

nderw
orld. Sioux artist 

M
axine N

oel and co-founder of m
y foundation provided the 

artistic designs that w
ould be interpreted by theatrical designer 

M
ary K

err. 

As I sought sponsorship for the ballet, m
y critics w

ere 
quick to point out that First N

ations people engaging in 
balletic dance represented assim

ilation, and that Spirits w
ould 

be repudiated and shunned by the Aboriginal com
m

unity in 
C

anada. M
y response w

as that if it’s okay for an Aboriginal 
person to be a law

yer or a hockey player, it should be okay for 
an Aboriginal person to be a ballet dancer. W

ho should decide 
w

hat is right and w
rong except the individuals pursuing their 

ow
n dream

s and aspirations? 

Like m
any young First N

ations people, I have grow
n up 

w
ith conflict regarding m

y identity. W
hat w

e are taught as being 
traditional (w

hatever that is) in our pursuits, beliefs, and lifestyle 
conflicts w

ith the sensibilities of dom
inant m

ainstream
 culture. 

M
y being a half-breed exacerbated this feeling of cultural 

conflict, causing m
e internal conflict and pain. I w

as neither an 
Indian nor a w

hite m
an; accepted by neither Indians nor w

hite 
people. 

M
y 

m
aternal 

C
aucasian 

grandm
other 

could 
never 

reconcile the fact that her precious daughter, a radio and 
television journalist, eloped w

ith a M
ohaw

k from
 C

aughnaw
aga, 

C
anada. After tw

o years, the m
arriage fell apart and m

y m
other 

returned to O
hio, a heartbroken w

om
an w

ith tw
o young sons. 

She never recovered from
 the experience, and m

y grandm
other 

used the failed m
arriage to direct her hatred of m

y father and by 
association all Indians. All of this fed m

y internal conflict. 

W
ho w

as I? An Indian? N
o, not really. A w

hite m
an? N

o, 
not really. I observed that I w

as not alone. T
he m

ajority of First 
N

ations people are products of interm
arriage and biculturalism

 
to a greater or lesser extent. I w

as not the only individual suffering 
from

 this cognitive and cultural dissonance. But it w
as only as I 

w
ith great difficulty. T

he short version is that I w
ould not take 

no for an answ
er, and I eventually raised m

ore m
oney but not 

quite enough to pay for the entire production. In order to cover 
the shortfall of cash for Spirits, I personally borrow

ed $200,000 
to com

plete m
y m

ission, putting m
yself in a position of facing 

potential personal bankruptcy.

I scoured the country for a choreographer. E
veryone 

declined except W
innipeg’s Jacques Lem

ay, w
ho only agreed to 

choreograph if the com
poser w

ould m
ake substantial changes 

to the m
usical score. T

he com
poser w

ould not change the 
score. I contacted every com

poser I could think of to m
ake the 

changes required, but none would agree to take on the job. 
Finally, it dawned on m

e that the only way I would ever m
ount 

the production and avoid bankruptcy was to com
pose the 

m
usic m

yself. At the tim
e, I had not written any professional 

m
usical com

position (The m
ovie scores and television shows 

cam
e later). But necessity being the m

other of invention 
m

eant that after the long days of raising m
oney, dealing with 

contracts and unions, and doing all that was required to m
ount 

the production, I had to com
pose a score for a full sym

phony 
orchestra at very short notice. I was driven, on the one hand, 
by fear and passion, knowing that if the ballet failed or didn’t 
occur I faced financial ruin; and, on the other hand, by the 
knowledge that I had never been so close to m

ounting such 
a significant cultural breakthrough. Since I was constantly 
shaping and re-writing the narrative, I wrote the m

usic to fit the 
story, and M

r. Lem
ay choreographed to the story and m

usic. 

Approxim
ately six weeks prior to the ballet’s prem

iere at 
the N

AC
, the N

AC
’s chairm

an, Robert Landry, invited m
e to 

lunch in O
ttawa. At lunch he asked m

e to cancel the ballet 
and avoid the em

barrassm
ent to both the N

AC
 and m

yself. At 
this point, I had been w

orking day and night for about a year 
and fully believed I could deliver a $1 m

illion production of 
substance and w

ith a professional quality and finish. I had 
also already spent considerable m

oney on the sets, costum
es, 

artistic personnel, venue rental, and the dancers’ fees. I 

began to study the history of Indigenous peoples that I realized 
the genocidal strategy enacted through The Indian Act (1867) 
and the reserve system

, and I, like m
any, becam

e angry. W
e w

ere 
not m

eant to succeed, and the poverty and lack of opportunity 
flow

ing from
 the isolation, lack of education, lack of ability to 

ow
n land, to vote, or even be considered a person fuelled in m

e 
a passion to succeed.  I had nothing really but determ

ination to 
try to m

ake a difference and to contribute som
ething positively. 

I could not live a life of poverty, failure, and a total lack of being 
able to express. 

M
y M

ohaw
k cousins w

ould criticize m
e for w

anting to be 
a conductor. But then I noticed that I w

as not the only one—
anybody w

ho had any aspiration w
as criticized and som

etim
es 

ostracized. T
his w

as a ram
pant sociological condition playing 

out across First N
ations com

m
unities everyw

here in C
anada. 

W
e w

ere attem
pting to constrain ourselves w

ithin an 
im

aginary set of cultural drivers that w
ere no longer 

valid. I instinctively knew
 that our lim

iting ourselves 
in a m

odern w
orld w

as the result of oppression, and 
it w

as w
rong. I em

braced the view
 that a healthy 

Indigenous w
orld needed to w

elcom
e the diversity 

of aspirations and expressions, that w
e should have 

no lim
itations or self-im

posed cultural attributes. 
Yes, w

e w
ere Indigenous, but that w

as the starting 
point for our existence. W

e w
ere free and should 

be free from
 criticism

 in a w
orld that had tried and 

continues to try to suppress us in every m
anner. 

T
his becam

e m
y thesis, m

y reason for 
establishing the C

N
AF and evolving it into the 

N
AAF, and for creating the ballet and the N

AAA on 
C

BC
 Television. W

hen I began w
ork on Spirits, I 

had not contem
plated how

 difficult it w
ould be to 

raise $1 m
illion nor the m

yriad reasons both native 
and non-native people alike w

ould give m
e w

hy a 
native ballet should not be produced. But the m

ore 
opposition I faced, the m

ore determ
ined I becam

e.

An integral com
ponent w

as to secure a 
m

ajor theatre. I approached the N
ational Arts 

C
entre (N

AC
) to ask if—

 in accord w
ith its m

andate to 
present C

anadian w
orks of perform

ing art w
ithout cost to 

the proponent—
they w

ould present the ballet w
ithout cost 

to C
N

AF. T
he N

AC
 declined to present Spirits, so I had no 

alternative but to suffer increased costs, and I sim
ply w

rote a 
fat cheque to the N

AC
 to rent T

he O
pera, their largest theatre 

space. I also had to raise additional m
oney to pay for the hotels, 

food, and living expenses of dancers com
ing from

 across the U
S 

and C
anada for a six-w

eek rehearsal period in Toronto.

I approached the C
anada C

ouncil D
ance Section for 

financial support. But w
hen I m

et w
ith the C

ouncil’s D
ance 

O
fficer, she questioned w

hy I thought I could or should try 
to m

ount an Aboriginal ballet, im
plying that only real dance 

com
panies w

ere w
orthy of financial support. T

he m
eeting w

as 
short and m

y request declined. As it turns out, none of the arts 
councils at the tim

e supported this w
ork. I did not give up, 

how
ever. N

orthern Telecom
 had sponsored m

y first Bernadette 
Peters concert, and its C

E
O

, D
avid V

ice, listened to m
y plea. 

Im
pressed by m

y determ
ination in overcom

ing the sam
e 

obstacles in producing the Toronto Sym
phony concert, he 

agreed to an unprecedented sponsorship of $250,000 for Spirits. 
I then lobbied various departm

ents of the federal governm
ent 

I em
braced the view

 that a 
healthy Indigenous w

orld needed 
to w

elcom
e the diversity of 

aspirations and expressions, that 
w

e should have no lim
itations or 

self-im
posed cultural attributes. 

Yes, w
e w

ere Indigenous, but 
that w

as the starting point for 
our existence. W

e w
ere free and 

should be free from
 criticism

 
in a w

orld that had tried and 
continues to try to suppress us in 
every m

anner. 


