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Abstract 

The Canadian historical play in English has long been subject to cursory, 

pejorative evaluation. Though a tradition of common practice has existed, almost 

unaltered, but still dynarnic, since the earliest examples of the genre, there exists no 

articulated account of that tradition. Indications are that playwrights and critics alike 

have been largely unaware of the extent to which English-Canadian historical drama 

evinces a progress within a virtually paradigrnatic structure. New developments in 

English-Canadian historiography suggest that a similar reconsideration of basic critical 

assurnptions would benefit both the practice and the crlticism of the English-Canadian 

history play. Building from a theoretical understanding founded in sociological and 

interdisciplinary cultural studies of the role of perception in "history" past and present, 

this study works to articulate a progress within a tradition, to set out the enduringly 

cornmon features of Engl ish-Canadian historical drama. 

Through analytical commentary on twenty-eight plays, divided into five of the 

most common topical and thematic foci of the genre, this study establishes the roots of 

contemporary common practice in the earliest examples of the genre published in the late 

nineteenth-century, and traces the evolution of that practice through its most significant 

point of change midway through the twentieth century. The study argues that cnticism to 

date has not fülly comprehended the parameters within which the English-Canadian 

historical play has usually been written. English-Canadian historical playwrights are, in 

fact, paralleling (sometimes even anticipating) developments in Canadian historiography. 



Criticism of revisionist elernents in the h a  generally mistakes a strength for a 

weakness. Similady, the omission of the non-Canadian histoncal subject from vimially 

d l  previous studies of the genre is an unnecessary limitation. Finalty, and most 

importantly, the contemporary English-Canadian history pIay is not about history. 

Rather, it uses elements of history to critique and reconceive the present- 

Ironically, the contemporq English-Canadian histoncal play tends, in its 

reclamation of figures marginalized in the past, to make heroes out of individuals who 

were profoundly mistrustfûl of conventional discourses of heroism. If criticism of the 

genre has been imperfectly conceived, so too has practice of the form sometimes 

revealed its own ideological blind spots. 
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htroduc tion 

Toward a Paradigm for English-Canadian Histoncal Drama 

Studies of EnglisKanadian historical drama to date range fiom the brief 

summary treatment afforded it as a subgenre within the broader context of Canadian 

drama, as found in The Lzrermy History of Canada in English, through the efforts of 

playwrights to theorize from their writing and research experience, to detailed academic 

analyses of the collective play, the historical play, and the memory play. Only one of 

these dissertations has been published: Alan Filewod's Collective Encounters (1 987). 

The remainder of published criticism specifically focused on the uses of historical or 

documentas. material in contemporq English-Canadian drama is in the f o m  of brief 

articles in a variety of scholarly joumals. The relative paucity of commentary leaves 

critics of English-Canadian historical drama in a position much like that encountered by 

the playwrights: there is a 'tradition7 of sorts, either within which or against which to 

work, but there is nothing like a unified record of that tradition. The creative and critical 

traditions of English-Canadian historical drama are nowhere given an inclusive 

overview, since even Filewod's book is limited to collective and documenfary plays. But 

each bnef analysis of a single text, or even of a given playwright's oeuvre, constitutes a 

piece of a whole, however puzzling. The substantial problem faced by al1 criticism of 

English-Canadian bistoncal drama to date is that no single critic, understandably, has 

corne close, as it were, to even finishing the big picture against which to contextualize 

individual pieces of the critical puzzle. My intention is to assemble a fkme for the 

picture those pieces can reasonably be argued to represent. l 
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picture those pieces can reasonably be argued to represent.' 

In theory, a broad map of any territory should not discourage m e r  exploration. 

Nonetheless, discouragement is precisely the effect that most summaries of the 

development of English-Canadian historical drama have tended to have, especially those 

found in The Liferory History of Canada in English. The consistently dismissive tone of 

commentary tends to suggest that, although an ever-larger body of work is evolving, 

evincing a kind of cultural explosion in the theatre, the plays themselves are 

disappointing, inconsistent, and inadequate relative to the virtues of histoncal drama 

produced by the rest of the English-speaking world. Perhaps the most frequently 

recumng criticism of these plays is that they are revisionist, that they play fast and loose 

with the ostensible facts of recorded history. However, as the following summary of 

developments in Canadian historiography since the mid-1960s will suggest, the critical 

assumptions so frequently used to dismiss EnglishlCanadian historical drama have 

themselves been under considerable interrogation. We need a re-examination of the 

critical assumptions repeatedly applied to English-Canadian drama in the recent past, as 

weI1 as a reconsideration of the plays themselves in light of recent changes in 

historiographical methods and presumptions. 

In part, the regularity with which contemporary cnticism damns with faint praise 

the English-Canadian history play indicates the endurance of one therne common to a 

wide variety of such plays: Canada's reticence to pursue new, untried, or chancy 

alternatives espoused by the iconoclasts so often figured in that body of representation. 

As Northrop Frye observed in his celebrated "Conclusion" to the Liferary History of 



3 

Canada, Canada's near-fixation on its own past typifies the response of any country wlth 

a foreshortened history, any country that has h v e d  on the international stage with many 

of a developing nation's self-discoveries already available in the world bank of common 

sense. As Frye implicitly registers, literary cnticism of Canadian historical drama in 

English has been fixated on strategies and methods of the pas& usually speaking in 

negative terms about the inability of the plays under evaluation to measure up to an 

established standard of value and practice. 

Engiish-Canadian historical drarna is generally held to be either revisionist or 

myth-making in nature, both t ems  discernibly pejorative. Denied a developmental stage, 

and inheriting extant traditions, values and cultural myths fiom England, France, and the 

United States, English-Canadian dramatists, so established critical opinion suggests, have 

used plays to invent a Canadian mflhoiogy which is, somehow, unsatisfactory. Don 

Rubin, in his chapbook Creeping Toward A Culture, cites the Report of the Royal 

Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences (195 1): "Our use 

of Amencan institutions, or our lazy, even abject, imitation of them has caused an 

uncritical acceptance of ideas and assumptions which are alien to our tradition" (15-16). 

Subsequent efforts to create within "our" tradition have usually led to similar criticism, 

often rooted in debate over precisely what ideas and assumptions are no[ alien to 

Canadian dramatists. From early, generally dismissive accounts of the English-Canadian 

play as inferior, critical treatment of the English-Canadian histoncal play has slowly 

evolved toward a somewhat more favourable view, though the English-Canadian histov 

play is still usually assigned second-standing. As recently as 1993, reference to the taint 
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Crucial to both the reading and criticism of the historical play is an understanding 

of what we comprehend by "'the past." To anyone prepared to accept the 

unexceptionable definition of "the past" as "anything that occurred before right now," 

any theorking of "the past," or, with more complexity, dramatization of "the past," rnight 

seem a waste of time. This study proposes a slightly more complex understanding of 

"the past," arguing that such complexity should be a stimulus to active interrogation and 

comprehension of assumpttions conceming perception of time. The readïly obvious 

assumptions of this study are simply stated: there is no such thing as unmediated history, 

and human mediation unavoidably involves bias. The implications of such assurnptions 

are rather more complicated and far-reaching-2 

As David Lowenthal not surprisingly observes in his I'he Past 1s u Foreign 

Caunhy ( 1985), humans seern to reshape their pasts in order to suit their present needs. 

Individual reconceiving of the past can be understood as analogous to national revision 

of memory and history. More interestingly, though, Lowenthal goes on to conclude that 

'Ihe pasts we alter or invent are as prevalent and consequential as those we try to 

preserve. Indeed, a heritage wholly saved or authentically reproduced is no less 

transformed than one deliberately manipulated" (xviii). There is no past that does not in 

some way involve the present. The artifact found is only brought to attention by the 

present act of finding; the dwelling presemed '3ust as they lefi it" is only seen by a 

present audience: 

Memory and history both derive and gain emphasis fiom physical 

remains. Tangible survivais provide a vivid immediacy that helps to 



remains. Tangible suMvals provide a vivid immediacy that helps to 

assure us there really was a pasf. Physical remains have their limitations 

as infamants, to be sure: they are themselves mute, requiring 

interpretation; their continual but differential erosion and dernolition 

skews the record; and their substantial s u ~ v a l  conjures up a past more 

static than could have been the case. But however depleted by time and 

use, relics remain essential bridges between then and now. (Lowenthal 

xxiii) 

As anyone who has ever worked in Hktoric Properties will confirm, the display of relics 

and preservation of buildings involve as much performance as the staging of a play-in 

many contemporary instances even employing costumes, character, and similar theatrical 

accoutrements to facilitate the task of interpretation. 

Wnting of a double awareness of indebtedness to and resentment of inheritance, 

Lowenthal proposes a generational mode1 for each society's encounter with its history: 

Collective efforts to cope with a heritage at once revered and resented 

parallel individual needs both to follow and to reject parental precepts, an 

analogy perennially invoked in debates over imitation and innovation, 

ancients and modems. Every inheritance is alike beneficial and banefûl; 

every histoncally conscious society has had to reassess that balance for 

itself. (n) 

Put another way, "whether avowedly traditional or defiantly iconoclastie, every 

çeneration must reach a modus vivendi that sirnultaneously embraces and abandons 
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the ordinary processes of historical consciousness rnerge with increased national 

consciousness-arguably a state in which Canada has existeci, intensity waxing and 

waning but never vanishing, since at least World War Two. 

We cannot escape remembering any more than forgettüig- Memory loss is 

defined as an illness, and the evocation of rnemory is so much a part of individual daily 

processes that, like respiration, recollection usually happeos without overt individual 

awareness or manipulation of its mechanisms. To Say that the manipulation is not overt, 

however, is not to Say that it is not happening, any more than to be unaware of one's 

breathing or blinking is to be no longer performing the actions in question: "[flew 

waking hours are devoid of recall or recollection; only intense concentration on some 

irnmediate pursuit c m  prevent the past fkom coming unbidden to mind. But the 

mernories that pemeate the present are subsumed within a hierarchy of habit, recall, and 

mernento" (Lowenthal 194). Memory is more than a sense of who we were, or fiom 

where we have corne: "remembering the past is crucial for our sense of identity . . . ; to 

know what we were confirms what we are" (197). What we now are is always in part 

shaped by what we were, just as our understanding of what we wzre is always in part 

shaped by what we now are.) 

It is important, then, to recognize that "history and memory are distinguishable 

less as types of knowledge than in attitudes toward that knowledge" (Lowenthal213). 

Memory and history can best be understood as aspects of individual and social 

awareness: Yust as memory validates personal identity, history perpetuates collective 

self-awareness" (2 13). Further, historical and mernorial records should be subject to the 
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self-awreness" (213). Further, historical and mernorial records should be subject to the 

same sorts of scrutiny. 

The major challenge arising fiom such a comprehension of the Linked roles of 

history and memory, both for historians and for literary uses of history, is that cchistorical 

knowledge however communal and verifable is also invariably subjective, biased both 

by its narrator and by its audience" (216). Al1 history is narrated. When the historical 

dramatist invents explanatory linkages, or merefy arranges the dramatic presentation of 

events to stress linkages already a matter of general consensus, the dramatist employs 

narrative strategies which look and fiction exactky as their historiographieal 

counterparts do. Such similarity is sometimes sufficient to convince an audience that it 

is seeing a representation of unmediated history. While an audience disposed to take the 

content of a dramatic presentation for unmediated history might accurately described as 

unsophisticated., it mîght fairly also be described as cornmonplace. Much of what we do 

know of histoxy cornes to us indirectly through entertainment, not directly through 

historical study or research. 

Any community has a vested interest in the perception of a stable past. If what 

we are is inevitably tied to what we were, then instability in knowledge of the past 

prefiçures instability in our present sense of self Just as people are oflen prepared to 

question the memory of others while placing too great faith in the flawlessness of their 

own recall, so communities would prefer to believe in an unadulterated, unmediated 

past-a 'then' untouched by now. Simdtaneously, we want that unadulterated past to be 

something of which we can be proud. That desire results in a transformation of the past 
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fiequently been obsewed, history is usually written by the winners. Thus even studies 

such as Lowenthal's" are rooted in textual evidence produced largely by "literate elites 

who troubled to record their views and were probably more inclined than other folk to 

specdate about the past" (xxvi). 

Thus, no matter whose agenda is foilowed for the tidying-up of history, there 

remains undeniable transformation in rnoving from that which happened to the record of 

that which happened: "History thus transfomed becomes Iarger than life, merging 

intention with performance, ideal with actuality" (Lowenthal356). We perform fantasies 

which our own hme has refused us, reconstnictïng our pasts into an era suspiciously tike 

our own. As Lowenthal argues, the major difference is that "we have no responsibility" 

for this invented past: ''The present cannot be moulded to such desires, for we share it 

with others; the past is malleable because its inhabitants are no longer here to contest our 

manipulations" (356). We will not be calIed to account by our ancestors for the marner 

in which we have preserved and narrated the records of their lives. Instead, we cal1 each 

other to account. We cling to competing views of what constitutes history and how 

history should be used, each insisting on the absolute fidelity of his or her individual 

representation. 

In sum, whenever or wherever we find ourselves as we encounter the 

contemporary historical play, we inevitably bnng our present-rooted interpretative 

strategies to our comprehension of it Even the first reading of a document preserved in 

a freshly-unearthed tirne capsule-untouched as the document itself is by intervening 

histoty-will be a reading inescapabiy infomed by what we know as we read it.' 
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history-will be a reading inescapably inforrned by what we know as we read it.' 

But if we cannot escape our 'situatedness,' perhaps we can, with awareness of our 

position as readers inside the texts we are reading, exercise more control over the uses to 

whic h we put our readings. The contemporary English-Canadian history play commonly 

assumes a didactic function and often works to rernind audiences of significant events 

which should remain vibrant in the communai memory. Equally important is recognition 

that the subjecthlty of histoncal memory does have limits. The fact that history is 

mediated does not erase the daturn of past events. As Lowenthal cautions, "scepticism 

cam'ed to [the] extreme puts al1 reality in doubt and ends in utter solipsism" (190). My 

own study at no point proposes a rejection of the past itself, nor claims that events did 

not happen; what is open to construction, deconstruction, and imaginative reconstmction 

is our perception of the past. 

With the foregoing as a theoretical foundation for the study, we turn to an 

examination of what contemporary criticism has made of the English-Canadian histoncal 

play. 

Summaries of ~n~lish-canadian drama in The Literory History of Canada in 

EizgZislz have tended to place the drama a distant third in achievement, behind poetry and 

fiction and nowhere near the quality of its contemporaries in Great Britain and Arnerica. 

Michael Tait, examining the years 1920-1960, writes that there is "a lack in Canada of a 

dramatic literature of any real distinction," and examines a variety of putative reasons for 

the "comparative feebleness of Canada's dramatic output" (2: 143). Among other 

possible causes, Tait suçgests that the theatre, "that most extravagantiy exhibitionist of 



10 

ostensibly characterizes English Canada (144, 143). c'~Jistinctly unimpressive. . . . 

imitative and curiously irrelevant" qualiQ the products of such a reticence (160). 

Much to similar effect, irmically, John Ripley, discussing the period 1960-1973, 

writes of "the evolution--or, more accurately, explosion-of Canadian theatre" and calls 

it a "cultural miracle" which defies "critical explanation" (3: 2 1 2). The apparently 

positive tone of his liminary comrnents notwithstanding, Ripley goes on to cal1 most 

recent drama "the first raw attempts, with varying degrees of success, to . . . say 

something about ourselves" (3: 219). Ripley observes "the perennial fondness of 

Canadian playwrights for history," but concludes that the "explosion" produced "no 

masterpieces" and that even the best known of English-Canadian historical plays, in 

particular John Coulter's Rzel and Sharon Pollock's Wulsh, fail to transcend "mere 

reconstruction of historical incidents," and lack the "contempomy resonance and 

relevance" of their British counterparts, Say of a Robert Bolt or a John Osborne (3: 22 1, 

223). 

Brian Parker and Cynthia Zimmerman, covering the period 1972- t 984, seem 

slightly less judgrnental than their predecessors, though criticism of the drarna's 

revisionary tendencies persists. Commenting on a growing tendency for the drama to 

record "the actual validity of.  . . marginal experience," coupled with the increasing 

irrelevance of any "Canadian 'nom, "' Parker and Zimmerrnan descri be the 

historical/political play as overlapping "a revisionary tendency" with an impulse to side 

"with the losers" and "to mythologize the pasî" (4: 199,203). This latest progress report 

in the Literary Kisfory of Cunudu in Englïsh stresses the "cloudy implications" of al1 the 
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"Left-wing popu1ism"to be found in English-Canadian historical drama (203,209). 

While a variety of lefi-wing populism was undeniably a defining feature of a great deal 

of  historical and docurnentary theatre during the 1970s and after, it seems that such a 

categorization is made prescriptively (and not a little proscriptively). 

These sumrnary accounts, appearing roughly once each decade since the mid- 

1960s, indicate rnany of the more obvious features of the English-Canadian historical 

play, but seem to miss much of the significance of those features. The revisionary 

tendencies are not, as they seern to be so regularly considered, a weakness which 

English-Canadian historical drama cannot rise above, but instead a deliberately 

cultivated strength, a direction of inquiry which actually situates English-Canadian 

historical drama harmoniously alongside most contemporq Canadian historiography. 

English-Canadian historical drama in the decades since 1960 develops in a 

pattern roughly parallel to that of Canadian histonography, occasionally diverging from 

the concems occupying academic historians and actually embracing some components 

which the academy was simultaneously rejecting. Carl Berger, in The Writing of 

Caizudiurz Hi~rory  (1976, 1986) provides a useful s u m a r y  of the evolution of Canadian 

historiography since the rnid- 1960s: "The outstanding features of Canadian 

historiogaphy in the two decades afier the mid-1960s were a sudden acceleration of 

research and publication, broadening of the scope and subject matter of history, and 

destruction of interpretations that had once given meaning to Canadian experience as a 

whole" (259). These characterizations of histonography seem equally applicable to the 

writing of drama. Since the 1960s, there has been an explosion of publication and 
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performance, an increased range of subject matter, and a thorough challenge to received 

wisdom conceming Canadian identity and the meaning of the Canadian exPenence in the 

realm of the English-Canadian play. Both the aforementioned survey of developments in 

drarna as recorded in The Literury History ofCanada in English (volumes 3 and 4, 

covering the perïod 1960-1983) and the annual reports on the state of English-Canadian 

drama as published in the University of Toronto Quarferly confirm the extent of this 

gro\vth. 

As histonography itself began to be the focus of detailed theoretical analysis, 

according to Berger in 1976, "historians no longer agreed on what was central to their 

field of study and what was peripheral" (259). The sense of change and growing 

plurality increasingly highlighted in historiography is a feature not solely of Canadian 

schoIarly endeavour. Berger quotes Graeme Davidson, an Australian historian: 

"Historians, with one or two ilhstrious exceptions, no longer see themselves as the 

interpreters of national character or purpose. If they champion a cause it is more Likely 

to be that of a class, a party, an ethnic or racial group, a Iocality or a gender than that of 

the nation as a whole" (259). The long-held belief that "histoq was extremely importmt 

in promoting a community's self-understanding and definition?' (260), is one of the 

components of received wisdom most thoroughly challenged in the field of pst-1960 

historiography. Again, the same is true of the drarna. Increasingly, playwights have 

either confionted well-known stories and asked audiences to consider them as narrated 

from a different perspective, or have excavated forgotten tales fiom the past and 

challenged audiences to consider reasons why these narratives might have been either 



rnerely forgotten or actively suppressed- 

Berger w-rites of increasing research abroad by Canadian historians as 

"broadening the context in which Canada's history was studied," and adds that the "later 

sixties witnessed an intense questioning of the direction in which the country was 

moving" (263). While some historians (and, in general, the public) found such 

challenges and proposed changes threatening, "'others were hopeful about the 

possibilities of change that were indicated by the loosening of the hold of older British- 

Canadian noms" (264). Berger refers to "the feminist movement, the native peoples' 

rejection of their 'colonial' position in Canadian society, andy above all, student 

activisrn" as important agents in the cultural redefinition of history, and summarizes the 

developing patterns of the emergent 'new left': 

In so far as it possessed a consistency of feeling the new left was hostile to 

hierarchy and authonty (including interpretations of history that seemed to 

justiQ the flawed present). Those who shared its sentiments were 

disillusioned with electoral politics, instinctively sympathized with the 

rebels of the past-William Lyon MacKenzie, Louis Riel, Noman 

Bethune-and identified, despite their own predorninantly middie-class 

backgrounds, wïth the victimized and dispossesse&blacks, immigrants, 

workers, women, and native peoples. (264) 

It is not a coincidence kat  the "rebels of the past" under historiographical revaluation are 

also central figures of English-Canadian historical drama in the same penod. Rick 

Salutin's 183 7 (1 W6), John Coulter's Riel (premiered 1950, published 1962), and both 



Rod Langleyls Betlzune (1975) and Ken Mitchell's Gone the Burning Sun (1984), address 

in drama these same "rebels of the past," inviting a reconsideration of the alternatives 

embraced by these iconoclasts, and a questioning of the officia1 voices of their times 

which labeled each a 'rebel.' 

Berger observes that "Reform movements which seek to change the future have 

always tried to rewrite the past" (264). Contemporary English-Canadian drama is 

certainly doing that. He also argues that the "new history . . . involved more than the 

sympathetic study of previously neglected groups, [and] owed not a little of its critical 

spirit to contemporary reform movements that were questioning institutions and 

practices" (265). Rather than existing merely as a record of completed events, history 

became, for some, "a force for remedial action and moral criticisrn, a weapon for 

attacking the abuses of the present by expsing their sources and pointing to better 

alternatives not taken in the pastT7 (265). I argue that such "pointing to better 

alternatives" lies at the heart of contemporary English-Canadian historical drama. 

When Berger writes of "demands for an apology for the removal of Japanese 

Canadians from the west Coast during the Second Worid War, . . . legal cases involving 

aboriginal land rights, and . . . requests for the posthumous pardon of Louis Riel" (265), 

he refers to issues that are as current in English-Canadian drarna as they are in Canadian 

historiography. As a consequence of new perspectives on our national history, so Berger 

argues, "Canadians in general were cornpelled to come to terms mlth moral wrongs in 

their historical experience" (265). Again, the drama has helped to compel this cathartic 

national self-revaluation. From John Coulter's Riel, through Sharon Pollock's Walsh 
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(1973) and The Komugatu Maru Incident (1 W8), to the recent flourishing of plays fiom 

the perspective of groups once oppresse4 as in Daniel David Moses' AZmigh& Vocce und 

His Wijé (1 99 1,1992), we see English-Canadian drama taking up many of the same 

subjects which have been under reconsideration in contemporary historiography. Berger 

surely makes a telling point when he recalls that the "growth of the professional study 

and teaching of history was only one dimension of an upsurge of cultural nationaiism and 

an unprecedented popular fascination with the past" (265). 

Berger refers to the "retrospective impulse" that manifested itself in the post- 

1960 years in various art foms (266). He cites Pierre Berton, Heather Robertson, and 

Godfiey Ridout (in popular history, fiction, and music, respectively) as examples of 

individuals working with that impulse. But such a force-1 would suggest-also 

indicates something of a progressive impulse, a way of going forward through re- 

examination of what has already been. Such progress through retrospection is 

characteristic of the postrnodern era, which champions renovation as opposed to 

innovation, reworking existing modes as opposed to inventing something wholly new? 

Other significant aspects of cultural practices now usd ly  defined as postmodern have 

also directly afFected the development of the English-Canadian historical play. The 

increasing distance between academic and popdar historians, the decline of biography as 

a defining subject for the former, and the increase in perceived value of 'localist' 

studies-privileging the regional over the national, the specific over the general-are ail 

components of recent cultural practice which have specific resonance in contemporary 

English-Canadian historical drama. 
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Berger suggests that "for al1 the growth in [their] numbers and publications," 

academic historians have "becorne more isolated fiom the society in which they tived 

and in general have failed to respond to the enormous poputar interest in the past-either 

in satiseing it, or educating it" (269). Part of that detachment results from a move away 

from biography as "the dominant form in Canadian historical writing7' toward an 

occupation with "anonymous social patterns, with groups and classes rather than with 

individuals" (269,268). The drama, which has always thrived on the individual, is thus 

moving with conternporary histonography in its questioning methods, but against it in its 

principal subject-the questions posed by particular individuaIs in opposition to their 

cultural noms. Whether the drama satisfies or educates the popular taste for history any 

more fully than academic historiography does is difficult to Say. Factors such as the size 

and nature of audiences, and the differences in methods of delivery must be considered 

and, in some ways, are incompatible as standards of cornparison. What is undeniable is 

that the drama is responding to popular taste while simultaneously attempting to educate 

that taste. 

Berger argues that the resurgence of the ilocalist' study represents "the extension 

of a pre-existing tendency rather than an abrupt departure from the tradition of Canadian 

historical writing" (282). Canadian Studies has been fiom its beginning interested in the 

regional and the particular. Assorted regional discontents during the 1970s, notably in 

Québec and in the West, merely led to the resurgence of an established form: c c ~ i s  

appreciation for the local and regional arose €tom a strong positive identification with, 

and admiration for, the integrity of localities and provincial cultures. This was, at 
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bottom, a matter of sympathy, a feeling that history was not something that happened 

somewhere else-it happened in rhis place and was therefore worthy of attention and 

study-' (282-83). These terms of reference go a long way toward supporting recent 

cntical evaluations of the history play as valid ody  when it addresses an audience which 

is also its subject. However, 1 would argue that our enhanced knowledge of this place, 

which grows from increasing respect for the localist study, should lead us to recognize 

that we can also leam about ourselves through considering what happens to others. In 

our increasingly diverse social order, characterized by global economies and information 

systems, there should be fewer and fewer discernible distinctions between "us" and 

"them." 

To conclude this overview of parallel and divergent developments in Canadian 

histonography and English-Canadian drarna since 1960, we must admit that whiie 

historiography has informed the practice of the arts a reciprocal influence is not seen. As 

Berger States, "professional historians have added little to our knowledge of painting or 

imaginative literature" (297). Art history and literature departments produced the 

majority of studies in cultural history, and most of this work "hardly impinged on the 

consciousness of most historians" (297). Berger ascnbes this failure in communication 

to the fact that, while students of literature and art fiequently turn to history to illuminate 

a text, historians rarely consider fiction and art as instnunentally illuminating of a period 

(297). Further, there is a distmst of such culturally 'elite' products as art and literatwe, 

on the grounds that they represent sensibilities limited to a leisured class. The 

contemporary English-Canadian play goes some distance toward erasing that class- 
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specific division as it frequently takes for its subject more populist themes, and, 

especially in the case of many collectives (as examined by Alan Filewod), are ofien no 

longer the product solely of a leisured elite. As the drarna becomes increasingly 

concerned with issues of inequitable cultural practices, it becomes more populist. Also 

significant is the much wïder range of cultural backgrounds represented by contemporary 

playwrïghts. A singuIar, elitist perspective can no longer accurately be said to dominate 

the form. Nonetheless, historiography has not embraced sources in the arts as frequently 

as the arts have profited fiom the increasing diversification of historiographic practice. 

In summarïzing reactions to the increasing diversity of historiographical studies 

in contemporary Canada, Berger writes: 

The diversification of histoncal writing and experimentation in many 

fields were greeted by some historians as a liberation fiom a stultiwng 

formula, an exciting new beginning. Few of them regretted that the 

historian had been at last released fiom the burden of constantty 

performing as some kind of national sage. Othen . . . were apt to regret 

the excesses of revisionism and the fact that a substantial proportion of 

contemporary history was more likely to raise painfil questions of guilt 

and grievance rather than provide positive perspectives on the major 

currents of national life. (320) 

Berger's summary is equally applicable to developments in Canadian historical drama in 

Enghsh over a similar period. The drarnatist is part of a larger cultural impulse, involved 

in practices beyond the boundanes of dramatic art. Like the histonan freed from 
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performing as a narional sage, the dramatist of the moment feels no obligation clearly to 

define Canada with each new play. Perhaps mernbers of the academic establishment of 

literary cnticism have been slower to accept the liberating components of the new 

diversification, regretting more than their historian counterparts the revisionism and 

increased guilt of the most recent work in their field. But, generally, it seems evident 

that the contemporary dramatist and historian are working in the same cultural climate, 

experiencing sirnilar challenges from similar impulses in culturaI developrnent. 

Frorn this consideration of the parallel developments in historiography, 1 wish to 

turn to establishing a theoretical ground situated more specifically in curent literary 

critical practice. Through an examination of the extant criticism of English-Canadian 

historical drarna, I propose to demonstrate the relative strengths and weaknesses of 

approaches so far pursued and to employ a previously underused approach to analysis 

and comprehension of the subject. 

Not surpx-isingly, when cnticism tums from theoretical summary to specific 

analysis and close textual reading, it tends to be more immediately positive about the 

achievements of the drama. Most such studies begin with the premise that the extant 

surnrnary criticism is inadequate. 1 wili discuss the four most detailed studies of the 

English-Canadian historical play (three unpublished), al1 produced within a decade 

(1 987-1 996), summarizing the principal additions of each to the general study of the 

subject, the limitations that I see in each, and, finally, what 1 propose to add to these 

more or less solid foundations. 

The sole major study of English-Canadian historical drama which has seen print 
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is Alan Filewod's Collective Encûunters (1987). Don Perkins' "Revisionary Drama" 

( 1993), Karen Grandy's "Mernorable ActdActive Rememberers" (l994), and Lois 

Sherlow's "Toward Interculturalism" (1 996) each build on Filewod's methodological 

fourdation, but, as unpublished dissertations, have understandably had less critical 

impact. However, each adds something significant to a responsible consideration of the 

English-Canadian historical play, while each also places certain limitations on the 

inclusiveness of the genre. 1 wiIl draw a certain amount of my own critical foundation 

fiom each sîudy, and make a case for expanding that inclusiveness. 1 argue that p!ays 

written in Canada about historical subjects outside Canada are, in their own right, equally 

effective versions of the "English-Canadian history play" as any texts written to be 

prerniered directly before the audiences about whom they are wrïtten. 

Each of the aforementioned studies develops a somewhat separate line of 

argument, pursuing one of several streams which might be said to comprise the whole of 

English-Canadian historical drama. I propose to examine the confluence of these various 

tributaries, to consider the conternporary English-Canadian historical play fiom a 

perspsctive informed by each of these slightly disparate approaches. Sim ultaneously, 

bearing in mind the increasing drstrust of contemporary literature for any sing-darizing 

master narrative or grand design, 1 m u t  stress that my combined perspective is not an 

atternpt to reduce al1 contemporary dramatic expression to a single model, but rather an 

attempt to highlight aspects of cornmon practice which are useful to comprehension of 

the genre's principal goals. 
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AIan Filewod: Collective Encounters 

Filewod examines the documentary play, partïcularly the flourishing of collective 

playmaking in the 1970s. "Canadian drama," writes Filewod, "'ha from its beginnings 

been partial toward what might be called the authority of factud evidence. This c m  be 

seen in a long line of plays that seek to revise Canadian history" (5).  For Filewod, "the 

Canadian historical dramatist - . - promote[s] a specific ideology," usually one that is 

"overtly nationalistic" (5) .  Filewod's study, though not negative about revision, does 

draw a distinction between historical draina and the documentary play, and focuses most 

of its attention on the latter. 

In his "Preface," Filewod writes of the same explosion-in his terms &'an 

unprecedented revolution" (vii)-that was observed by John Ripley. Filewod, however, 

signals imrnediately his intent to diverge fiom received wisdom on the subject of the 

accomplishrnents and value of the English-Canadian theatre. He examines the 

prdiferation of Canadian plays and Canadian stages, but rather than foliowing the 

critical n o m  of his time (and cnticizing what these plays and playing spaces lack) 

Filewod argues that the "development of the alternative theatre was an important stage in 

the evolution of Canadian culture from colonialism to cultural autonomy" (vii). 

As stated in the report of The Royal Comnïission on National Deveiopment in the 

Arts, Letters and Sciences (1 95 l), "the writing of plays in Canada . . . [in the years 

leading to 19491 lagged far behind the other iiterary arts . . . because of our pentiry of 

theatrical companies; these are few in nurnber for lack of playhouses"' (196-200; qtd. in 

Rubin 8-9). Further, Canadians generally accepted "second-rate touring companies 
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which had been sent through a handfûl of major cities" (Rubin 12). Filewod argues for a 

pattern in Canadian theatrical evolution vis-à-vis European and American rnodels that is 

the reverse of the nom. Canadian dramatists first imitated American models as 

observed in the wide varïety of American touring companies playing the Canadian circuit 

early in the century.' Later, English-Canadian drama began to imitate British rnodels, 

quite the reverse of the general pattern of cultural evolution seen in English Canada 

thro ugho ut the twentieth century (cf. Filewod vii-viii). Filewod contends that the 

English-Canadian "'aItemative theatre movement;"' which flourished from the mid- 

sixties through to the mid-seventiesy8 is a "'post-colonial"' one, no Longer defining "itself 

in terms absorbed fiom a dominating power" (vii). Here, I agree with Filewod My 

study, though, will focus on another subdivision of the sarne genre. For my purposes, 

Raymond Williams' general mode1 of cultural change (explored in detail be1ow)-the 

residual, dominant, and emergent modes of cultural practice-can successfully be 

applied to the Canadian theatre scene. Viewed in the light of the Williams model, the 

defining characteristics which lead Filewod to cal1 the developing alternative English- 

Canadian theatre "'post-colonial"' (vii) will be seen to be precisely those of an emergent 

cultural rnovement. 

Filewod makes a crucial distinction between the subject of bis study, the 

documentary play, and the subject of mine, the history play. "The docurnentary play," he 

writes, "rarely survives as a 'final' text." It is "a genre of performance rather than a fom 

of literary drama" (viii, ix). It may use histoncal matenals (indeed may sometimes use 

nothing which cannot be documented), but it is not a "history" play. ui this crucial 
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respect, then, my midy differs significantly nom Filewod's, even though several of the 

conditions of creation, performance, and reception may be very similar for both 

subgenres. The history play is a play about history, which may contain no more factual 

matenal than the era of its f o c u s a s ,  for instance, in several of David French's plays. 

The situation in which French's Mercer family exists is factual-the Mercers are part of 

the migration of numerous families fiom Newfoundland to Ontario and other parts of 

Canada in the 1940s and 1950s-though the fmily members, their dialogue and their 

'plot' are not historical. 

In broad terms, the contemporary climate in historiography, itself reflecting a 

more plural, inclusive cultural milieu, is the single most important component of the 

contemporary history play's historical context: re-exarnining history, telling alternative 

versions of well-hown stories, considering alternatives previously rejected with the 

hindsight of knowing some negative consequences of the options initially chosen-that is 

what contemporary society is doing in a variety of contexts. Recycling, lowering fuel 

consumption, promoting multiculturalism: al1 are roads initially not taken. In that broad 

cultural sense, the increasing presence or popularity of plays on historical subjects 

constitutes but one component of a changing dominant in Canadian culture itself. 

But historical subjects have always been popuiar in Canadian drama. Rick 

Salutin has argued that Canadian "works of the imagination seem to require the perpetual 

reiteration . . . that al1 dus is about something real" (qtd. in Filewod 4). Filewod suggests 

that "Canadian drama has fiom its beginnings been partial toward what might be called 

the authority of factual evidence" (5) .  In short, the English-Canadian historical play of 
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the rnid-1960s and beyond has been at once avant-garde and traditional, demonstrating 

both evolution and continuity in subjects and themes. 

Filewod argues that 'Yhe self-appointed task of the Canadian historicaI dramatist 

has been to promote a specific ideology, an4 in most cases, that ideology has been 

overtly nationalistic," even though the operating assumptions of nationalism have 

"changed radicalIy over the past centuryi' (5). In the seme that curent understandings of 

"nation" are more plural and inclusive than they have at some points been in the past, the 

English-Canadian dramatist is still "overtly nationalistic." But that nationalisrn has 

undergons such radical redefinition and questioning, from the plays themselves as well 

as from other cultural sites, that, as Filewod has suggested, what is "nationalistic" in the 

1990s is in some cases directly opposed to values expressed in equally "nationalistic" 

earlier plays. Consider, for example, the differing concepts of "nation" expressed in Len 

Peterson's Almighv Voice (1 970) as compared with Daniel David Moses' more recent 

A Zmiglzfy Foice and His Wrfe. Filewod writes that perhaps "the most important 

manifestation of the desire to define an indigenous culture" (in English-Canadian theatre 

at least) was "the recognition of regionalism as a determining factor in Canadian culture" 

(21). Regionalism is closely linked to political populism, and in the contemporary 

cultural ciimate, regional discourses are taking on national overtones, as smaller and 

smaller subdivisions of the Canadian populace write and perfonn their own stories fiom 

their own perspectives. 

Crucial to the concept of documentasr theatre as Filewod analyzes it, and equally 

crucial in a complementary sense to my own study, is the notion that a "'popular 
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theatre"' must address an audience which is directly involved with the subject matter of 

the performance; in Filewod's words, "the significance of the theatrical event requires a 

personal or ideological relationship between audience and subject matterY7 (8). Such 

involvement has usually been taken to mean that the historical play, in order to be 

effective, must address the audience that it is about-in other words, that plays about 

non-Canadian history are not Canadian historical plays, since they do not have the 

necessary didactic personal relationship between audience and subject matter. What 1 

wish to focus on is the other component of Filewod's de finition, the "ideologicd 

relationship" (8). E contend that the non-Canadian histotical subject can (and usually 

does) have some ideological relationship to the audience it addresses. In summarizing 

his treatment of the Toronto Workshop Productions collective, Ten Lost Years (2974), 

Filewod suggests that politicai theatre, %y its very definition, a s m e s  that an 

examination of its subject c m  in some way affect the lives of its audience" (79). 1 would 

argue that most contemporary English-Canadian historical drama is, by these terms, 

political, and that the subject under examination does not have to be a specifically 

Canadian one in order to "affect the lives of its audience." While 1 do not deny in any 

way the particular eEectiveness of the "home" subject addressed to the audience it is also 

about, I argue that effective drarna need not be limited to such constructions ~ n l y . ~  

Filewod writes that the typical "modem didactic historical drama" focuses on "a 

'world-historical ' character who typifies his epock" and "explains history through 

individuai psychology" (9). n i e  history play often has the appearance of a documentas: 

but analysis of available historical documents in cornparison with the drarnatic text often 



26 

reveaIs the drarnatist to have invented fieely within the confines of the general historical 

fiame work. The dramatist "3elects particular episodes because of the normally invisible 

motives and meanings they reveal" and, usually, does not subjugate creative interest to 

historical data An audience must, for the historical play, trust the "authority of the 

playwright," and, in the historical play, unlike the documentary, the "problem of 

interpretation and authentication" is not foregrounded, indeed may not even exist in the 

text (12). Occupying the space between the documentary and the historical play is the 

so-called docudrama (and its sibling, the documusical) l0 which preseats "re-creations of 

historical events" or attempts ""to present a recognized historical reality in terms of 

narrative fiction" (1  5).  Many ptays of Rick Salutin and Sharon Pollock are good 

examples of the play "about 'real' events" (25).  The key defining feature of these plays, 

for Filewod, is that they c l a h  "documentary veracity," but make no attempt at 

"authentica[tionf within the text" (1 5) .  

Filewod takes as his illustrative case the Riel plays of John Coulter (to which E 

will r e t m  below) anci, having demonstrated how the history play differs fiom the 

documentary, devotes the main body of hÏs analysis to the latter forrn. 1 wilk proceed in 

the opposite direction, using some of Filewod's hetpful definitions of characteristics of 

the history play as a starting point toward examining the genre he chose not to examine. 



Don Perkins: 'Xevisionary Drama" 

Perkins argues that "a history play is m e n  out of the shared past of the 

audience for whom it is originally intended, however that audience may be defined: a 

nation, a class, a region, a race, a gender, a locale, etc." (preface). For Pe rhs ,  a 

Canadian historical play cm ody be about Canadian history, and only be addressed to a 

Canadian audience, though that audience rnay be understood to be some part of Canada 

and not necessarily "Canada as a whole" (preface). Perkrins posits a didactic r d e  for the 

historical play, uguing that, for "a historical play to be able to work, that is, to help 

educate or inform the audience about its shared past and present, the audience must 

recognize its own experience or past on that stage. Canadian histoxical plays are defined 

as much by their audience as by their subject matter" (3-4). My chief quarrel with 

Perkinsy position is that it limits the scope of the historical play solely to those te,xts 

which address components of the history of their intended premiere audiences. Plays 

about anyone else's history are not, in Perkins' terms, Canadian historical plays, but, 

presumably (as Perkins never overtly addresses his omission of them), plays written in 

Canada (ancilor by Canadians) about historical subjects. 1 argue that the category of the 

historical play must include plays about non-Canadian history. 

Perkins, as suggested above, builds fiom Filewod's argument that "the 

significance of the theatrical event requires a persona1 or ideological relationship 

between audience and subject matier" (8) to posit that "a history play is written out of the 

shared past of the audience for whom it is intended, however that audience may be 

defined" (preface). Though the qualifying phrase allows the possibility of numerous 
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definitions of "audience," each of Perkins' putative audiences is a Canadian one which 

needs, for maximum didactic value, to view treatment of a shared Canadian history. A 

Canadian historical play, then, must be about Canadian historical events; otherwise it 

teaches its audience nothing of genuine pertinence. Though Perkins is careful to stress 

that the "common past, and . . . consequent common present" of subject and audience do 

not necessarily exist only on a "'national' scale,"" the link must still be somehow a 

specifically Canadian one. 

Perkins posits five foundational elements to the EnglishCanadian historical play: 

content, audience, intent, form, and historiographical background (preface). He observes 

as characteristic of the genre a fiequent didactic intent, and insists upon the need for 

communal self-recognition in the events of the play. For Perkins, the major tonal shifi in 

the contemporary histon'cal play is its development away fiom a sense of "Canada as 

finished" (preface). By contrast, the contemporary play not only suggests that we still 

have a long way to go, Perkins argues, but also that we had not gone nearly as far in, nor 

always even nearly toward, the directions and destinations which pre-1960 English- 

Canadian drama tended to suggest to its audiences that we had already reached- 

Surveying Berger's work, Perkins reaches similar conclusions to those stated above 

conceming the parallel developments of Canadian histonography and English-Canadian 

historical drarna: "The image of Canada as a peaceful fair-minded nation whose 

problems were al1 solved years ago is one of the more fiequent targets of historians and 

historical playwrights in the period after the mid-1960s" (22). 

There are a nurnber of summaries put forward by Perkins with which 1 c m  agree 
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without reservation. Some plays follow, some coincide with, and some precede recent 

historiographical analyses of the same people and events (5-6). Histones and histoqr 

plays alike "may respond to a common audience interest, and grow k m  a common 

interest" without being at a11 dependent on each other (6). The goal of the contemporary 

history play is often "the retrieval and restoration to pubIic consciousness of a 'forgotten7 

or 'neglected' figure" (8). Contemporary playwrights "favour drarnatization or analysis 

of expenences of srnaller interest groups or populations within the Canadian whole" (9). 

The general direction of contemporary English-Canadian theatrical w-riting has been 

toward a decolonializing of both play-writing and production (10). Ideas of nation, or 

physical representatives of national interests, are frequently observed "even within those 

plays that seek to treat the history of an ethnic group or a region as a viable subject in 

itself' (1 1 ) .  While the "smaller interest group" is the central focus of such a play, "the 

'nation"' is often seen "lurking in the background, surprisingly often as a threat, as a 

limiting, homogenizing, centralizing, impenalistic factor in the development of the 

smaller population" (1 1). Perkins suggests that "John Coulter's Rie1 plays appear to be 

the first major works to raise the spectre of Canada as the impenalistic trampler of the 

rights of a smaller 'nation,' the Metis people of the North-West" (26). With al1 these 

observations, i generally agree. 

In fact, 1 take exception to only one significant aspect of Perkins7 argument. 

Perkins seems to believe that the audienceYs "own experience or past" cannot transcend 

specifically Canadian contexts (3). While it is undeniably tnie that the memory of local 

events, individuals, issues, and the like is valuable to an audience, such an audience can 
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also remember events, individu&, and issues that transcend local, and even national 

boundaries. While 1 have no difficulty in accepting Perkins' sense of the historïcal play 

as didactic and informative, I argue that an audience c m  be educated and uiformed by a 

consideration of past experiences shared on an international level. Further, 1 would argue 

that national and local significance can be discovered through observation of the 

histones of other places and times-that, in brief, the humanity of a given piece of 

historical drama might as easily instnict and iriform as the nationality or locality of 

events portrayed. 

Karen Grandy: "Acts of Mernory/Active Rememberers" 

Grandy provides what 1 think is a more inclusive approach. Her subject is the 

"memory play," which though not necessarily historical in nature is often so. Grandy 

posits a connection between individual memory and history which allows for the 

incl usion of plays dealing with history outside Canada. Memory, she argues, plays a 

"role as a storehouse for wuesolved matters" and is important "in the construction of 

identity": history "may be considered the cornmuna1 version of memory" (53,59) .  

Grandy also notes the "exqensive overlap of concems in certain recent historiography and 

the various disciplinary studies of mernory" (59-60), a point on which al1 studies of the 

EngIish-Canadian history play agree. 

Observing that "there are structural questions which are not, typically, asked of 

plays" (1 ), Grandy draws attention to the perspective of presentation, the differences, 

defined as significant as long ago as Aristotle, between drama and narrative. In the 
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history play, we perfom, or re-present, memory. As Grandy indicates, "memory's 

temporal aspect presents a number of paradoxes. The past affects the present, but the 

present can also affect our mernories of the pmt" (1 5). A convincing presentation of a 

historical subject in theatrical form (indeed in any form of creative cultural expression) 

can affect perception of that subject. Undeniably, such an effect was part of John 

Coulter's agenda in writing Riel. 'mrama," writes Grandy, "with its built-in sense of 

immediacy, reminds us that the only route to the past is through the present" (15). Thus 

any undentanding of 'past' is inescapably influenced by our inability to be situated in 

any time other than Our own present as we examine that past; similady, our 'now' is 

inescapably influenced by the p s t  it attempts to examine and comprehend. The 

relationship between past and present, especially with respect to cultural practices such 

as literature, is a synbiotic one. 

I f  history tnily is "the communal version of memory," then performance of 

histor) is one way of keepinç open the national "storehouse for unresolved matters," of 

allowing the collusion of past and present to be seen, and of forcing individuals to 

achowledge the inevitability of "perspectived" views, the myth of the objective stance 

(59, 53,6 1,64). Because theatre casts its audiences in the passive role of spectator, 

contemporary dramatic practice, in order to compel that acknowledgrnent of inescapable 

perspective, has developed a series of "interfering" strategies designed to unsettle "a 

reader's or spectator's attempt to distance herself fiom what transpires on stage" (101). 

The contemporary historical play (Canadian and otherwise) relentlessly insists to its 

audience that the audience is involved in the subject of the drarna: this play is about you. 
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Lois Sherlow: "Toward Interculturalism" 

Lois Sherlow moves closest to the position which 1 propose to take as a starting 

point. Tracing developrnents in al1 subgenres of Canadian drama since 1960, Sherlow 

arpes that "the development of the criticai discourse on theatre in Canada has been 

inseparable frorn a profound questioning of the ongins and future options of the cultural 

identity of the country itself' (2). Recent English-Canadian theatre has been calling 

"into question both Canada's contemporary conception of its colonial history and its 

construction of a postcolonial identity" (6). Sherlow's views concerning the 

interrelationship of Canadian practices with those dominant in international theatre build 

on the foundations set by Filewod (also advanced somewhat by Grandy) and encourage 

analysis of Engiish-Canadian historical drama as itself one character on an international 

stage. It is "unrealistic," w-rïtes Sherlow, to believe that Tanadian culture, including 

theatre, could or should develop independently of international traditions and modem 

developments" (6). 1 argue that iit is equally unrealistic to believe that the English- 

Canadian playwight exarnining historicd subjects must be limited only to English- 

Canadian materials, as if Canada did not in any way interact with the rest of the world 

and was wholIy fiee of international influences, discourses, and developments in cultural 

practice. 

For Sherlow, al1 cbpostcolonial ideologies ir. Canadian drama" are "basically . . . 

responses to the past" (7). Sherlow points out the irony of postcolonialisrn's relationship 

to history: ''it must establish its bearings in relation to history even as it attempts to move 

beyond it" (1 3). The English-Canadian historical play is thus to some degree b o n d  to 
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recapituiate what it most desires to challenge. That irony is as much a condition of the 

existence of any individual audience member as it is of that of the playwright and of the 

subgenre. 

The ba i s  of Sherlow's argument, and the final addition to the platfonn upon 

which my study rests, is that the present is "interc~ltural~" involving "combination, 

j~xtaposition, or translation of elements fiom two or more discrete cultures to create a 

new synthesis" (8,48). As Eric Hobsbawm observes in Age of Extrernes, ' We globe is 

now the pn'mary operational unit" of human interaction, especially, but not solely in 

economics (1 5). Communication technology has rendered obsolete many national 

divisions which were, for Our predecessors, controllers and guarantors of stability and 

comprehension of one's place in the world. Building on ideas voiced by Rick Salutin, 

Sherlow suggests that contemporary English-Canadian drarnatists have attempted to 

build a postcolonial sense of nation 'By bringing the concrete locale into a meaningful 

relationship with abstract ideas and histoncal events" (26). 1 argue that pari of any 

postcolonial reconstruction or re-imagining of the whole project of drama must reflect 

the realit). observed by Hobsbawm. Of course, the world remains subdivided along 

national lines; however, international and transnational concems are commonplace. We 

are: as Hobsbawm also observes, tnily residents of a "global village" (15). 

Theon'es of interculturalism allow @erhaps even compel) the English-Canadian 

dramatist to examine history beyond the limits of national borders. Nationalisrn itself 

becomes a histoncal entity, part of a past which the intercultural present is constantly in 

the process of interrogating. "Theatre," argues Sherlow, "cannot exist without engaging 
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in inquiries into the nature of community" (39). Conternporary 'community7 being at 

least in pan global, contemporary theatre must therefore admit the potential relevance of 

'extra-Canadian' experience to Canadian audiences. 

From theory to practice: 

observations fiom English-Canadian historical playwights 

Playwrights themselves have occasionally spoken to the issue of defining both the 

'Canadian' and the 'historical' in the English-Canadian historical play. Robertson 

Davies long maintained that plays from outside the Canadian experience might speak 

effectively about (if not always to) Canadians. Davies spoke with Donald Cameron in 

197 1 of attending a production of The Clzeny Orclzard in Cobourg, and of realinng that 

most of the audience did not "know that the play [was] about the& (32). Davies went 

on to cal1 Ibsen and Chekhov Canada's greatest dramatists, rejecting the insular view that 

a play must directly portray the audience it addresses in order to be relevant to it. 

Davies' insistence that Canada shares characteristics with other nations is as true of 

historical subjects as it is of 'invented' ones. 

Similarly, Ken Mitchell has drawn on his experience as a playwright to analyze 

the historical play. In his essay "Between the Lines," Mitchell outlines several defining 

features of the English-Canadian historical play, gives some cautions about its 

development, and suggests some avenues for further exploration. Historical dramas are 

"Rorschach tests of our social psyche"; an4 as Mitchell goes on to reflect, "invention or 

imaginative reconstruction can take place only at the persona1 level, not the public one. 
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. . . The audience must believe itself to be perceiving historical truth as well as essential 

tnith" (265,266). Finally, he argues that "the eccentnc wiL1 prevail over the well- 

rounded conformist" as the best subject (266). 

Common to both Mitchell and Davies is the importance placed upon what 

audiences make of the material. Working playwrights stress audience perception much 

more than do academic cntics. Any play may demonstrate deliberate didactic intent, but 

in order to succeed it needs an audience willing to be taught. Thus a play does not 

necessarily have to address the audience that it is about, but it does have to engage their 

willingness to 'meet' the matenal. Put another way, criticism may, in the effort to draw 

clear boundaries around a genre, exclude elements which do not seem as important in 

theory as they turn out to be in practice. Even (perhaps especially) Shakespeare h e w  

that the sunival of the theatre depended upon getting bodies into the building. Cnticism, 

when it excludes the 'extra-Canadian' subject fiom consideration, may be excluding a 

component that is particularly attractive to audiences, and therefore particularly helpfd 

to the continued evolution of the genre. 

The foregoing briefly summarizes the recent history of criticism in the field of 

English-Canadian historicai drama. What 1 propose to add to the process (and I stress 

that both the drarna and its criticism are very much in 'process') has three major foci: 

reconsidering and revahing 'revisionismy in light of recent developments in 

sociocriticism and historiography, adding the international historical subject to the 

category of the English-Canadian historical play, and arguing that the developing 

dominant of EngIish-Canadian historical drarna is the elevation of the iconoclast to the 



statu of icon. Raymond Williams' theories of the emergent, dominant, and residual 

manifestations of cultural practice provide a helpful mode1 for comprehension of the 

significance of both individual plays within the genre and of the genre itself examined 

against the background of EngIish-Canadian literature and contemporary culture. 

In bis Marxisrn and Lirerature (1977), Williams defines three aspects of culture: 

. . 
"residual,'? "dominant," and "emergent" (9 1). Using this dynamic mode1 of cultural 

interaction, opposing any single 'Zeitgeist' view, one may argue that English-Canadian 

historical dramatists are finally recognizing just how long Canada has a1Iowed what 

should be cuIturall y residuaI-American and British models and measurement against 

approval fkom New York and London-to remain dominant. Activity which has been 

easity dismissed as revisionist and mythifjmg might be more accurately understood as 

necessary strategies generating a new emergent position for the English-Canadian 

dramatist-a position fkom which the dramatist c m  throw off the perceived need to 

strive for a 'uniquely Canadian' drama and can interact with contemporary theoretical 

currents that transcend nationai boundaries. 

"It is clear," Williams writes in Culture, "that certain forms of social 

relationships are deepiy embcidied in certain foms of art" (148). Williams makes a case 

for the drarna as an ideal form through which such a general idea is exemplified because 

of the drama's long history "in radicaliy diflerent social orders" (148). Williams aiso 

argues that "there can be no absolute separation between those social relationships which 

are evident or discoverable as the immediate conditions of a practice . . . and those which 

are so embedded within the practice, as particular formal articulations, that they are at 
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once social and formal, and can in one kind of analysis be treated as relatively 

autonomous" (1 48). Williams analyzes the classical drama of ancient Greece, noting that 

"a new fomal element-that of acted dialogue between individuals-can be traced fiom 

its emergence within a specific general form to its emergence as an autonomous general 

f o m  within which (and now setting their own forma1 limits) fkther specific forms were 

developed" (1 50). 1 do not suggest that the English-Canadian histoncal play is any more 

than just another of those "further specific foms7' developing (with its own formal 

lirnits) fiom the evolution of the new formal elernent of "acted dialogue between 

individuals." My point is that such "acted dialogue between individuals" has long been 

understood to transcend "merel y local conditions" (1 5 2 ), an assertion raised in 

opposition to the fiequent labeling of English-Canadian histoncal plays as somehow 

limited or parochial, lacking 'international7 quality. 

Williams wrïtes that, until the theoretical probtem is recognized as " a  problern of 

convergence," the sociology of culture (within which literature is a specific subdivision) 

wi11 tend to be perceived as a specialized study area of loosely associated ideas, of 

dubious value outside its irnmediate specific interests (9). Though convergence, as 

Williams argues, invoives a combination of "very different interests and methodsy' and 

includes "at least as many collisions or near misses as genuine meeting points," it shodd 

not be regarded as either marginal or peripheral(9). Lowenthal's inclusive approach to 

selecting exemplary texts which illuminate our perceptions of 'past' accepts Williams' 

cal1 for convergence. My own study attempts to follow both Williams' theory and 

Lowenthal 's practice. 
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Williams' theoretical platforni is "an attempt to rework, from a particular set of 

interests, those general social and sociological ideas within which it has been possible to 

see communication, language and art as marginal and peripheral, or as at best secondary 

and derived social processes . . . . lit is] concerned above al1 to enquire, actively and 

openly, into these received and presumed relations, and into other possible and 

demonstrable relations" (10). In other words, the first response to questions conceming 

the validity of this approach should be to r e m  the question: what social practices make 

it seem 'natural' to question the validity of such an approach in the first place? Williams' 

mode1 is fmdamentally concemed with examining the very basis of cultural evaluation, 

the foundation of the act of questioning any set of perceived cultural practices. 

Our understanding of culture evolves from a developed state of mind, through the 

process of such a development to the means by which such processes operate-which is 

where the ans (and7 for this analysis, specifically drama) enter the debate. Williams 

posits tsvo main kinds of culture: one with an 'emphasis on the ' znforming spirit"'of a 

whole way of life (which he calls "idealist"), and one with an "emphasis on 'a whole 

social order' within which a specifiable culture, in styles of art and kinds of intellectual 

work, is seen as the direct or indirect product of an order primarily constituted by other 

social activities" (1 1-12). Applied to the analysis of EnglishCanadian historical drama, 

Williams' 'idealist' culture can be understood as the broad political scope of Canadian 

self-definition: 'Canadian' culture, distinct societies, etc. The matenalist aspect concerns 

itself with the processes by which that broad .'Canadian culture' writes, among other 

texts, historical plays. Each approach, Williams argues, "leads, necessdy, to intensive 
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study of the relations between 'cultural' activities and other forms of social life7' (12). 

Hence, as Williams writes, "'cultural practice' and 'cultural production' (its most 

recognizable terms) are not simply derived fiom an otherwise constituted social order but 

arc themselves major elements in its constitution" (12-1 3). Alternately, social order does 

not precede cultural practice and production but is, in part, composed or written by 

cultural practice and production. 1 propose to examine 'cculture as the signzfilng system 

through which necessarïly (though among other means) a social order is communicated, 

reproduced, experienced and explored" (1 3). 

The literary text is one of several means by which an individual mind begins to 

formulate an understanding of its own culture. The literary text also reproduces a given 

set of social noms, either overtly or covenly (or, perhaps, both). What we understand as 

'ordinary' Canadians of the 'normal Canadian social order' is partly what we have 

encountered in Canadian literar). texts, as well as in other teas, covering al1 modes of 

communication, which Say something to us about what 'Canada' is. 1 deliberately avoid 

stressing Englislt-Canadian here, as 1 have done so ofien earlier, because even the 'pur 

laine' anglophone encounters Canadian texts enfiançais+ven if the attendant 

understanding is merely a recognition and admission of incomprehension. 

1 accept that, when 1 discuss English-Canadian historical drama, 1 am 

concentrating on a subdivision within several other layers of subdivisions, and a thinly 

settled subdivision at that: 



CANADA 

1-> English Canada 

1-> English-Canadian Arts 

+> English-Canadian literary arts 

+> English-Canadian dramatic literary arts 

1-> English-Canadian dramatic literaq arts with historical focus/subject 

Yet even on this micro level, the basic convergences continue: part of what we 

understand as Canadian culture is both detennined and reflected by the ways in which 

some feu. of our artists deal wïth history through the medium of drama. It may be a 

minuscule part of the whole. Almost undeniably, the majority of this nation's population 

will not even attain the lamentable level of incomprehension observed by Davies-that 

of seein; plays without comprehen~ion of seeing themselves there figured. However, in 

many cases, it is precisely these people who are the 'population' of English-Canadian 

drama, though they may never see it or themselves in it. Like the voice Dylan Thomas 

creates in the poem "In my craft or sullen art," which laments writing first and foremost 

for lovers who, complete in each other, have no need for what is written, the English- 

Canadian historical dramatist is ofien writing about an audience that never sees the plays 

in and for which it is written. In this important sense, the comparatively tiny percentage 

of people who are actually directly engaging the idea of Canada through its historical 

drama is not an irnpediment to the validity of the study. The plays, as Ken Mitchell 

argues in his preface to Rebels In Time (1 99 1 ), are directly experienced by a scant few, 

but they are about everybody+ven about those who never see the inside of a theatre, 
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even (sometimes especially) about those who have no time for the plays themselves. 

Williams also clearly identifies the principal challenge for contempoarary cultural 

studies. He argues that "there is some practical convergence between (i) the 

anthropological and sociological senses of culture as a distinct 'whole way of life,' 

within which, now, a distinctive 'signifjmg system' is seen as not only essential but as 

essentially involved in aZZ forms of social activity, and (ii) the more specialized if also 

more common sense of culture as 'artistic and intellectual activities,"' including al2 

signi@ing practices: language, arts, philosophy, jounialism, fashion, advertising, etc. 

( 7  3).  That practical convergence allows valuable work to be done toward greater 

comprehension of 'our culture.' That work "has been best and most fiequently done, 

either in general theory and in studies of 'ideology,'or in its distinctively new areas of 

interest, in 'the media' and 'popular culture.' There is then not only a relative gap to be 

filled, in these new terms, but also, fiom the quality of some of the work on the arts 

camed out from other positions, a sense of challenge" (13). It is that challenge to which 1 

propose to direct this study-once again asserting that the narrowness of the field of 

study in no way diminishes the validity or applicabiiity of such conclusions as may be 

reached. The ordenng and signifjmg practices operating and converging within the 

narrow confines of English-Canadian histoncal drama mirror and reproduce those . 

operating at al1 levels of our 'culture7 and at al1 levels of the 'history' that provides the 

subject matter for the plays. 

Canada has been coniing slowly to tenns with itself as a far fiom "finished" 

state. As Donald Perkins suggests, the "image of Canada as a peaceful fair-minded nation 
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whose problems were al1 solved years ago is one of the fiequent targets of historians and 

hinorical playwrights in the period after the mid 1960s" (22). Correspondingly, 

Canadians have displayed increasing interest both in our own history and in that of other 

nations, in our own iconoclasts as well as those abroad- An ever-increasing number of 

p l a y  nlth historical subjects, characters, andor settings were produced and published in 

the 1 990 S. Williams reads ElizabethadShakespearean drama as "a quite extraordinaril y 

open interaction of social order and social disintegration" (1 57), noting m e r  that "[ilt 

is certainly no surprise, in retrospecf to find a forrn of total cnsis in a society within forty 

years of a civil war" (1 58). I will not extrapolate fiom Williams' sunrey of English 

drama as it developed 400 years ago a prediction of 'inevitable' civil war in the Canada 

of 2040. As Lowenthal observes, it was only "in the nineteenth century" that what we 

understand as the preservation of history evolved "fiorn an antiquarian, quirky, episodic 

pursuit into a set of national programmes," and "only in the twentieth [that] every 

country sought to secure its own heritage against despoilation and decay" (xvii). A major 

difference, then, exists between the late sixqeenth and late mentieth century in their 

respective comprehensions of and obsessions with national history. While 1 thus hesitate 

to predict Canadian civil war based on Williamsy model, 1 will suggest that a nation 

increasingly uncertain about where it is going is not surprisingly increasingly interested 

in where it has been. 

The second leg of my theoretical tripod employs sorne of Grandy's terms, which 

allow us to address the subject in a way that Perkins? terms do not. In the course of 

addressing several of the characteristic subjects for the English-Canadian history play, 1 
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wliill include, where possible, texts which help audiences to examine the development of 

Canada's 'international memory.' Grandy notes that although te& may be personal, 

they may also raise "issues which are of public concem in the ex-a-dramatic world: war, 

racism, violence, nuclear annihilation" (1 0 1). Similarly, the 'extra-Canadian' historical 

subject may welt raise issues beyond mere nationalism in their concems, as in Timothy 

Findley s Triols of Ezra Pound ( 1 994). Limiting the definition of the English-Canadian 

historical play to only such texts as address the history of their openùig-night audiences 

impedes Canada in explorhg its relationship to the rest of the world. While aspects of 

local history may be vitally important in al1 the aforementioned sub-categories, equally 

important to this nation at this point in its own history is the effort to understand Canada 

as a part of a still Iarger community. Therefore, 1 argue that what is 'Canadiant is but 

one subdivision of the comrnunity that is humanity. Grandy wites of plays presenting 

"reminders to the rzal audience of problems and conditions in their own world" (101), of 

eroding the protective bamer of the 'fourth wallY-that is, the false security of believing 

that what happens on the stage is not something happening in the audience's 'real' world. 

Such timely reminders are equally relevant, whether the subject is regional, national, or 

international- 

My third and final focal point will be the increasingly iconic role of the iconoclast 

in the history plays of English Canada. Ken Mitchell mentions his own fascination with 

"the rebel, the misfit, the Socratic bone who sticks in the craw of the establishment, a 

flamboyant eccentric radical who chooses to go d o m  in flames" ("'Between the Lines" 

271 ). The direction of the English-Canadian historical play has increasingly been toward 
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praising this sort of rebel and finding value in the iconocIast's challenge to the 

conservative noms  of English-Canadian experience, epitomized by the ofi-quoted phrase 

fiom the BNA Act: "peace, order, and good govemment." The iconoclast is a provocative 

medium for what Filewod calls "explain[ing] history through individual psychology" (8). 

Mitchell's summary of his own most favoured subject stands as a fair description of the 

subjects of many of his contemporaries. No matter what the specific historical focus of 

each play might be, the contemporq English-Canadian playwn-ght almost without 

exception employs an iconoclastic character, often the protagonist, to critique dominant 

noms and to suggest alternatives. 

FolIowing this brief s w e y  of current and recent developments in Canadian 

historiography and in the literary criticism of historical drama, 1 will examine in Chapter 

One the roots of common practice as seen through consideration of the earliest texts of 

the genre. These early English-Canadian history plays, a small number of texts spanning 

a large block of time, establish the skeletal outline of a common practice within which 

virtually al1 later English-Canadian historical plays can be seen to fit. Here will be 

considered the first English-Canadian history plays, Sarah Curzon's "Laura Secord" 

(1 876, 1888) and Charles Mair's Tecumseh (1887,1901), as well as one transitional te-, 

Robertson Davies7 early play "At My Heart's Core" (1950). The techniques of the 

earliest English-Canadian historical dramas will be exarnined in cornparison to those of 

the contemporary period 1 will suggest that Curzon and Mair do provide the 

contemporary English-Canadian dramatist ~ l t h  a native model for the treatment of 

historical subjects, but that the existence of such a model was (perhaps is still) virtually 
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unho\vn. Finally, Chapter One will establish the parameters -thin which virtually al1 

contemporary English-Canadian history plays exist. These parameters are seen cIearly in 

the genre's paradigrnatic tex?: John Coulter's Riel (1950, 1962). 

The remaining chapters will examine in turn four characteristic subjects of the 

contemporary English-Canadian historical play: the violence of the 'pioneer' era, 

relations between arriving European settlers and Canada's aboriginal population, the 

iconoclast who chooses political action within the extant social hierarchy in an effort to 

redefine it, and the rebellious iconoclast who is uncornfortable within any hierarchy and 

who lives by an entirely personal code. Within several of these categories, 1 will suggest 

further subdivisions to address issues specific to such matters as race, gender, and region. 

ObviousIy, some overlap exists. William Lyon M a c k e ~ e  King, Louis Riel, and Norman 

Bethune might each be classified as belonging to more than one of the foregoing 

categories. The categories themselves, however, though not mutually exclusive, seem to 

b e  inclusive in the sense that virtually al1 English-Canadian historical plays arguably 

belong to at least one of the foregoing subdivisions. 

Chapter Two will address the most significant pst-Riel stage in the evolution of 

the English-Canadian history play, the emergence of the local protagonist and the rise of 

'ordinary' tragedy. This chapter will take as its focus the Donnellys of Biddulph and 

their appearance in several plays which emerged in rapid succession in the 1970s. These 

include the Donnelly trilogy of James Reaney, consisting of The Donnellys Pt. 1: Sticks 

and Siones (1 973, S. h~iclzoZas Horel, Wm Donnelly. Prop (1 976), and Handc@s 

( 1 977), published together as The Donneflys (1 983); The Donnellysr a musical ( 1 974) by 
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Peter Colley; and The Death of the Donnellys (2982), developed by Ted Johns fiom an 

initial performance as ''T'hem Donnellys" (1974) at Theatre Passe MuraiIle. 

Chapter Three will discuss a number of plays dealing with interactions between 

arriving Europeans and Canada's Native peoples, as well as subsequent developments in 

the relations of the two groups during the twentieth century. The primary focus will be 

hvofold: treatments of the extinction of the Beothuk people in early nineteenth-century 

Newfoundland, and dramatizations of how bureaucracy was iised as a weapon in the later 

nineteenth century. The end of the Beothuk will be examined through Geoffkey Ursell's 

The Running of the Deer (2981) and Michael Cook's On the RÏm of the Cuwe (1970, 

1 979). Sharon Pollock's Walsh (1973) and Herschel Hardin's The Grear IYave of 

Civiliiation (1976)- will provide a platform for considering the role of bureaucracy in 

overwhelming the aboriginal population- Finally, Daniel David Moses' Almighty Voice 

and his W f e  ( 2  99 1 ,  1992) will present a native perspective on al1 the foregoing events. 

Chapter Four addresses the one significant variant of the dominant figure in late 

twentieth-century English-Canadian historical drarna, the rebellious figure who, working 

within the systems of normative authority, actually achieves a degree of success in 

challenging 'the syçtem.' This chapter will engage those figures of a decidedly 

iconoclastie cast who found a way to work through political action, as in Ken Mitchell's 

Davin the Polifician (1979)- Carol Bolt's Red Emma (1976)- Allan Stratton's Rexy! 

( 1 9 8 1 ), and Diane Grant' s l2 Whor Glorious Times They Had: Nellie McClung ( 1 974). A 

reading of Rising Tide's Joey (1 98 1, 1996) and Tom Cahill's The Only Living Father 

(1992, 1997) will complete the consideration of the iconoclast within the system, 
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contrasting the same historical figure as dramatized through interaction with other 

characters and through the increasingly popular monologue format- 

Chapter Five will conclude the study with an examination of that most 'un- 

Canadian' of figures, the "rebel in time7' (to use Ken Mitchell's words), the figure who 

simply does not conform, no matter what the consequences, to the general noms of his 

or her social surroundings. Perhaps paradoxically, this attention-drawing, sometimes 

apparently destructive antithesis to the common image of the dulI, smooth, self-effacing 

Cimadian, is the most dynamic figure in a drama which seems to suggest Canada needs to 

recognize more quickly what it can learn fiom its rebels. Canada's rebels are not 

important for the threats they bring to the established order but for their creative (though 

not always cornfortable) energy, for the 'spin' they bring to the settled sensibilities of 

Canada's self-perceived stability. Included in this chapter is Ken Mitchell's The 

Shipbuzlder (1 WO), the only treatment of a completely fictionalized historical figure to 

be considered in this study. Canadian examinations of international iconoclasts will be 

treated through attention to Sharon Pollock's Blood Relations (1 980, 198 1 ), Timothy 

Findley's The T ' l s  of Ezra Pound" and Mitchell's The Greut Cultural RevoZution 

(1980). Finaiiy, the study will examine the man who might fairly be considered the 

'model' iconoclast, Norman Bethune, as presented in Rod Langley's Bethune (1975) and 

Mitchell's Gone the Burning Sun (1984). Dramatic treatment of Bethune is similar in 

form to that accorded Joseph Smallwood, each man being dramatized both in a full-cast 

show and in monologue. 

In summary, 1 argue the following points. Firstly, to date, English-Canadian 
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historical drama has generally been not very well served by its critics. Secondly, 

English-Canadian playwrights are paralleling (sometimes even anticipating) 

developments in Canadian historiography. Thirdly, comprehension of 'brevisionism" is 

itself mutable: what the Literar-y Hisfory of Canada calls revisionism may eventually 

become 'offîcial' history. Consider Riel. Also, the presence of revisionkt elements is 

evidence of a recent general shifi in several major cultural paradigms. Fourthly, the 

history of other people and places as written through the filter/focus of English-Canadian 

dramatists is as relevant to Canadian experience and identity as the undeniably important 

explorations of Canada's own history are. Fifthly, after al1 this lambasting of the 'short- 

sightedness' of criticism, 1 must, to be fair, also point out that conternporary playwrïghts 

seem themselves somewhat blind to a particular irony of current practice: the dominant 

mode of the EngIish-Canadian historical play at the end of the twentieth century has been 

to elevate to at Ieast something near the status of icon (perhaps 'alternative icon? might 

better express the idea) figures whose personalities and oAen whose public goals were 

iconoclastic. Contemporary dramatists often make heroes out of those whose approach to 

life might be summarized by the phrase "down with heroes!" 

Finally, and most importantly, 1 contend that the English-Canadian history play of 

the later twentieth century is not about history. Rather, it uses elements of history to 

critique and reconceive the present. The iconoclasts of the past are not as important to 

the contemporary dramatist for what they did then as they are for what they suggest to 

"now." In a worId which, to judge by its current rampant dissatisfactions, obviously did 

not do it 'right' the first time, the consideration of previous options not taken offers a 
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second chance. Drarnatizing, to use Berger's words, "better alternatives not taken in the 

past" challenges audiences to seize this second chance (265). If, as Perkins has 

suggested, English-Canadian dramatists have been resisting since the mid-1960s the 

notion that Canada is a country "whose problerns were al1 solved yean ago," we must 

conclude that our dramatists see the current state of Canada as problematic (22). Our 

past choices have not brought us our desired stability. The English-Canadian history play 

at century's end is not, then, primarily concerned with showing how things were. 

Instead, contemporq English-Canadian histoncaf drama concerns itself with using 

elements of the past to explain how we wound up as we are. The most significant 

evidence in support of this contention is found in the increasingly comrnonplace 

insistence at the conclusion of plays that audiences must not only consider and evaluate 

the dramatized controversies of our history, but must also accept their own role in 

perpetuating stereotypes and their own responsibility to bring about change. Variance 

from known fact in the contemporary English-Canadian history play is not, therefore, 

merely dramatic licence. Contemporary playwrights adjust our past to help them 

contextualize their evaluations of our present and to set up their visions of our future. 

From that dramatization arises the challenge to audiences, either to pursue a new 

direction or, stated more passively, at least to avoid repeating old errors. 

Herein 1 ies yet another reason for including the extraCanadian subject in any 

analysis of what Canadian playwrights make of history. Any scenario can provide an 

exampie-ameliorative, corrective, or pejorative. While local or national incidents of 

the past instruct and explain the present to itself, so do international incidents. The 
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extra-Canadian historical subject is never extra-human. We live here, regardless of 

whether those variables are defined as 'we Canadians live in Cariada' or as 'we people 

live on this planet.' In facf a parochial view of the value of history as a dramatic subject 

is part of the problern rather than part of the solution. Self-examination is vitally 

important, but self-examination carried out to the exclusion of al1 other foci produces a 

people at best intimately self-aware but at wrorst incapable of interaction. 

English Canada, a population increasingly uncertain about where it is going, is 

attrmpting through its historical drama among a multitude of means to find out where it 

is going by examining where it has been. As Sharon Pollock suggests in her 

"Playwight's Note" to 7ï1e Kornagafa Muru Incident, "much of our history has been 

misrepresented and even hidden fkom us. Until we recognize our past, we cannot change 

our future." I do not propose to complete a jigsaw puzzle, to reassemble al1 the scattered 

pieces of practice. What 1 do intend is to dari@ the paradigm within which virtually al1 

English-Canadian historical drama c m  be seen to be working, to present a framework of 

'straight bits' within which the pieces comprising the heart of the picture can be better 

understood in relation to each other, and, by extension, in relation to the many other sets 

of exqant cultural achievernents or practices with which English-Canadian historical 

drama has been so long compared, to pejorative ef5ect. 



Chapter One 

The Foundations of Cornmon Practice 

The tradition of historical drarna in English Canada begins with two plays 

published in the 1880s: Sarah Curzon's "Laura Secord" and Charles Mair's Tecumseh. 

An examination of these Confederation-period texts reveals that, apart fiom the use of 

verse, the English-Canadian history play of 100 years ago differs in only one significant 

element from the contemporary histoq play. The methods of historical research, the 

types of subjects preferred, the nature and degree of fictionalization, and the intent 

behind the writing of the plays as evidenced in the work of Curzon and Mair are 

eenerally consistent with similar strategies and motivations observable in the work of 
Y 

contemporary playwrights such as Sharon Pollock and Ken Mitchell. My study proposes 

the existence of a paradigm for the English-Canadian historical play which is fairly 

straightfonvard and little changed in over a century. 

The single major evolution in the common practice of the genre occurs after a 

1 ong fa1 low penod during which few histoncal plays were published. This evolution 

begins at mid-century and proceeds in hvo separate stages of development. Robertson 

Davies' "At My Heart's Core" (1950), in which traditional values remain tnwnphant but 

forces antagonistic to consenrative traditions become more attractive, represents the first. 

The second, and most important, evolutionary step for the English-Canadian historical 

play in the twentieth c e n t q  occurs with John Coulter's Riel (1950, 1962). Coulter 

follo~vs the established methods of the English-Canadian histoncal dramatist but adds to 

common practice one crucial change which consolidates the paradigrn that remains, a 
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half-century later, visl%le as the skeleton, as it were, of virtually every English-Canadian 

historical drama. 1 use 'established' and 'common' in part ironicdly since only a handful 

of texts treating historical subjects existed in English-Canadian drama before Coulter's 

work premiered; the observation, thou& is no less earnestly offered, given that the few 

extant plays seem to be already working within an established paradigm (influenceci in 

no small part, one suspects, by Shakespearcan models). Thus there is 'common practice' 

within a genre not commonly practised unti1 the 1960s. 

Michael Tait, writing in summary for The Lirerary Hisfov of Canada in English 

in the mid-1 960s7 concludes that "it is hard to discem any significant continuity or 

developing pattern in the course of Canadian drama" during the years 1920-1960 

(3: f 59). Tait argues that the "ovemiding impression" lefi by the Canadian drama of 

those years is that of "a group of ptaywrights . . . separated primarily not by space and 

time but by the absence of a common dramatic tradition, a tradition that may be accepted 

or challenged, but within which action produces reaction" (2: 159). It is Tait's view that 

"the playwight in this country has hardly anything either to foI1ow or to repudiate" (2: 

159). Tait is both right and wrong. What he argues is generally true of the years 1920- 

1960: but does not remain tnie for the contemporary playwright. True, the existence of 

an unknown trzdition is, in practical effect, equal to the non-existence of a tradition. 

But, while the quantity of models has been small, adherence to their 'komrnon dramatic 

tradition," whether consciously or not, has been remarkable. In fairness, lt must also be 

observed that any perceived following of these little-known models proceeds fiom a 

critical stance developed fiorn without. The tradition exists, but playwrights generally 
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neither h o w  nor deliberately foI1ow it. 

Apart corn the one vital alteration introduced by CouIter in Riel, the practice of 

historical drama by English-Canadian writers has been generally consistent since the 

earliest examples of the genre appeared. What Sarah Curzon and Charles Mair detailed 

as standard practice in their essays concerning the writing of their historical dramas 

remains a major component of contemporary playwrights' practice. The evolution of the 

paradigm consists more of addirions ru common practice rather than aZterarions of it- 

again, with the same crucial exception seen in Coulter's work 

The English-Canadian history play can be generically understood as constructed 

within the following terms: (1) an individual at more or less distant remove fiorn 

cornmunit). noms (specific to their individual contexts, of course) enters into conflkt 

wïth representatives of normative authority; (2) this individual possesses, again to 

varying degrees, a chansma that is usually rooted in a flexible combination of greater 

than average intelligence, energy, social charm, eloquence, and daring; (3) the alternative 

values or approaches to community practice espoused by the protagonist are usually seen 

to be in some ways attractive or admirable, but simultaneously disturbing; (4) the 

individual usually has a cadre of supporters, quite often involving family, who are loyal 

to the protagonist but also in some respects baffled by aspects of the protagonist's pyblic 

self; (5) exploration of tensions between public and private ''versions" of the 

protagonist's self is almost universally present; (6) the individual faces opposition to his 

or her iconoclastie views; (7) that opposition is almost invariably a mixture of extreme 

and moderate resistance-the extreme opposition more likely to corne fiom peers 
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(neighbours, CO-workers) and the moderate opposition usually coming fiom officers of 

normative authority (a fundarnentally conservative faith in the basic decency of our 

social ordering institutions seems to characterïze most English-Canadian historical 

plajys); (8) as the plot of each play is complicated, the akernative views, no matter how 

attractive they might initially seem, become perceived as too costly, difficult, disturbing, 

or dangerous to accept and implement; and (9) the fate of the iconoclastic protagonist is 

almost invariably failure to achieve his or her most desired goals, as evinced by exile, 

imprisonment, or death (sometimes al1 three, as in the example of Louis Riel). A final 

characteristic feature of the English-Canadian history play is worth obsem-ng: there 

appears to be relative fidelity to the "known facts" of each protagonist's fate. There 

seems to be no Burning Wufer' in English-Canadian historical drama. 

The general form of this paradigm is observable in the particulars of English- 

Canadian historical play of the nineteenth century. The one crucial difference which 

post-Riel practice displays is that the conternporary protagonist usually fails; in the 

earliest plays, and, indeed, as recently as 1950 (demonstrated, for example, in "At My 

Heart-s Core"), the protagonist either succeeds, or remains a popular 'success' even in 

defeat. As noted in the introduction, it is in part this virhmlly relentless focus of 

contemporary English-Canadian historical plays on the failures of imagination and will 

which leads contemporary criticism to consider the pIays less than wholly successful and 

generally unimpressive relative to the history play produced in other national literatures 

in English. Once more, almost universally, the contemporary English-Canadian history 

play challenges its audience to ascribe the cause of the protagonist's failure to normative 
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protagonïst's inability to conform to "~afer '~ expectations. It must also be noted that, 

especially in the tragic mode, no protagonist is portrayed as wholly blameless; the 

Aristotelian fiaw remains an important component of character development in the 

drama. Criticism, more often than not expressive of normative authority, to date has had 

dificulty accepting the challenges posed to it by the English-Canadian historical play. 

Coulter's Riel is the first of an ever-increasing number of such plays to pose these 

challenges to audiences and academic criticism alike. The analysis of "Laura Secord," 

Tecumseh, "At My Heart's Core" and Riel that follows works to indicate the existence of 

a tradition for dealing with historical matenals. 

Sarah Curzon prefaces her verse drama, "Laura Secord, The Heroine of the ~ a r  

of 18 12," with the observation that it "was written to rescue fiom oblivion the name of a 

brave woman, and set it in its proper place among the heroes of Canadian history" 

(preface).' Curzon remarks that during "the first few years of her residence in Canada" 

she was "often astonished to hear it remarked . . . that 'Canada has no history"' (n.p. 

pussint). This view, she asserts, is cornmonly heId by educated and uneducated people 

alike. It is interesting to consider Curzon's observations of Canada and its history, as 

weII as her motivations for writing her play, in cornparison with the rhetonc of the . 

historical dramatist of the 1960s and 1970s in Canada. Many conditions seem rnuch the 

same as they were in Curzon's 1880s: a general lack of awareness on the part of 

Canadians of their oun history and a belief by members of the literaq community that 

the drama might be one effective method of addressing that lack. 
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Curzon defends her choice of Secord as a worthy subject, arguing that "to save 

fiom the sword is surely as great a deed as to Save with the sword" and observes that the 

men of the 18 12 battles were given far more "warm appreciation" in reports of their 

deeds. Again, the foundations of what would become the n o m  of Canadian hiçtorîcal 

dramatic practice in the contemporary period are clearly seen to have been present in the 

confederation years. The impulse to make known a forgotten or buried story, to raise the 

profile of a marginalized group, to consider, as Berger puts it, "better alternatives not 

taken in the past," informs Curzon's project as much as it does the work of dramatists a 

century later. The overt staternents made by Curzon, critical of the literary climate and 

lack of histoncal awareness of her own time, also suggest that recent summaries of 

Canadian drarna which have made the assertion that Canadian dramatists had no native 

tradition are facile, effectively overlooking both Curzon and Charles Mair in much the 

sarne way that the media of Curzon's own time overlooked the narrative of Laura Secord. 

Curzon's chief criticism is of the general ignorance of people in her own era. She 

criticizes their pronouncernents about Canadian history, made, in her view, with 

inadequate awareness of the subject. The same criticism seems equally applicable to 

rnuch Canadian literary scholarship in the 1960s and 1970s. It is, however, impurnt  to 

recognize that the extent of national ignorance did, in effect, create a climate in which 

emerging dramatists did not know they had a tradition within which or against which they 

might wi te  or react. The position within or against which the drarnatist reacts is equally 

uninfonned. Sarah Curzon, Stephen Leacock,' Roberston Davies: David Adams 

Richardss-writers fiom every period in which Canada might fairly be said to have had a 
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literary history within which to recognize a "national" tradition-have lamented the 

general ignorance which Canadians have manifested toward their own past or toward 

their fellow Canadians. The repetition of this lament across several generations suggests 

that we must be cautious in making any assumption that the contemporary period has, at 

last, solved the problem of the c'ahistorical" Canadian mind. 

A final note in Curzon's preface should be of interest to contemporary analysis. 

Curzon wites: "The drarna of 'Laura Secord7 was written in 1876 and the ballad a year 

later, but, owing to the inertness of Canadian interest in Canadian literature at that date, 

could not be published. It is hoped that a better time has at Iength dawned." Perhaps, in 

the later contemporary period, Curzon's "better tirne" is, if not wholly with us, then at 

ieast more easily imagined, more quickly recognized by more Canadians. The 

proliferation of Canadian plays on historical subjects in the 1990s seems to suggest at 

least, if not prove, as much. 

Curzon's assumption concerning the value of investigating historical subjects is 

stated ovenly at the start of her tex3 to an effect that anticipates the critical works of the 

years 1987-97 in her assumptions. "It is," Curzon avers, "at al1 times an amiable and 

honourable sentiment that leads us to enquire into the antecedents of those who, by the 

meatness of their virtues have added value to the records of hurnan history. Whether - 
such inquiry increases our estimation of such value or not, it must always be instructive, 

and therefore inspiring" (i). The intention to both instruct and entertain that has corne to 

be con sidered fundamental to Canadian historical dram a by Filewod, Perkins, Grandy, 

and Sherlow is manifest in Curzon's statement of intent. 
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Citing Dr. Ryerson to the effect that Loyalist settlers were too busy "doing7' to 

accompIish much in the way of archivin& Curzon points to another component of the 

historical play which continues to interest writers such as Mitchell: the need for some 

invention in the face of the unavailability of documentary evidence. Curzon states that 

"little beyond tradition" (i) has preserved the details of the War of 2812 and of the years 

preceding it as the Loyalist migration northward took effect following the Amencan 

Revolution. Curzon then quotes directly the certificate of Secord's action as recorded by 

Fiabbon,  the officer to whom she reporte& Fitzgibbon himself observes a t  the 

conclusion of the document he wrote, that his cornmendation is a bare statement of 

extreme brevity conveying nothing more than the most basic facts of the incident. From 

the start, the incident's documentation is cryptic. 

For help in reconstructing the narrative, Curzon tums first to other extant 

documentary evidence of the time in order to detennine such details as chnate, weather, 

and terrain. Her methods again anticipate the common practices of the contemporary era 

which, supposedly, has no methodological tradition within which to work. Then Curzon 

tum to such communication as is pssibie with Secord's still-living peerç, who either 

knew Secord or knew of her accomplishment. Curzon's reconstruction is further 

informed by consultation with surviving family mernbers. Curzon's methods, then, differ 

little h m  those of later twentieth-centwy playwrights-perusal of extant documents, 

consultation with any suniving witnesses who directly remember the subject of the 

narrative, and investigation of available family information. The spaces remaining are 

then imaginatively reconstructed using the available facts to guide and correct the work 
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of imagination- 

Curzon's prefatory material has an almost evangelical zeal. She cautions against 

the loss of our history through delay in honouring those desening honour and urges her 

contemporaries to guard against such a loss. It c m  be inferred fiom Curzon's tone that 

she at once beiieves her literary endeavour to be important and insufficient. She does not 

seem to daim for the literary text an ability to replace or to becorne a monument to the 

memoq of significant historical individuals and moments. In this way she yet again 

anticipates the rhetoric of our own time; Curzon seems to be at least unconsciously aware 

of the truth that would later lead Berger to observe that "while literary and art historians 

frequentl y turn to history to illuminate a text, historians rarely consider fiction and art as 

keys to illuminating a period" (297). The literature is but a vessel, a partial means 

through which a national consciousness may be raised. Once again, the didactic role of 

the history play is overtly assumed. 

Curzon's prefatory cornments on her play are interesting for the light they cast on 

the relative stability of my putative paradigm for English-Canadian Historical Drarna and 

for the resonances they strike in h m o n y  with other recent theoretical positions, most 

notably projects of feminist scholarship to recover the works and reputations of forgotten 

wornen writers. What of the play itself? 

For al1 of Curzon's insistence on praising the woman's part, she couches her 

introduction to the character of Laura Secord in utterly conventional terms. M e r  a 

report from the front by a Quaker fkiend, who, against his will, found himself in the line 

of fire, the women of Secord's household fa11 to lamenting their powerlessness as women 
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(15). Crucial here, however, is the willingness of each woman to do her part if she 'kere 

a man" (15). Curzon writes her women7s voices within the likely restrictions of their 

time and place; but in their eagemess resides the foundation of Secord's eventual 

achievement. As soon as she concludes the patriotic speeches of the women, Curzon 

develops a scene in which Arnerican soldiers bully their way through the Secord 

holdings, taking everything they fancy and behaving with arrogant malice, avouching 

military duty in excuse for their actions. The colossal impudence of the pathetic men, 

stnimng, swaggering, and caring nothing for any of the deprivations they inflict upon 

their forced hosts immediateIy establishes persona1 motivation for Laura Secord's act, 

just as their drunkenness affords her the occasion to overhear their discussion of invasion 

plans- 

Curzon follows with a scene between Lama and her husband James during which 

the known historical facts of the situation are rehearsed: the Arnerican plan itself, the 

probable consequences of its success, the obstacles of distance and weather, and the 

reason why Laura and not her husband takes on the task of waming the British defenders. 

Hers, Secord invokes her gender as security-'my sex is my protection" (20tthough 

her husband is unconvinced. nere foliows a lengthy discussion in which Laura sets 

forth the various reasons for the necessity of her act, overcoming one by one the 

objections of conventional masculine responsibility voiced by James. "Did 1 not promise 

in our marriage vow, / And to thy mother, to guard thee as myself?" James asks (2 1 ). 

Laura responds: "And so you will if now you let me go. / For you would go yourself, 

without a word / Of parley were you able" (21). In like manner she constructs al1 
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objections to her plan which are rooted in the fact of her gender to be, instead, arguments 

in support of her being permitted to go. Despite the bravery of her intent, and the pre- 

feminist rhetonc of some of her expression of it, the scene is still about her seeking her 

husband's permission ta try to Save the country. 

The scene demonstrates the conventional piety of its era. However, that 

conventional piety is, in part, chatlenged since it is evoked as part of the reasoning why 

L a m  should not attempt her joumey. Laura counters al1 the arguments voiced by her 

husband and relations, insisting that she should be allowed to de@ al1 convention and go- 

When James protests that in his marriage vows he meant to exalt her above himself, she 

invokes temporal law concerning the equality of neighbours. To his cornplaint that she 

must bey as wife, far more than neighbour, Laura cites Scripture, placing love of abstract 

"good" before al1 specific cornmitrnents of love (22). The result, as history dictates, is 

that Laura is permitted to embark on her famous dangerous journey. The dominant 

impression of the scene is that Laura understands the subtleties of human motivation far 

better than does her husband. 

The scene serves as an illustration of much of what Ken Mitchell defines as 

necessary to the development of the historical play. Curzon amply meets the 

requirement that Mitchell would later emphasize: "invention or imaginative 

reconstruction can take place only at the persona1 Ievel, not the public one" ("Between 

the Lines" 266). The private scene rehearses the public facts; invention takes place 

purely at the private level. Mitchell's later proposition-that "the audience must believe 

itself to be perceiving historical tmth as well as essential tmW-also accords with 
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Curzon's stated intentions for her play. Mitchell's argument that "the eccentric will 

prevail over the well-rounded c~nfomiis t~~ as the best subject for histoncal drama is also 

arnply sustained by Curzon's Laura Secord, who, though clearty operating within the 

"conservative" impulses guarding her actions, is "eccentric" in using the cornmonest 

arguments of civil and religious law against their conventional interpretations ("Between 

the Lines" 266). Analysis of Curzon's verse drama undeniably demonstrates not only 

that a "poetics" (if not, stictly speaking, a "tradition") for writing historical drama was 

in place in the confederation period of Canadian literature, but also that many of its 

standard practices remain defining points of the "new" Canadian historical play. 

The play continues in like method, interrogating gender roles, questioning 

definitions of bravery and of nationality, and showing another side to the "uncouth" 

Americans, yet sustaining conservative values and repeating certain gender stereotypes, 

sometimes as voiced by characters who have barely finished challenging them-and 

thereby engaging a complex of impulses as seems entirely appropriate to a play treating 

questions of loyalty and courage. The diciactic intent of the text is never in question. 

From Laura's early speeches to James about the legal and biblical equality of souls, 

through her wldowed sister-in-law's encomium to the fallen Brock-"Oh, bravery . . . is 

born of noble hearts, / And calls the world its country and its sex / Humanity" ( 3 7 j t o  

the many points at which Laura patiently explains the necessity of placing public good 

before private safety, the play insists upon teaching its reader or viewer (though it seems 

fairlg clear that this play was conceived to be read, not acted). 

Perhaps the most humorous example of a rhetorical volte face expressive of a 



64 

clear didactic platform for Lama occurs in her dialogue wvih her mother-in-law. The 

Widow Secord first claims to "hold that woman braver d l /  Who sacrifices al1 she loves 

to serve / The public weal" (32). Yet when Laura intempts this praise of brave women 

with the news that she herself proposes to perfonn just such an act of bravery, the Widow 

responds: "You can't, some other must" (33). Laura wins support fiom the Widow by 

appealing to the logic of the greater good-the way she overcomes al1 opposition. In this 

instance, Laura reveals the immense size of the attacking force and the enormously unfair 

odds that must be faced in such a "cowardly" surprise attack. "It was yoür love to me 

that masked your judgment," Laura concludes, reiterating the necessity of putting public 

good before personal good (35). 

Of the specific challenges of malcing her way through the woods, Secord says 

littie in the sparse documentation she left Curzon takes advantage of that vagueness to 

wite scenes such as 2.3, at the end of which Secord confiants a rattiesnake and is able to 

scare it away, which action is followed by a speech evoking Eve and Genesis (4 1). This 

sole wornan in 'the Garden' is not going to be fooled by any serpent. Similarly, her 

thoughts while en route, surely a time when a multitude of ideas must have passed 

through her mind, must be re-invented by Curzon. Laura Secord expresses her travelling 

monologue in the rhetoric of conventional piety: she considers in turn the fou1 nature of 

war, the enduring godliness of nature, and the etemal life of the spirit (42-5). Her 

encounter with the first friendly sentry allows for yet another paean to woman's strength 

and her foundational role in the flourishing of nation (45-7). Curzon siightly compresses 

the documented account of Secord's meeting with the allied Mohawk braves, presenting 
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them as well-disposed and helpful whïle eliding Secord's report of difficulty in 

convincing them of ber mission. The 'sofiening' of the Mohawks' role seems to be thus 

accounted for by a generalized equality of representation in this play which is in harmony 

with the textual rhetonc so often voiced by Secord herself in justifjing her decision to 

make the jomey. 

The completion of Laura Secord's joumey is really an anti-climax. For Curzon, 

the medium is the message; the fact of the successfully completed journey is its own 

main point. With the message delivered, and accepted as tnie by Fitzgibbon, the rest of 

the military machinations which see the British overcome the Arnericans matter little. In 

accordance with "history," or perhaps only symbolically, Laura collapses in a dead faint 

once the job is done and has to be cam-ed to her well-merited rest (60-2). Once again, 

Curzon develops the likely, perhaps even the probable, out of such documentation as 

exists. 

One final component of Curzon's treatment supports one of the contentions of 

this argument: the presence of non-Canadian history in the text. Act IIi begins with 

Fitzgibbon and some soldiers in discussion of Napoleon's errors in the Moscow 

campaign, Nelson's strengths as man and commander, and the increasing rapidity with 

which news is carried tu and fiom distant places (50-1). The discussion is, of course, 

primanly for Curzon an ironic frame to stress the importance of Secord's trip: while 

Fitzgibbon has the latest news from Europe and can comment with some accuracy on the 

career of Lord Nelson, he is unaware how close to death he is himself, and learns 

information essential to his persona1 and military survival via the most old-fashioned and 
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siniplest of methods. Still, the scene does rnake plain the reality that should not need 

overt statement: Canada exists alongside other nations- Our history happe- in context of 

other histories, sometimes intersecting, sometimes halfa globe away, but nonetheless 

Zinked in time and humanity. Curzon appears to argue that Canada pays so much 

attention to other histories that it has no knowledge of its own; but it seems equally clear 

that her intent is not to elevate Canada's history so that it eclipses knowledge of others. 

Canada and Canadians need to recognize and value their history as part of and equal to 

the history of others, not as a substitute. Hence the appearance in this scene of Brock 

alongside Nelson and Napoleon, of Queenston Heights alongside Copenhagen and 

MOSCOW (50-5). 

Curzon's play stands as one of two 'gateposts' at the entry to Canadian historical 

drama. In its rnethods, it anticipates many cornmon practices of the contemporary 

dramatist. While it is safe to Say that currently practicing dramatists rarzly compose in 

verse, many other features of Curzon's script are still to be seen in the contemporary 

Canadian historical play-up to and including the presence of a few songs. The 

celebration of the 'ex-centric,' the guided invention of private scenes based upon 

recorded pubtic evidence, and the didactic intent of the work al1 place it in close parallel 

to features highlighted in contemporary practice. These similarïties suggest that any 

description of Canadian historical drama as rootless or without a tradition are at least 

somewhat over-simplified. The second 'gatepost' play, Charles Mair's Tecumseh, tends 

Wher  to confirm these observations. 

Mair'ç play, published in the year before Curzon's but written after it, is a longer 
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work, and contains more that is, strictly speaking, invented. Mair faces many of the 

sarne difficulties as Curzon does: a paucity of extant documents recording actual 

speeches of historical characters involved; the need to invent private character 

relationships to account for various public positions; and the deaths of many of those 

either personally involved or old enough to have lived during the years during which the 

events dramatized occurred. Mair employs lengthy footnotes to discuss the received 

history with which he worked in developing the play. His high regard for Tecumseh is 

evident in his own recording of the facts, reminding the reader of the positioned nature of 

al l factual accounts. Similar examples provided by the various texts surrounding Louis 

Riel and Almighty Voice will later show clearly how exactly the same histoncal events 

can be constructed as deluded and inspired, cowardly and heroically noble. Mair's 

Tecumseh is not invalidated by the regard the playwright holds for the subject. He is, 

like al1 histoncal figures, merely textualized fiom and within a particular contextual 

perspective. 

Another element shared by Mair with Curzon is the didactic impulse to correct 

the fading in memory of a significant figure in the 1 8 12 conflict who was, at the time of 

the wvar itself, lauded as one whose name and contribution should never be forgotten by a 

grateful Canadian public. "To Canadians," writes Mair, "there remains the duty of 

perpetuating [Tecumseh's] memory" (1 89 n 1 ). The perception thai, within seventy 

years, the unforgettable was already well on the way to being forgotten echoes Curzon's 

view of Laura Secord and helps establish a tradition in English-Canadian historical 

drarna: the reclamation and restoration of the forgotten figure whose role in our history is 
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in some way foundational to what we know and understand ourseIves currently to be. 

Tecumseh, as Mair portrays him, anticipates figures such as Sharon Pollock's 

Walsh, to a lesser extent Sir John A. Macdonald (as seen in texts as diverse as John 

Codter's Riei, Ken Mitchell's Davin, the PolÏtician, and Allan Stratton's 199 1 play A 

Flush of Tories), and, arguably, at least as Coulter renders him, Riel hirnself Each of 

these figures is a leader trying desperately to unite and sustain the interests of several 

widely disparate s ub-gro ups wi thin his jurisdiction. Unauthorized actions taken by 

various closely-positioned supporters (in Tecumseh's case-uncannily echoing the 

biblical narrative of Moses and Aaron in the wilderness-his own brother) serve to 

undermine fragile coalitions and provoke intemal dissension. Mair shows Tecumseh to 

be politically prescient and, though the chief over-estimates the scope of the role he 

might play in the ensuing codict, his anticipation of the War of 18 12 itself gives the lie 

to any over-simplified notion of the 'ignorant savage' with no grasp of international 

affairs. As with Curzon's treatment of Secord, Mair's version of Tecumseh anticipates 

many of the most characteristic strategies of the contemporary Canadian historical play 

and, once more, suggests that, pace Tait, there did exist a tradition in Canadian drarna for 

the treatment of historical subjects. Further, it is easily seen that, though in al1 likelihood 

wiconsciously, current practice situates itsetf securely within that tradition. 

"The author," writes Mair, "has made use of a few . . . well-known utterances of 

his histoBcal characters and has kept as close to history as dramatic exigencies wodd 

permit" (205). His imaginary characters, he avers, are 'hot without example in the 

history of this continent" (205). Mair, though, does seem to invent more than did 
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Curzon, to feel the pull of those "dramatic exigencies" more strongly. In part, this 

invention seems to be necessitated by the scope of Mair's subject Curzon focuses 

primarily on a single individual during a brief, crucial period of her life. The action of 

the play encompasses hours, not months, and for long stretches, features no character but 

the protagonist; Mair is w-riting a larger story uith more characters covering a greater 

time span. Tecumseh's tragic fate diEers from the tnurnphant success of Secord, and, 

though the actions of both characters have national overtones, Tecumseh's status with 

respect to "nation" necessitates the development of more characters and more "public" 

scenes than did Secord's essentially personal and pnvate endeavour. 

In Act 1, Mair develops Tecumseh's various challenges simultaneously. He must 

controI his resentful brother, The Prophet; his niece is in love with a white man; and he 

has personal goals as well-to provide firm national leadership and to be a sensitive? 

caring individual in farnily matters. The question of consistency in authority inforrns the 

entire act, encompassing not only Tecumseh's stniggles, but also the perceptions held by 

the native population of the inconsistences and inadequacies attendant on the assorted 

treaties as negotiated and subsequently ignored by the people of the "seventeen fires." 

Invented characters and situations figure throughout the act, blended with factual 

characters and recorded historical incidents. 

The increasing untenability of Tecumseh's position informs much of Act II. The 

historical fact of The Prophet's failed attack on Harrison is set up by a number of 

imagined reconstnictions of the means by which The Prophet consolidated suficient 

authority to take command. Set in opposition to the growing power of The Prophet is 
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Tecumseh3 increasingly difficult role in CO-ordinating the presentation of a unified face 

to the Tong-Knives." In the passages detailing the meetings between Hamison &d 

Tecumseh, Mair fieely intenveaves fragments of speeches recorded at the time with 

invented commentary fiom a band of "hempen homespuns" who show the white extreme 

response to the Indians oust as The Prophet had earlier shown the Indian extreme 

response to the whites). Mair has the historical fact of dissension within tribal ranks to 

serve as a skeleton for invented scenes detailing the possibilities inherent in those 

oppositions. Crucial is The Prophet's cultural position as interpreter of the will of the 

Great Spirit. Like a high ecclesiastic urging the will of God upon military leaders, The 

Prophet claims spiritual authority (even claiming invincibility) for his military agitation. 

Act III presents the known tiistorical consequences of the tensions which have 

been percolating throughout Act II. The battle of Tippecanoe is the crisis point bringing 

many of the conflicting impulses dramatized in the early acts into direct confiontation. 

Iporing Tecumseh's express order, The Prophet stirs (his spiritual role means he cannot 

physically lead) his braves against Harrison. The results for both sides are bloody, but 

the eventual conclusion of the battle is a victory for Harrison's forces. The sequence is 

crucial for two reasons: the Prophet's "direct line" to the Great Spirit is seen to be cut; 

his promise of invincibility is dearly seen to be without substance. Also, the breakdown 

of the chain of command among the natives undermines Tecumseh's hope to be a 

mediator between the Americans and the British and forces him into siding with the 

latter. 

Mair takes the declaration of war as an opportunity to praise Canada's loyalty; 
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Act N opens with a choral celebration of "unyielding Canada" (96). Here, perhaps more 

clearly than anywhere else in the play, is its didactic intention evident General Brock 

delivers a brief meditation on the martial climate of the times and c a b  upon Canada to 

make its "present good match [îhe] present ill" of the "many dernagogues [and] aliens 

[~k i ch ]  urge it to surrender" (97). The rhetoric is decidedly srnall-c conservative and 

characteristically Canadian. A confrontation with Amencan settlers who would, clearly, 

rather accept union with the U S  than fight in defence of Canada reminds the audience 

that Tecumseh is not alone in having difficulty uniting al1 the people who are, 

theoretically, under his controI. Once more, Mair employs a generally-known historical 

fact to create a drarnatic balance supporting his general contention that "there is not in al1 

history a nobler esample of tme manhood and patiotism" than Tecumseh (1 89). That 

Tecumseh and Brock share administrative headaches suggests that the Chief is to be 

understood as the equal of the General, an aiter ego. 

Much of Act N is spent developing the situation of General Brock and 

chronicling the steps-civil, political, and milita~y-toward full war. Brock addresses 

questions of loyalty and bravery with inspirational rhetoric. Mair is scrupulously fair to 

historical probability in making clear that similar questions are being considered by both 

the braves following Tecumseh, and by the Americans mounting the current invasion. 

Mair draws once again, occasionally, fiom extant texts of Brock's public speeches, and 

supplements those utterances with invented dialogue. The conservative impulse 

dominates Act IV. From the speeches urging loyalty and preservation, to the 

conservation and protection of the native population urged by Lafioy, even to the victory 
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mer Detroit by a masterpiece of posturing ensuring that no blood is actually shed, the 

tex? favours diplomacy over destruction. Brock's gifts to Tecumseh, honouring the 

chief s ski1Is and character, are confirmed by the histon'cal record, and sit well within a 

fundamentally conservative rhetoric. Brock rewards Tecumseh for the qualities Brock 

himself shares and values, further supporting, for Mair, Tecumseh's daim to nobiiity 

The final act is both a celebration of the qualities of hurnan character which the 

play has prornoted throughout and a lament for the loss of Brock and Tecumseh in whom 

those qualities are embodied. "O Canada!" the Chorus intones at the start, "Dark days 

have corne upon thee" (148). The soldiery laments the leadership, or lack of same, 

displayed by Brock's successor, Proctor (V.i passim). The men recognize Proctor's 

alienation of Tecumseh-"whose cause / Lies close to ours" (1 50, 152-53)-as a 

strategic failing well before its consequences begin to be felt. Brock is eulogized, his 

very bravery and perpetual striving for excellence his "fault" (1 53-4), whiIe Tecumseh, 

whom Proctor grossly underestimates (1 54-9, delivers an impassioned plea against the 

proposed retreat, citing everything from the King's past word to the simple cause of 

rnanly pride as arguments against Proctor's agenda, only to be not merely ignored, but 

aIso denied promised arms-unless, of course, they will be borne in retreat (156-7). 

Tecumseh threatens Proctor's life, but restrains himself from the act of killing, until, his 

spirit failing from the recognition that even his closest British allies are beginning to 

accept the need for retreat, he retires, saying "1 am not what 1 was" (16 1). 

Through to the end of the act and the play, Tecumseh's allies repeatedly thwart 

his wise leadership. Finally, refùsing to retreat M e r ,  Tecumseh fights to the death and 
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is buried according to his own last instructions: "let no white man h o w  where 1 am laid" 

(1 82). Tecumseh, at least as Mair presents him, has had enough of failed white 

promises; he wiIl take no risk concerning the uses to which his body or memory might be 

put afier his death. Mair concludes the play with overtly didactic eulogking of 

Tecumseh by Colonel Baby, by the Amencan leader Harrison, and by the soldiers who 

have sought and failed to find his last resting place. Tecumseh's ccsoul . . . / Pierced to 

the heart of things" (1 84) and his qualities-strength, goodness, instruction, 

history-needed no ex~ernal guarantor but "were himself7 (1 84), an example to which 

the wise, Mair suggests, should aspire. 

Perhaps most interesting for the evolution of the English-Canadian historical play 

is the manner in which the chain of command is maintained, even when the commander, 

Proctor, is thought a fool by most of his subordinates. When Baby asks "What can we 

do? We are not in cornmand," Elliott's response is not to mutiny, but to "Force him who 

is" in command "to stir" by calling back the volunteers (1 5 1). The futility of that 

proposed action is immediately pointed out by Baby-"we might as well expect / Light 

frorn a cave, as courage from thiç man7'-and the remainder of the scene plays out in 

laments and "rnere conjecture" about what might be done were command to rest on other 

shoulders (25 1, 152). Mair conveys with clear approval such punctilious observance of 

the chain of command. In a gloss on the passage in question, Mair mentions that 

Proctor's perceived failings as a comrnanding oEcer so incensed the historical Ellion 

that he issued a challenge to his superior. Proctor's "responsible position as 

commander," writes Mair, ''justified him in refusing" to meet his subordinate in a duel 
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(202). One suspects that Coulter, given a similar incident recorded as historical fact, 

would have used the material quite differently. Riel, facing similar intransigence when 

proceeding by proper channels, wodd simply divert the channels until he was in 

command-as is evidenced, for example, by his assumption of authority to give the 

sacraments (Riel 76). Riel, in fact, would act as Tecumseh does. There is a limit to each 

man's indulgence of what he sees as folly in others. If necessary, each will countermand 

orders or agreements, assume responsibility even when it has not been offered, rather 

than continue in a futile course of action. 

Tecumseh, though it does employ more invention than does "Laura Secord," 

rernains faithfül to the known facts of recorded history and, though it appears to 

champion an ex-cenm'c, actually promotes values that are conservative and traditioiial. 

Both foundational texts are fündamentally conservative, reflecting as much the values of 

their own era as do later, more 'radical' plays. It is an accident of history that the values 

of bravery, loyalty, effort, and nobility are displayed by a woman in "Laura Secord and 

by a 'savage' in Tecumseh (1 85). Neither protagonist embraces values antithetical to 

normative authority; each rises to the admired apex in an effort to defend Canada, to 

protect it from the invading ~mer icans .~  Curzon and Mair thus established a solid 

foundation of common practice, both in the manner of attention paid to history and in the 

methods by which historical materials are incorporated into the drama. 

After the late nineteenth-century beginnings of Curzon and Mair, though, the 

Engl ish-Canadian historical play enters a period of stasis. Few plays produced during the 

first half of the twentieth century addressed any Canadian subjects, let alone Canadian 
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histoncal subjects. As observed above, 'Canadian' theatre through the first half of the 

twentieth century was largely composed of touring British and Amencm companies with 

their own repertoire of old standards. A scene in Whar Glorious Times Thty Had: NelZie 

McChng (Diane Grant, et al) effectively illustrates the situation. McCluog3 s supporten 

attempt to book the Walker Theatre in Winnipeg as a venue for their exercise in 

parliarnentary satire. When told that the play the women wish to perform is self-penne4 

the manager responds "A Canadian play?" (E44). His shock is not provoked by female 

authoahip, but by the hc t  that the script is Canadian. Walker's surprise reminds us that 

the picture often presented of the evolution of Canadian drama-that is, featuring a 

lengthy period during which next to nothing happened following the early closet drarnas 

of writen such as Curzon and Mair-is not an exaggeration. For a period of sixty years, 

nothing of significance occurs within the field of English-Canadian historical drama. 

The single most significant play which stands between the confederation era and 

the contemporary period is Robertson Davies' "At My Heart's Core" (1950). Davies' 

play, though written at the leading edge of the contemporary period, demonstrates 

fidelity to the modes and thematic values of the English-Canadian historical play 

observed in "Laura Secord" and Tecumseh. However, Davies' play also seems to 

manifest awareness of the tensions emerging in Canada's sense of itself during the time 

in which the play was written, the years imrnediately following World War Two, 

especially in the person of its antagonist. This uncomfortable and sometimes 

contradictory relationship between the overt theme of the play and the appeal of its 

antagonist foreshadows the emergence of new attitudes toward the dramatic use of 
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historical materials, some of which were already under development simultaneously in 

John Coulter's first version of Riel (wtiich saw performance more tban a decade before it 

saw publication). In brie- though Davies continues to develop the trîumphant historical 

figure as one who embraces hndamentally conservative ideals, the forces embodied by 

the antagonist, though defeated in the play, are aligned to a degree with the role of the 

p lawgh t .  Thus one interpretation of the play is that, ideally, such a play could never be 

wrïtten. 

"At My Heart's Core7' is a narrow bridge over the wide space between the late 

nineteenth-century work of Mair and Curzon and the late twentieth-century work of 

playwrights such as Pollock and Mitchell. Davies' choice of dramatispersonue, 

residents of historical record (and some subsequent literary fame) in the Peterborough 

area of 1837 Upper Canada, brings his play into the realm of historical drama. However, 

the action-such as it is: the play is unquestionably a drama of ideas-is rooted in 

nothing more historical than, as Davies himself puts it, the existence of a man 

"mentioned in contemporary memoirs" as someone "who tried pioneering and gave it up 

as a bad job" (1 14). The existence in and depamire fiom the bush of this othenvise 

unremarked and unremarkable early settler allows Davies a framework for dramatizing, 

as part of the putative motivation behind the man's actions, conflicts between pleasure 

and duty, self-development and cornmitment to others, European memories and Upper- 

Canadian stniggles, individuality and community . 

Perhaps most germane to this study is Davies' observation that the writings of 

people such as Frances Stewart, Susama Moodie and Catharine Parr Traill (al1 characters 
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in the play), as well as Anne Langton's diaries, and F. St.G. Spendlove's survey of 

Canadian painting from the nineteenth century, are fascinating ai much for what they 

omit as for what they include (1 12). Davies proposes to address, in "At My Heart's 

Core," the "falsification of the new land  and the "intellectual loneliness of the pioneers" 

(1 12, 113jbot.h aspects of the same temptation that he places before Moodie, Traill and 

Stewart through the agency of his disenchanted settier, Edmund Cantwell. Davies difKers 

from his predecessors, while anticipating certain of his successors, in using historical 

figures not to preserve the memory of a significant victory in danger of fading fiom the 

national memory but instead to populate an imagined scenario which dramatizes crucial 

philosophical issues of Canadian identity and self-awareness.' It is a history play of the 

sort perhaps best defined by Davies himseIf through the voice of his best-known fictional 

character, Dunstan Ramsay, who suggests in Fifh Business that "psychological truth [is] 

really as important in its own way as histoncal verification" (71). "At My Heart's Core" 

is an attempt to teil a psychologica~ tnith using characters of historical record to embody 

a discursive "tug-of-war" which, histoncally, did not occur. The psychological truth, 

Davies argues, is no less historical, no less significant to national self-image, even if the 

vehicIe for the voicing of that tmth is irnagined, grafted on to history. 

The play is set against the historical context of the Upper Canada rebellion of 

1837. That temporal setting is significant not only for its historical specificity, but also 

for the general conditions which persist in times of civil strife. Any rebellion provokes 

consideration of the currently established order, its defining qualities good and bad, weak 

and strong. That Davies' characters oppose the rebellion is very clear at the outset (4-5), 
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though-as uill be characteristic of conflicting discourses throughout the play-there is 

an undercurrent throughout of sympathetic comprehension of the grievances raised by the 

rebels. As will become paradigrnatic for the English-Canadian history play, the forces of 

normative authority in "At My Heart7s Core3' are, for the most part, open-minded and 

able to see some virtue in opposing points of view but, ultimately, embrace the 

consetvative order as being preferable to the alternatives proposed by various rhetorics of 

rebell i~n.~ Stewart, for instance, States that he does not "sympathize with any amed 

outbreak against law and order," but also that "a grave suspicion assails Fim] that what 

[they] have at York is order without la~'~-whicti condition "is tyranny" (67). However, 

although he has "been compelled to question a system of which F e  is] a part'' (67), 

Stewart immediately expresses relief that '2uckily most of [his] colleagues have avoided 

this discornfort" (67). 

The Stewart house and grounds provide the setting for most of the play. It is 

also the Stewarts, in the final scene, who voice rnost strongly the play's support of 

traditional sources of stability-family, home, and obedience to duty in al1 its forms. 

Mrs Stewart is, from the beginning, a voice of reason and calm, displaying a sense of 

humour, a recognition of both the existence and limitations of stereotypes, and an 

unfailing ability to apply common sense to any challenge, facing everything fkom 

midwifery in the midnight hours to management with equanimity of a dnrnken Irishman, 

and not long after preparing breakfaçt to boot. Frances Stewart's admirable balance 

mildly contrasts the temperaments of her more easily unsettled fnends, the Strickland 

sisters. When the sisters arrive, Susanna Moodie is described as having "a ladylike hint 
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of the drill-sergeant" in her demeanour" (56) '  while Catharine Parr Traill is "gentle and 

abstracted" with " a  charming but rather vague srnile" (6). Moodie's rigidity and Traill's 

abstraction are 'verges' between which Frances Stewart 'steers,' though, in keeping with 

the generai rhetoric of desirable behaviour and personality presented by the play, neither 

of the women is extreme in any respect. This is a straight highway through the 

wilderness, not a meandering pathway, and these women, despite their discernible 

individual differences, are clearIy part of the sarne social order. 

Act One serves to set the intellectual and emotional climate in which Frances 

Stewart, Catharine Parr TraiIi and Susanna Moodie exist, before introducing their 

antagonist about two-thirds of the way through. With the amval of the disenchanted 

pioneer, Edmund Cantweli (cf'. Davies 1 14), the confIict of the text begins. CantwelI is 

"a handsorne man, in the Byronic-Satanic fashion of the period (24), and he is "of the 

generation of the three women'' (24) whose souls he will proceed to tempt through the 

remainder of the play. It is important that Cantwel17s bonafides clearly establish km, 

Iike Conrad's Lord Jim, as "one of us." He knows the social milieu that has been left "at 

home-' and he knows first-hand the struggles of pioneer existence. It is his ability to 

exploit the points of shared expenence with Stewart, Traill, and Moodie, his ability to 

talk a common language, which makes him so persuasive. 

Davies' method allows him to voice ideas, even those with which he ostensibly 

disagrees, forcefully and attractively. Though he intends Cantwell to be the play's 

antagonist, Davies writes the tempter's dialogue, as it were "the devil cit[ing] scripture 

for his purpose," so smoothly that those who "yield not to temptation" may appear 
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foolish in their fidelity to the straight and narrow. In part, Davies achieves this unusual 

state of flux between competîng ideologies by making the temptations to which he 

subjects his characters almost entirely intellectual. Vice does not play a role, nor is there 

any hint of sexual licentiousness. The tempter, himself dissatisfied, explores temptation 

merely through planting seeds of doubt and recognizing the dissatisfaction breeding in 

others. Cantwell tempts each protagonist to do nothing more evil than to put her own 

interests first. The highly logical marner in which the benefits of yielding to the 

temptation are set forth undercuts the selfishness inherent in such a course. in fact, the 

wong in this play seems only a variant way of being right, an equally valid approach to 

life rather than 'sinful' opposition to al1 notions of 'right living.' Davies may be argued 

to have failen victim to Milton's curse: the devil is the most interesting character in'the 

drama, and his logic is undeniably appealing. 

A crucial component of settler dissatisfaction, that which renders so many of 

them so eminently temptable, is the simple fact that although they are settlers they are 

not at al1 settled. Home is not Upper Canada, but England or Ireland. Even 

complimentary descriptions of the new land are voiced in terms which praise aspects of 

the new land's resernblance to "home." Catharine Parr Traill reminds her sister that they 

"used to walk much greater distances in England and think nothing of it" (8). In all. 

things, accornplishment is limited by changed conditions. The actual task is not the 

problem; the problem lies in the altered conditions under which the task must be carried 

out. Upper Canada is no respecter of class, breeding, or gender. Despite that, however, 

certain standards must be maintained; 'Gentle breeding brings obligations" as Moodie 
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later States (50-1). In large part, dissatisfaction festers in the space between the 

perception of these obligations, received fiom a British upbringing, and the irnpossibility 

of meeting these obligations, impeded by utterly different demands for the merest 

survival in pioneer Canada. 

Moodie mentions an inescapable yeaming for "beîter days" (37). When Cantwell 

immediately comments on her phrasing, Moodie ameliorates her diction, saying instead 

"earlier days" (37), but the truth is out. Moodie ceases al1 pretence moments later when 

she describes the books of Maria Edgeworth: "They are a breath of a greater world to us 

here. We have little enough time to read, but half an hour now and then gives the mind 

something to feed on during the endless hours of sewing, mending, cooking, candle- 

making, preserving, gardening-al1 the tasks that devour our time in this Ultima Thule of 

civilization" (37). It is the most direct statement in the play both of lament for the lost 

home and of dissatisfaction with the seemingly endless mundane tasks found in the new 

dwelling place-and it is al1 Cantwell needs to invite temptation of the wornen. 

Upper Canada is a rough Eden; its serpent needs little subtlety. Cantwell's 

response to Moodie's lament is blunt and straightfoward: "It is, indeed, a demanding 

life. So much so that 1 am giving it up. And if I may Say so, 1 think that many others 

might be wise to give it up as well" (37). Though Moodie's reaction is immediately to 

reject Canhvell's suggestion, the seeds of doubt have been planted; and Mr Cantwell is 

accomplished in the art of cultivating his garden. The women have already voiced the 

belief that temptation is al1 but alien to their current environment, and Moodie has 

brashly announced that "if any of [them] are to be tempted, it will not be by [Cantwell]" 
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(33). Cant\vel17s response-"1 have received your assurance, madam, and I shall treat it 

with al1 the respect it deserves" (33 j i s  wholly ironic. He will accord Moodie's 

assurance no respect at all. 

Frances Stewart is the fint to be tempted Given the oppominity to discuss 

mutual acquaintances at home in Ireland, Cantwell claims acquaintance with one Lord 

Rossmore, who, it transpires, not only was once a beau of Mrs Stewart's but also still 

carries her likeness in a locket around his neck. Once Mrs Stewart admits that, had she 

known they had "fiends in common," she "should have called upon w s  Cantwell] 

many months ago," Cantwell exploits Frances's desire to communicate with those 

fri-ends, allowing her to bring Rossmore back into the conversation. Given that opening, 

Cantwell tells her the tale of Rossrnore's locket and suggests, with due respect to al1 

involved, that Frances Stewart is better suited to elegant life than to the backwoods. He 

phrases the temptation simply: "You are beautiful, highly bom, witty, and possessed of 

that wonderfil generosity of spirit-that quality of giving-which raises beauty and 

charm to the level of great and holy virtues. What need has the backwoods of these 

things? You should not be here. You chose wrongly" (44). Frances Stewart responds 

not with argument, but with evasion, allowing Cantwell to read her prompt deparmre as 

an indication of his success in the ternptation (44). He turns immediately to the 

temptation of Mrs Traill. 

Whereas Cantwell tempts Frances Stewart with romance-less the thought of a 

different partner than the thought of a different setting in which her beauty and graces 

might be best displayed-he must tempt the Stnckland sisters with the thought of 
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increased recognition of their considerable talents. For Mrs Traill, it is her reputation as 

a naturalist, particularly among those whom she herself ipnmensely respects, that is the 

wedge of dissatisfaction. Traill, like Stewart, opens the door to her own temptation; 

Cantwetl resembles the vampire who must be invited in before he can set to work 

draining the spirit.' When Cantwell mentions her fame as a nahiralist, Traill responds: 

"If my fame were equal to my enthusiasm, 1 might have cause to boast" (45). Cantwell 

immediately insists that TrailIys fame is as great as one could wish it to be among those 

to whom her skills as a naturalist most matter. Though Traill professes herself not 

"worthy of it" (49,  the respect of those whom she herself respects is flattering. It 

remains only for Cantwell to suggest that recogm-tion of mere talent might become 

recognition of "genius" (46fiascribing the choice of the word to the esteerned Mr 

Sheppard whose opinion matters so greatly to Catharine. 

Unlike Frances Stewart, however, Traill responds \+<th argument. Calling the 

praise "generous" but also "quite ridiculous," she questions both Cantwell's right "to pry 

in this fashion" and his comprehension of her situation. "A new country brings new 

hope," Traill says, "and it aIso demands sacrifice." Referring to her own dead child, she 

further argues that "New countries mean not only hopes fulfilled but hopes relinquished." 

She concludes her refutation of "Beelzebub" by asking Cantwell "net to try to estimate 

the daims of [her] duty to ber] husband and mer] children" (47). The amival of the 

word ccduty" allows both Cantwell and his author to raise the crucial question of the 

second act: "Are you sure that you know what your duty is?" (47). 

Aeain, as with Frances Stewart, Cantwell speaks his challenge bluntly and 
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simply: "1 am suggesting that for your sake, and your children's sake, and for the sake of 

the advancement of knowledge your husband should play second fiddle to you" (47). 

Cantwell's argument adroitly manipulates a mother's "heartstrings7' by linking the 

advancement of knowledge with duty to her children, and quotes Trai117s own phrase, 

"second fiddle," in arguing against ber? Traill, too, c m  no longer endure the argument, 

though her departure is, unlike Stewart's, more apparently a storming away than a 

mournfid retreat. 

Cantwel17s final target is Susanna Moodie. It is in this final section of Act Two 

that Davies cornes closest to losing his way, for, though Cantwell is 'wrong' so is 

Moodie. What Cantwell suggests about the role of art and the responsibility of the artist 

is his most logical and least selfish argument of the three, and Moodie's counter- 

reasoning seems more often than not a lamentable failure of vision as opposed to an 

altruistic acceptance of a personally limiting duty. - 

The arguments Cantwell puts forward to Catharine Parr Traill are never 

satisfactorily refuted; it is debatable whether those used to tempt Susanna Moodie can be 

refuted in a work of art. As Neil Carson suggests, "in his presentation of these two 

talented ladies Davies exposes his own divided heart" (2 19). It is difficult, perhaps 

impossible, for a working artist to present an argument opposing complete dedication to 

art in a work of art; the existence of the medium in which any such criticism is voiced in 

part undemines the criticism itself." Davies may be able to cast doubt on the daims of 

social standing, old romance, and the expansion of knowledge, but when he presents 

ar-ments for and against devoting oneself first and foremost to one's art in a work of 
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art, the protagonist/antagonist relationship that holds elsewhere in the text seems 

reversed. Cantwell, far from appearing demanic, seems to be the voice of truth. I2 

Davies' own commentary on Moodie as he has portrayed her states that she 'lias 

tried to compromise with the demands of art and . . . senously diminished her stature as 

an artist by doing son (1 14). In comparing Moodie's claim to the title of artist with that 

of the loquacious and bibulous Irishman, Phelim Brady, and his bardic tradition, Davies 

concludes: "There is no doubt in my mind as to which is the greater artist" (1 14). Thus 

although, as Carson has observed, the real innovation in "At My Heart's Core" that 

differentiates it fiom the conventional morality play is in rnaking 'sin' or 'evil' out of 

what so rnany rnight consider laudable ambition (219)' Moodie's refusa1 to meet the 

demands of art uncompromisingly is, for her 'author,' an even greater sin than the 

ambition to write well in the first place. 

Canhvell begins the ternptation of Susanna Moodie carefully. The woman who is 

first described as a ladylike drill-sergeant (in the initial stage directions), and then by 

Brady as a "petticoated grenadier" (1 9), must be approached with caution. Accordingly, 

Cantwell's first sally is to seek Moodie's agreement that her sister's talents are greater 

than Traill herself has acknowledged them to be. Moodie refuses to be drawn in, voicing 

nothing more encouraging than "1 really have no views on the subject" (50). As Cantwell 

continues to discuss concepts of duty, Moodie will gant him no more than that the 

conventions he voices are, indeed, the "accepted belief' of "most people" (50). 

Cantwell's window into Moodie's weakness takes a long time to open. She gives 

him his first chance when, afier a lengthy diatribe conceming the impossibility of making 
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money in Upper Canada if one has not already brought sufficient fiom "home," he 

commiserates on behalf of "Poor Mrs. Traill" (5 1). Moodieys startled reaction to hearing 

her sister named clearly indicates that she has been thinking of her own fmancial state 

throughout the monologue. Cantwell is, for the first time, wily; he continues to try 

variations on the basic theme of a woman's duty, al1 the while phrasing his comments as 

understood to apply to the situation of Catharine Parr Traill. Whereas Cantwell 

completes the temptation of Frances Stewart within three pages of text, when he plumbs 

the sou1 of Susama Moodie, it takes three pages for him merely to begin difectly 

addressing her situation; when he finally does so, it is through the unexpected tack of 

espressing his belief that he and Moodie "have somewhat the same cast of intellect" 

(52). The surprise Moodie voices upon hearing this assertion allows Cantwell to open 

the topic of admired writers of his acquaintance, fiom which he builds rapidly to the 

theme that Moodie's "abilities are in no way infenor7' (52), specifically to those of Maria 

Edgeworth, whom Moodie has praised almost effisively earlier, an4 by extension, to 

those of an)- of the circle who hold Edgeworth in esteem, which once included Lord 

Byron himself. 

Even then, Moodie is more cautious than her sister and their hostess have been. 

She points out immediately to Cantwell that his own praise of her work cannot be 

accrpted "as the approbation of Byron" (53). This merely gives Cantwell the oppominity 

to explore further the question of the graise of intellectual equaIs. When Moodie States 

that she is "unaccustomed to praise at all" (53), Cantwell broaches her last line of 

defence-so subtly that she is, as yet, unaware that he is doing so. Cantwell now 
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clarifies why he began Moodie's seduction by alluding to the experience of her sister. 

His attack grows direct: "you are in your sister's position. You must play second fiddle 

to the incornpetence of Lieutenant Moodie7' (53)- When Moodie accuses Cantwell of 

impertinence, he plays his trump card: "Of course 1 am impertinent. People who care 

greatl y for anything must be so" (54). By implication, if Moodie tnily cares for her 

writing, for her potential as an artist, she must herself become "impertinent7'-stop 

playing second fiddle to her husband and stop writing second-rate odes on conservative 

themes. She must stop thinking of her work as "scribbling" (54) and allow herself to 

believe Cantwell, whose challenge is bluntly stated: "Your work is art, and art is what 

gives hm and meaning to Me. Dare you neglect the sacred obligation which has been 

laid upon you?" (54). 

Cantwell's challenge, one suspects, is close to the heart of his author. Here more 

than anywhere else in the tex?, Davies' ostensible promotion of duty over individuality 

seems in danger of failing due to the persuasiveness of his antagonist. Canîsell asks 

Moodie: "Do you suppose that the importance of literature is diminished because nobody 

hereabout understands it? Would music cease to exist because your neighbours were 

deaf?" (54). One recalls Davies expressing similar sentiments in his own voice in the 

course of numerûus interviews. Comments conceming the slowness of Canadians to 

recognize merit (and, indeed, recognize themselves as portrayed) in works of art are 

frequently found in Conversations with Robertson Davies (Davis, ed.). The devil can 

speak true, and it is only the r e m  of Catharine Parr Traill and Frances Stewart that 

saves Susama Moodie fiom having to debate with Cantwell the very nature of art. One 
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suspects that such a debate could not occur, that Davies would not have been able to 

write such a scene, and that the amival of the women is more than drarnatic coincidence. 

Cantwell's arguments are virtually irrefutable, at least for those who value art as much as 

does Davies. 

Cantwell now believes that he has successfully tempted each of the women. Each 

has given voice to an element of dissatisfaction with her curent lot which will, again as 

Cantwell presumes, serve as a constant reminder of what might have been. Each, he 

believes, wi11 be unable to escape the corrosive elements of her personal dissatisfaction. 

His transgression, as he puts it, is this: "1 said what lay in your hearts, and you cannot 

forgive me. . . . you will always hear what your heart tells you. 1 have spoken your 

unaclcnowledged feeiings; they will never be without a voice again" (59). And, in &th, 

though Moodie blusters once more about respect for duty, it seems that CantwelI's 

readiny of the situation is accurate. 

As the Act draws to a close, the women begin to bicker over which of them is 

most hurt by Cantwell's words, while Cantwell recites the verse that gives the play its 

title. His triurnph seems complete. Only the arriva1 of Mr Thomas Stewart, whose 

bugled note of approach has, for the first time in his marriage, gone unheard, prevents 

what seems inevitable-the complete disintegration of the moral fibre which holds the 

ladies intact. At once, as the stage directions indicate, "the scene changes character 

sharply" (60) and the women begin to downplay the still obvious effects of what they 

have just considered. It is not coincidental that the arriva1 of a husband, retuming from 

observation of the rebellion, begins the re-establishment of conventional discourses of 
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order and duty. Like so much else in this play, the challenge to normative authority is 

not so much refuted as intempted and subsequently forgotten. 

Act Three consists largely of Thomas Stewart's efforts, both as J.F. and as 

husband of one of the persons concemeci, to %y" Cantwell on the charges levelled 

against him by the women. As this trial proceeds, Davies first establishes the importance 

of a sense of humour through the respect accorded the memov of the recently deceased 

clown, Joe Grimaldi (68-71). This respect draws lines of emotional and intellectual 

kinship between Mr Stewart and Cantwell, making Act Three less an interrogation of 

duty versus individuality and more a dramatization of male versus female strategies for 

dealing with responsibility and disappointment. 

A crucial component of Stewart's approach to the matter is his assumption that 

there is only one kind of temptation to which a woman can be subject. He is first 

challenged by Traill, who States: "1 resent this masculine exchange. . . . It is not by our 

beauty or our attractiveness to your sex that we seek to justify our existence" (73). When 

Moodie adds that Cantwel17 s temptation has not been to traditional feminine "agencies" 

Stewart is prompted to ask: "Then pray how did he offend you?" ( 7 3 j a s  though no 

other fom of offence were possible. Following further discussion of the matter, Stewart 

gives an even more dismissive reading of the situation: "This fellow says that he has 

tempted you . . . . 1 know you al1 three far too well to attach the obvious meaning to his 

words. And if he didn't mean the obvious thing, what senous meaning can they have?" 

(75). Davies writes in his afierword of his impatience "with plays which assume that 

sexual temptation is the only temptation that does harm" (1 14). Asserting that he holds 
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"a better opinion of women than that," Davies continues: 70 destroy a woman's peace of 

mind is subtler, more difficult, and may be permanently injurious" (1 14). One wonders 

whether masculine peace of mind is understood in sirnilar terms. 

Moodie attempts an explmation, carefül to insist that she speaks only for herself 

"Mr. Cantwell, by .playing upon a foolish side of my nature, led me to feel emotions, and 

to admit ambitions, to which 1 had no right" (75). Traill amplifies: "in every heart there 

are desires which can never be fulfilled, and which are cherished al1 the more closely for 

that reason" (75). Dismissing the automatic suspicion of camal passions as a mark of 

"worldiy people" (75), she continues: "sorne of us know that intellectual passion can hurt 

as terribly as any flame of love" (76). It is as much argumentative liberty as Davies wîll 

g a n t  the plaintiffs in the case against CantwelI, and it leaves the temptations of Moodie 

and TraiII somewhat unresolved, as Carson has observed. As Stewart slowly begins to 

understand what Cantwell has been up to, both Traill and Moodie tum to self-accusation, 

insisting that any offence given by Cantwell "was made possible by [their] own 

foolishness and vanity" (77)-a claim which only Frances Stewart protests. WiIlingness 

to blame oneself, as evinced by Moodie and Traill, furthers the ambivalence of the play. 

What each has wished is not especially vain, yet, sppathize as we might with their 

desires, we are also clearly being led toward acceptance of their own complicity in the 

temptation as part of the play's rnovement toward thematic closure. 

As the play concludes, it obliquely addresses, in separate speeches by the 

Stewarts, two crucial issues in the dramatization of history (and, by extension, two 

challenges to any conclusions that academic study of the history play might draw). 
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Firstly, Stewart, hstrated by the reticence of the Strickland sisters to pursue Cantwell to 

justice, larnents that he "cannot get one cnunb of undisputed, factual information as to 

what Kantwell] has done" (77). Twenty-five years later, Rudy Wiebe would likewise 

lament (in his story "Where 1s the Voice Coming From?") the problems of making story 

out of history. Discussing the saga of Almighty Voice and the final oficial encounter 

between the North West Mounted Police and "'the Indians," Wiebe observes: "An affair 

seventy-five years old shodd acquire some of the shiny transparency of an old man's 

shn. It should" (235). Whether dealing with events of rnerely hours ago or with the acts 

of earlier centuries, the writer employing history as a vehicle for invention will not get 

those "crumb[s] of undisputed, factual information." Human recall, our tendency to 

narrate experience (employing, naturally, d i  the rhetorical strategies of narration), and 

our involvement (no matter how great the chronological distance between namtor and 

events narrated) in that which is being recorded-al1 serve to render the recording of 

human experience inevitably the record of perception of facf not the recording of fact 

itself. 

Secondly, in her private dialogue with her husband once ail the fluster has settled, 

Frances Stewart analyzes and passes judgment on Cantwell's methods. Frances 

Stewart's role as a voice of moderation and compromise throughout the play demands 

that the audience take her final words senously, and understand them as meant without 

irony. Mrs Stewart fiequently suggests a middle course, voices a gentle correction, or 

offen mild reproof to the more tendentious opinions voiced by her guests. Her moderate 

tone is seen immediately the play begins, as she attempts to counter Susanna Moodieys 
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religious intolerance-specifically her belief that Methodists are responsible for just 

about every-thing currently going wrong. Stewart asserts that the Methodists of her 

acquaintance "are most respectable persons7' (7), and reminds Susanna that M a c k e ~ e ,  

who "leads the rebellion, . - - is not a Methodist" (9). Frances is mild in her oppsition, 

and even her teasing barely merits such a name: there is the passing remarkthat the first 

dozen lines of Moodie's "Oath of the Canadian Volunteers" makes no reference to 

Methodists (1 O). Even this observation is suficient to make Moodie stand on ceremony 

ar,d offer to cease declaiming. Yet no matter how tetchy Susanna Moodie becomes, 

Frances Stewart is a mode1 of neighbourly and friendly d e c o m  in the treatment of her, 

to say the least, irascible Pest- 

Similarly, when Moodie and Cantwell argue principles of govenunent with 

respect to the rebellion, it is Frances Stewart who tums the conversation back to the 

pra-matic question of the issue at hand: what to do about the Brady farnily troubles (30- 

1 ). Mrs Stewart invites Cantwell uith al1 due politeness to join their meal, despite his 

rather aggressive presentation of self ( 3 3 ,  and 'reins in' Traill when the latter suggests 

that the backwoods presents as one of its few redeeming qualities "a complete absence of 

temptation" (34). It is not surprising, then, that to Frances Stewart falls the pleasure of 

refuting Canhvell's assertions, defusing and rendering harmless his temptation. Having 

discussed with her husband her shared past with and feelings for Rossmore, she 

concludes: "That was where Cantwell was so clever, and so cruel; fiom something which 

was past he created, only for a few moments, something which had never been. What he 

roused in me \vas not regret, but discontentment, disguised as regret7' (85). The audience 
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is lefi with the reassurance that duty and mamied love prevail: '?He had reckoned without 

us" (85), says Stewart, emphasizing the pronoun. It is equally clear that the Stewarts 

consider themselves successfbl; "'Let us enjoy our victory a little longer" (86) is the final 

line of the play. Nonetheless, the audience is also left with the awareness that the 

tempter remains a success in his own eyes." 

The complex interplay of substantial philosophical issues, operating 

simultaneously on the level of the action of the play and on the level of the existence of 

the play itself as it employs discourses of representing Canadian history, accounts in part 

for the vague sense of dissatisfaction with the play so fiequently voiced in criticism. 

Underlying the speeches of the Stewarts in the play's conclusion is the reminder that if 

Frances Stewart, in particular, is taken at her word, the play itself, then, theoretically, 

should not exist, for if Cantwell has completely failed then so has his author. The reader 

is thus not quite sure as the play ends whether to accept at face value the apparent 

thematic conclusion it reaches. The reader rnay be M e r  troubled by the possibility that 

if the ostensible theme is meant to be questioned, then the playWright has already passed 

judgment on his own work, effectively casting the audience in the position of those 

'unsubtle folk' to whom Cantwell refers, those who cannot see beyond the obvious. 

Once again, the author, in tamng his antagonist, has apparently swiped himself with the 

same brush. 

The implications of al1 this thematic tension for the historical dramatist are at 

once irnrnensely liberating and threatening. If there is no tnily undisputable "fact"- 

merely the record of perception of facts-then the drarnatist m m  record perception, 
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make something psychologically tme out of that which is not histotically verifiable. In 

bief, the historical dramatist is free to do exactly what CantwelI has done: mingle 

invention with fact to get at a perceived truth. There lies the liberation. The threatening 

component is that it is perhaps impossible for the historical dramatist to avoid doing 

what Cantwell has done. Since Cantwell is roundIy criticized for his efforts, there is 

heavy irony in the fact that Cantwell's method is exactly that of his author. Davies, in 

ernploying Frances Stewart, Catharine Parr Traill, Susanna Moodie, Edmund Cantwell, 

and Thomas Stewart in "At My Heart's Core," has "from something which was past . . . 

created . . . something which had never beed7-the words with which Frances Stewart 

dismisses the tactics of the "so clever, and so cruel" Cantwell(85). It remains for the 

audience to determine whether or not the clevemess can or should be separated fiom the 

cruelty. Arguably, just as Cantwell has challenged Moodie with the obligation of art, the 

historkal dramatist cannot separate clever fiom cruel; any use of the past will run the 

nsk of offence. 

Davies' play is, perhaps, a stronger bridge than at first suggested in that it 

occupies the space between relatively unproblematic acceptance of history as received 

fact and highly problernatized interrogation of al1 received versions of past events. It is a 

text situated between the extremes of the history play seen as a device for p r e s e ~ n g  the 

memory of people and their deeds which might othenvise be too soon forgotten and the 

history play seen as a means for drarnatizing alternatives not taken and reclaiming voices 

and figures marginalized by normative authority. It begins to employ the methods of 

questioning that will dominate the genre in the latter half of the century, yet its thematic 
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statement is ostensibly as conservative as those of its predecessors. In many respects, 

"At My Heart's Core" epitornizes the English-Canadian history play: it follows its 

predecessors while somewhat diverging fiom them; it preserves and interrogates received 

notions simultaneously; and, in that often unconscious ambivalence, it stages a mode1 of 

intellectual life in English Canada. 

The first stage in the evolution of the contemporary English-Canadian history 

play anticipated a more problematic era through the dramatic device of celebrating an 

essentially conservative triurnph over those impending complications set in a simpler, 

bygone time. The most significant and (as of this writing) most recent change in 

English-Canadian historical drama is the movement from celebration of successes to 

interrogation of failures. The contemporary dramatist examines how many of the 

conservative impulses once celebrated in English-Canadian literature also contributed to 

silencing or destroying a nwnber of individuals who espoused alternatives to the status 

quo. The locus classicus of the contemporary English-Canadian historical play is John 

Coulter's Riel (1 950, 1962). 

Louis Riel, it has been observed, "has emerged fiom history to become, for 

English-Canadians at least, the dominant locus, on stage, and in fiction, of the subject of 

Confederation's unknowable and recalcitrant other" (Sherlow 142). Wolfgang Klooss 

goes further, linking Riel's literary existence to the survival of awareness of the whole 

Metis people: "The Metis became a real people in literature when John Coulter's 

histoncal drama, Riel, was performed on stage in 1950" (145). Coulter, himself an 

Ulstennan with first-hand experience of Irish stniggles for Home Rule, saw Riel as an 
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international figure, a harbinger of the rise of popular resistance to perceived uncarïng, 

distant, ignorant govemments (Anthony 22-4,32). For Coulter, Riel heralds what Eric 

Hobsbawm calls the "age of catastrophe" for 'bld empires," the inevitable liquidation of 

"formal colonialism" (22 1). 

Riel's story touches on virtually every facet of this study. His status in Canadian 

history is under parliamentary revision; that revision has once more stirred both extremes 

of the forces of opinion which existed in Riel's lifetime. His vision of Manitoba as a 

nation invites questions of how discourses of nation and region should properly be 

understood, and has obvious continuing relevance in the sovereignty debate both in and 

outside Québec. Riel's firm belief that he was divinely inspired brinçs the issue of 

religious motivation for political action to the fore; even though he was at odds by the 

end of his life with both his pnests and his Church, Riel's status as Catholic rerninds us 

that a great deal of the opposition to his politics was voiced in the rhetoric of 

Protestantism. His own ethnicity, his status as a Metis, foregrounds still unanswered 

questions coneeming Canada's choices vis-à-vis multiculturalism. 

In addition, Coulter's pIay is the foundational text of its genre, uniting al1 the 

foregoing aspects of Riel's historical, social, religious, political, and ethnic person in one 

tex?. Riel is the ur-iconoclast of the Canadian mindscape, and his iconoclasm poses 

crucial questions for the entire nation. It is important to my Line of argument to 

understand that Coulter conceived his Riel plays from the start as addressing 

international audiences and international issues. White the play stands as the archetype 

of Canadian historical drama, it should primarily be understood as the drainatization of a 
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popular struggle for self-definition, one which just happens to have a Canadian context. 

Riet, Coulter writes in his introduction to The Crime of Louis Riel* is "one of the 

strangest and most theatrical characters in our strange and theatrical North American 

story. . . . What he did and what was done to him were the subject of angry controversy in 

the capital cities of the world  (1). Riel's case and cause stand as a microcosm of a11 

"passionate struggles of subject peoples which are profoundy changing our world" (1). 

There is no subtlety in Coulter's approach. An audience wïll not find itself 

suddenly surprised as the performance nears an end to discover that it has been viewing 

an evolving political discourse, carefuIly positioned beneath the characters and plot. The 

issues, their historical precedents, their national and international significance, the terms 

of discussion and the instability of said terms are al1 foregrounded in the literal discourse 

of the characters. The didacticisrn of the play is overt throughout. 

In Louis Riel, we have a character for whom religion means as much as it would 

rnean little to later figures such as Norman Bethune. Riel's politics are inseparable f?om 

his faith, his faith inseparable fiorn his actions. It is perhaps impossible, then, 

satisfactorily to begin Riel in any fashion other than the one Coulter employs: Riel is 

offstage, while his family, supporters, and parish priest engage in agitated debate over the 

source of Riel's authority and his claims to its authenticity. In the opening lines of the 

play, Riel's supporters speak of his "solitary pow-wows with the Almighty" (1); Riel's 

relationship to his God founds his relationship to his country. 

Early in the play, fiel's priest overtly invites recognition of the constnicted 

nature of discourse, the ofi-mentioned "unspoken 'archive' of d e s  and constraints" 
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eoverninç a society. Sorneone (or some group) must decide what is to be "thought right" 
Y 

(4). Riel, start to finish, believes he has the right to make that decision. His belief brings 

him into conflict with both priest and bishop. Early in the play, the Priest confkonts one 

of Riel's supporters, O'Donoghue, and makes the link between history and the will of 

God perceptible enough-fiom one perspective at least: 

PRIEST: History must unfold according to the divine plan in the mind of 

God. Whoever or whatever tries to stop it will be broken. 

O'DONOGHL'E: Meaning Riel and the rest of us here, the Council, will 

be broken? 

PREST: Yes. If what you persist in doing is contrary to the divine plan. 

O'DONOGHLJE: As God won't take us into his confidence about his plan 

we must go on and risk being broken, if necessary, for what we 

think is right. 

PRIEST: And who will decide what is to be thought right? 

O'DONOGHUE: Ah! Now I ~ Z U ~ ' S  a question! But here's the oracle W L  

has corne in wifh his MOTHER]. Ask him. (3-4) 

This passage draws attention to the foundational elements of both the wrîting and the 

analysis of the Canadian historical play in English. The priest speaks of history, the 

divine plan, and the inevitability of disaster for those who oppose the will of God. The 

ineffability of Providence and the question of the right of human authority to decide the 

'true' course also inform the priestys position in the debate. For O'Donoghue, God's 

refusal to speak specifically to the Manitoba question is as much an incentive to action 
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based on one's own perception of 'right' as it is for the priest a caution against action. 

Riel, even by his own people, is cast ambivalently as both oracle and adversary. 

Crucial to 07Donoghue's argument is the notion that the risk of being "broked' is 

not only an acceptable rïsk but an irnperative one. The essence of the challenge that 

contemporary historical drama presents to its audience is voiced by the characters: one 

must risk being broken in order to explore Mly the potential of strategies and 

alternatives which are constnicted outside the sanction of authority. Both audience and 

characters must decide 'right7 for themselves, independent of, but not without the 

influence of, competing systems of order, or world views, including, but by no means 

restricted to, those cultural practices considered dominant and sanctioned within a given 

social order. 

Lnterestingly, both Riel and his mother employ variations of phrasing indicating 

forbidden discourse when facing opposition from the priest in the narne of the Church: 

"do not Say this" and "you must not Say this7' both foreground the social fact of the 

existence and importance of permissible discourse (6). Iconoclasm, or rebellion, is often 

rooted in the act of challenging, or even changing, what it is permissible to Say. It is an 

important irony of the situation that the iconoclast, protecting his own rhetorical position, 

tums to the sarne formula used by his opposition: certain things must not be said. 

Riel's political vision issues from the principle that "the people of a country can 

not be taken over and incorporated into some other country without their own consent7' 

(17). Obviously, his assertion has continued devance in the cwent  political climate. 

As Parliament, in the spring of 1998, considered official recognition of Riel as a 'Tather 
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of Confederation," debate flared once more on "letters to the editor7' pages across 

Canada. One reader (a MI C3J.R Stewart, writing fiom Toronto) quoted to ironic effect 

a 16 1 8 epigram fiom Sir John Harrington: 

Treason doth never prosper; 

What's the reason? 

For if it prosper, none dare 

Cal1 it treason. 

Mr Stewart followed this quotation with the reckoning that "if Riel had succeeded in his 

attempt to secure for the Indians and Metis of Saskatchewan title to their lands, he would 

be regarded in the same light as George Washington, who, if he had failed, would bear 

the traitor label" (D7). In that conditional 'if of historical analysis dwells the essence of 

the conternporary English-Canadian historical play. That the debate concerning Riel's 

status continues to provoke heated and emotional exchange is evidence that what Coulter 

saw in Riel some fifty years ago remains relevant- '' 

Colonel Dennis is the first character to cal1 Riel a madrnan. Early in his first 

conversation with Riel, Dennis casually States "1 think you rnust be mad," following that 

with "I think you're a preposterous, presumptuous fool, fit only tù be certified (16, 17). 

When Dennis hears Riel's intention to take over Fort Gany, he responds in the same 

vein: "1 can only Say if ever a dangerous irresponsible madman was at large I'm talking 

to him now" (19). This exasperated doubting of Riel's sanity grows fiom informal 

expression into legal codification as Riel's defence (against his will) at his trial for 

treason is that he is not guilty by reason of insanity. Riel's situation is the most extreme 
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of al1 those to be midied here. For example, although Ken Mitchell's Janus Karkulainen 

(The Shipbuilder) is institutionalized as insane, he is neither the leader of a political 

movement nor on trial for treason against nation or empire. Even Ezra Pound (in 

Timothy Findley's The Trials of Ezra P O W I ~ )  is accused of treason but not on trial for 

it-rnerely appearing at a cornpetency hear ineand is not leading any active rebellion. 

Questions conceming the definition of sanity are clearly linked in the play with 

the undermining of conventional stereotypes. Riel, stereotyped as the perpetrator of 

rebellion and agent of instabdity, incapable of seeing anything but his o~un rnind's view, 

in fact urges compromise to O'Donoghue: "Fight, for a symbol. Never compromise. 

And it gets you what? Only to fight. . . . Here we must stand on the ground, and it is 

sometimes muck below our feet" (25). In his refusal to sever al1 connection with the 

British empire, to break what 07Donoghue calls the strangling "blessed old umbilical" 

(26), Riel undermines any narrow view of himself as a rigid agitator incapable of 

negotiation, or totally antagonistic to al1 conventions and traditions. 

Just as Coulter later shows Sir John A. Macdonald as a modeiate, in part forced 

to sweeping action by the more radical elements among those he represents, so he 

develops Riel in relation to his own supporters. The portrayal of both leaders echoes 

elements of Mair's portrayal of Tecumseh, showing the continued presence in Engllish- 

Canadian historical drama of an impulse to present controversial leaders as less radical 

than some of their supporters seem to be, as figures straining more to reconcile extremes 

within their own power bases than attempting to impose radical extremism upon others. 

For instance, 0'Donoghue7s distaste for British authority seeks expression in gestures far 
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more antagonistic than Riel ordinarily will permit Conversely, in the first act of the play 

the main representative of the rnilitary-with the Church, a conventional guarantor of 

stability and order-is a walking cliché of the bluff, gniffsoldier. Wolseley spouts al1 

the stereotypical conventions of the "military man" in drama: Riel opposes current order, 

therefore he is "A inadman . . . ! Utterly mad! . . . Stark, staring mad!" (43). Compared 

wïth both his senior lieutenants and his chief opponents, Riel is placid and moderate. 

Wolseley voices his criticism of Riel over the objections of Bishop Taché and 

despite the corrective words of Macdonald. The soldier cannot understand the 

exigencies of the pol itician. Macdonald's explanation of the constitutional authenticity 

of Riel's position is met with blank incomprehension (44-5). Wolseley refuses to 

discuss the death of Thomas Scott as anything but murder: "Murder 1 said and murder I 

mean" (41). Wolseley challenges the interpretation of the orders he receives from 

Macdonald while still in the PM'S office, grunts general criticism of al1 politicians 

everywhere, and is sufficiently abrasive to lead Macdonald and Cartier both to suspect he 

wï1I not foilow orders and to advise Taché to make every effort to get back to Fort Garry 

"before the Colonel and his-volunteers" (4547). The rebel appears flexible and 

cautious, while the man of order is rigidly narrow of mind, a loose cannon as it were, in 

command of actual fieldpieces; the tex? rnakes it dificult to be certain which of the 

antagonists is the maniac with the gun. 

Ottawa's side of the crisis is presented in terms that remain contemporary. The 

Territones, Macdonald laments, "are still outside Confederation. We need thern in" (42). 

Various rhetorical positions vis-à-vis the Québec of the 1990s echo Macdonald's tene 
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summary. It is Macdonald who descnbes Riel in terms directly echoing Hamlet (43). 

Though Riel will explicitly reject the 'Hamlet defencey7 at hîs trial (97), it is certainly 

part of Coulter's agenda to have the Prime Minister describe the rebel in Shakespearean 

tenns. 

Equaily important to Coulter's efforts is the overt recognition by Macdonald of 

Riel's constitutional conectness: 

My view is that on the Hudson's Bay Company withdrawal no legal 

government existed, leaving a state of anarchy. In such cases the 

inhabitants may by the law of nations form a govemment, ex necessitate, 

for the protection of Me and property. And such a government has certain 

sovereign rights by the jus genrium. This is laid down by Blackstone. A 

rnost important principle. And it is precisely what this-allegedly mad 

but actually very astute-creature Riel has had the gumption to grasp and 

act upon. (44) 

Awareness of Riel's political astuteness is all the more significant for being voiced by a 

man himself h o w n  (in some cases practically revered) for possessing that acuity in 

abundance. The incident is, finally, 'typically Canadian,' as the paradigrnatic 

development of subsequent history plays confirms: authonty often voices a (sometimes 

grudging) respect for the protagonist, while more violent opposition originates most often 

in peers, neighbours, even fkiends. There is a sense, then, in which "peace, order and 

good government" persists as an ideal, even in challenges to the extant system. The 

English-Canadian historical playwright ~ i l l ,  most frequently, cast the highest authonty 
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figures of his or her text as moderates, able to comprehend al1 positions in the debate and 

unwïlling to act rashly. 

The role of Taché, Bishop of St Boniface, m e r  illustrates this tendency to cast 

the representatives of authority as more likely to be moderate the closer they are to the 

top. Present at the earlier meeting in Macdonald's office (scene 9), the Bishop returns to 

Manitoba and is observed throughout the scenes which end Act One to be steering a 

moderate course, neither so antagonistic to Riel as his parish priest had earlier been, nor 

\\-holly rejecting the good intentions of Macdonald's officia1 position. In fact, both 

Macdonald and Cartier voice doubts about Colonel Wolseley to Taché (47), positioning 

the Bishop as a moderate in their own camp, opposed to the probable extremes to which 

the military will be likely to go. Taché offers political and spiritual encouragement to 

Riel and stands with him in his confrontation with O'Donoghue over opposition to 

Wolseley. It is Taché \ h o  fonnally conveys "'the assurances of the ministers" and who is 

"not prepared to listen" to 0'Donoghue7s alarmist rhetoric (53). When O'Donoghue 

turns out to have been justified in his fears, Taché remains firm that political negotiation 

is the preferred fonn of fighting this batîle: "Oh 1 will fight . . . . But where my fight may 

be of use. . . . 1 shall go at once, the weary trail again to Ottawa" (59). And it is Taché 

who counsels Riel both to flee the invading British troops and to remain convinced that, 

even in flight and exile, his cause is victorious-if not now then in t h e :  "Whatever it 

may seem for the moment my son. Time will prove it. . . . p o u  rnust] tum your back on 

victory and wait . . . for God's time" (60). Unlike the parish priest, the bishop avoids any 

suggestion that Riel suffers from ovenveening pride. 
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As Part One draws to a close, the contrast between the riotous behaviour of 

Wolseley's troops and the earlier sobnety of Riel in his refisal to allow what he 

considers excess is employed to great ironic effect-a method that will also play an 

important part in several later plays, establishing the iconoclast as disciplined while the 

agents of authority are wanton and excessive, lacking restraint in the gratification of 

various whims. Upon taking Fort Garry, Riel orders an end to al1 drinking among his 

men, '?il1 our position is established" (28). Rabbie, one suspects speaking for a majonty 

of the men, says that Riel is "in sore need O' a wee touch O' a sense O' humour" (28). In 

contrast, when Colonel Wolseley and his troops recapture Fort Garry, the forces of 

'authonty' and 'stability' riot in liquor to celebrate re-establishing 'order' once again in 

the west: 

WOLSELEY: Blessme, isn't it a nunpus. 

SERGEANT: Yessir! Men runnin' a bit wild, sir. Lootin' the liquor, sir. 

WOLSELEY: What liquor? 

r was. SERGEANT: 'Ee 'ad it al1 locked up, sir. Strict t't ' e ~  

WOLSELEY: Yes, yes, maci, quite mad (62) 

The scene ends with Wolseley obliquely ordering the sergeant to go participate in the 

iiquor binge (63). The inebriated forces of order control Fort Gany, victorious over the 

insane rebels and their enforced sobnety. The looting in Iiquor scene ends Part One of 

Riel; its rhetoric will be repeated in the play's conclusion. 

Of interest to discussions and discourses of treason is that the anned recapture of 

Fort Gany is actually against the orders Wolseley received fiom the Prime Minister. 
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There are no charges of treason against Wolseley, however. As Klooss observes, "what 

is regarded as a crime in the natives becomes a normal rnilitary act of the Canadian 

forces" (149). A double standard exists throughout. 

Part Two is set fifteen years later. Still in exile, Riel receives assorted letters 

encoura@ng his return. At this point he voices the sentiment that might fairly stand as a 

character note for virtually every protagonist of a contemporary English-Canadian histoiy 

play: 'What is it to be safe? It is not for me" (69). It is a recurring keynote of character 

that the protagonist views conventional happiness and safety in precisely the same terms 

by ivhich normative authority views the protagonist's alternatives: desirable but too 

costly to follow for their own sake, or for selfish reasons. For Riel, the valuing of an easy 

happiness above al1 else is "childish" (69). The arriva1 of Gabriel Dumont and othèr 

supporters convinces Riel that, in the words used by Taché, it is "God's time7' (70). The 

invocation of God's u i l l  returns Riel to familiar tem-tory: intense opposition fiom the 

Church. 

In the following exchange behveen Riel and his priest, a question of correct 

definition of principle a~ises: 

PRIEST: It is monstrous madness. And evil. 

RIEL: Tt is certainly not evil. 

PRIEST: I say it is. It is against the Church. Against 

religion. 

RIEL: No, Father, no. 

PRIEST: Armed rebellion! Disobedience to authority! 



RIEL: It is obedience, to the authority above al1 

authori t ies-Goh 

PRZEST: What are you presurning to say? 

RIEL: God has told me to fight, and 1 obey. 

PRTEST: That is blaspherny! Rank blasphemy! (73-4) 

The rhetoric of the priest is consistent with Michel Foucault's assertion that established 

religion is often perceived (or self-perceived) to be the guarantor of sanity. Foucault 

wites: 

In the dialectic of insanity, where reason hides without abolishing itself, 

religion constitutes the concrete f o m  of what cannot go mad; it bears 

what is invincible in reason. . . . Religion safeguards the old secret of 

reason in the presence of madness, thus making closer, more immediate, 

the restraint that was already rampant in classical confinement. There, the 

religious and moral milieu \vas imposed from without, in such a way that 

madness was controlled, not cured. ("The Birth of the Asylum" fiom 

Madness and Civiliration 143) 

Accordingly, when Riel refuses the advice of the Church, refuses to give up his "blind 

folly,'? his priest calls his planned rebellion "monstrous madness," a delusion fostered by 

"the enemy of [his] soulyy (73-4). 

The priest continues to assert the Church as the guarantor of social stability, 

threatening the loss of the sacraments to anyone who fires a shot (76). Riel himself is 

pronounced "arch-heretic" by his priest, who then refuses blessing for those going to 
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battle. Riel's response is to claim the authority of the clergy for himself-"1 will give the 

sacrarnents myself! 1 am God's servant too!" (76)-a claim sanctified by the justice of 

his cause. The priest's opposition makes him, in Riel's words, a "traitor-priest . . . . arch- 

traitor to the people" (76)- The c r u  of the matter is not Riel's refusal to accept the 

notion that obedience to God is obedience to the highest possible authority. The problem 

is that Riel's personal vanity (or so his opponents constnict it) Ieads him to presume to 

have been commissioned to the fight by God himself-that is, without the mediation of 

the priest/Church. 

It could be argued that Riel's efforts to seek armistice with people sworn to arrest 

him for treason is evidence of genuine mental instability, or, at the very Ieast, a stubbom 

refusal to face the facts of his situation. Once on trial, Riel is subjected to a "not guilty by 

reason of insanity" defence by his own counseIlor, against his will. The trial, however, 

makes clear that Riel c m  only be considered 'insane7 in that he does not do what the 

rnajority seems to wish of hirn, and he refuses to take any avenue of escape in order to 

preserve his life. Ironically, it is Middleton, having earlier called Riel "mad" for 

thinking he could negotiate an armistice, who insists won Riel's sanity in testimony, 

refusing to tell the defence attorney that Riel's actions and expressions show any 

"indication whatever of mental aberration" (93). Riel, says Middleton, evinces a "rather 

acute intellect" and is, in fact, "deucedly clever" (91). The reflex o p i n i o S h e 7 s  

rnad7'-is not supported by court testimony in reaction to defence counsel efforts to have 

Riel declared legally insane. Those who were with him, whether bearing him il1 will or 

no, also generally cal1 him sane. Nolin, generally an unfnendly witness, says "1 think he 



h e w  what he was doing" (96). 

Riel hirnself flatly rejects the Harnlet defence: "My Counsel, my good &ends and 

lawyers, whom 1 respect, are trying to show that 1 am insane. It is their line of defence. 1 

reject it. 1 indignantly deny that 1 am insane" (97). Though the defence persists in 

arguing what the Crown calls "a case of treason justified only by the insanity of the 

prisoner" (99)- al1 testimony leans toward declaring Riel sane. "hsanity," so the court 

proceedings signi@, is the label used by the comrnunity to categorize that which it does 

not or will not understand, 

With insanity refuted (at least, one suspects, for the audience, if not wholly for 

some of the participants in the trial) Riel's political views must inevitably be examined 

in light of his religious views. If Riel is not "crazy," can he be fairly considered to be 

inspired? The question of inspiration, however, merely raises the spectre of insanity 

again, as the court (one suspects fairly accurately reflecting a general public opinion) has 

no difficulty accepting divine inspiration in biblical contexts, or even in the lives of the 

saints, but cannot manage to accept it as valid when proposed as an explanation for the 

behaviour of an ostensibly ordinary man of one's own time and place. 

One doctor calls Riel megalomaniacal(103). Another, Dr. Jukes, in his 

testimony discusses the possibility of Riel's place arnong the "men who have held very 

remarkable views on religion and who have always been declared to be insane-until 

they gathered great numbers of followers in a new sect-then they became geat  prophets 

and great men" (1 07). Off the witness stand, awai ting the verdict, Jukes recollects Pilate 

facing a similar challenge ''in a case with, shall we Say, certain parallels" (1 t 9). As the 
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trial progresses, Hamlet7s "antic disposition" is specifically invoked. Policeman 

Bromley-Witheroe, a self-described %niversity graduate" (1 08), evoltes both 

Newman-refemng to Riel's writing as "a sort of apologzu pro vira sua" (109)-and 

Shakespeare-"people have called Hamlet insane" (1 10)-but* when challenged 

conceming whether or not Riel might possibly have, like Hamlet, chosen to put "'an antic 

disposition on," the oficer can only respond, ''1 have never quite been able to make up 

rny mind" (1 10). Such uncertainty constitutes part of Coulter's agenda. Riel anticipates 

the movements, in politics as epitomized by recent parliamentary debate and in 

histonography as summarized by Berger, to seek "the posthumous pardon of Louis Riel" 

(265). 

Finally, testifiing in his own cause, Riel argues that he "acted in sound mind in 

quarrelling with an insane and irresponsible Govemment. If there is high treason," he 

says, "it is not mine but theirs" (1 14). Riel tums the discourses of sanity and good 

eovernment açainst his accusers. Despite the complexities of the situation-\~oiced in 
L 

the play by figures ranging fiom doctors Jukes and Roy to political leaders Macdonald 

and J.A.Chapleau-it is not, of course, a successful defence. Riel is convicted and 

esecuted. Dr Roy's observation that working with "the deranged" makes one understand 

how 'precuriozis is our hold on what we cal1 sanity" (1 18) keeps the context-specific 

nature of sanity in the foreground, while Dr Jukes* evocation of Pilate keeps questions of 

faith in the fore (1 19). Chapleau stresses the tone of objections raised by the United 

States "against capital punishment for what is regarded as a political offence" (129), 

Macdonald countenng that dealing harshly with the political offence is "a political 
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necessis:' (1 29). Accepting that Whitehall will not intervene in the affair, Macdonald 

wyly observes that "this wretch Riel is actuaily forcing us to take responsibbility and 

govem Canada. . . - The outlaw once more shapes the law" (1 30-3 1). 

Coulter's presentation of Macdonald epitomizes the representation of higher 

authonty in the English-Canadian play: though Macdonald concludes that Riel "is a gone 

coon" (13 l), he does not dismiss either the validity of Riel's position or the value of the 

effect Riel's challenge has upon the practical workings of government. In saying '%ive 

or die, Fiel's] miserable existence is nothing compared to what's endangered by it" 

(13 1 ), the Prime Minister voices a theme often repeated in English-Canadian historical 

drama: the cost of accepting the protagonist on his or her own terms is simply too great. 

RepeatedIy, the protagonist is sacrificed, often with regret, because the individual is 

easier to affect than the society the- individual seeks to change. Macdonald's behaviour 

in the ciosing moments of the scene M e r  stresses Coulter's relentless message that the 

meanin5 of our lives consists almost exclusively in how we choose to make meaning. 

Coulter's stage directions include "imtably," "ironically," "slightly burlesque and 

pompous," and "oflhand" (1 3 1) to describe Macdonald's marner as he sets the date for 

Riel's execution, and cornrnents with some bittemess on his awareness that the execution 

wi11 make Riel "one of the rnortal instruments that shaped our destiny" (13 1). It is also 

no accident that Macdonald is beginning to drink his whisky with increasing fiequency as 

he makes his choice of execution date. m a t  happens is less important than how we 

ïnter-preet what happens. 

In the penultimate scene, Riel is led to execution, reciting the Act of Contrition in 
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a marner conveyed as sincere and faithfÙl(137-40). Coulter effectively contrasts the 

piety and smngth of the convicted traitor to the system with the surly profanity of an off- 

duty trooper, tunic unbuttoned, who stands smoking a cheroot as Riel's procession passes. 

Riel and Father André complete the confireor; then the trooper barks: "Son of a bitch!" 

The trooper spits: Mnds his cheroot violently underfoot, and repeats the epithet, this time 

adding a "Goddamn" for emphasis (140). 

The subsequent Riel plays by Coulter-771e Trial of Louis Riel (1968) and Iïze 

Crime of louis Riel ( 1  976)-though they add little in the way of further development in 

the genre of English-Canadian historical drama, remain of interest for this study by virtue 

of the fact that they exist at all. As Coulter details in his preface to the last play, he was 

commissioned to wite both subsequent versions, each responding to a parti-cular feft 

need for a means to present the material of Louis Riel's life and death which the original 

Riel did not facilitate. Unlike most trilogies, the Riel plays are not three different plays 

about Riel but rather three different ways of approaching and staging the same stov. 

"TRIAL," writes Coulter, "is strictly a documentary"-an observation of interest 

in that it confirms the presence of invention in Riel. It was "cornmissioned . . . as a 

tourist attraction" and is draun directly fiom transcripts of the trial. Even then, of 

course, the text is selected and shaped, focused by the agenda of the playwright. The 

Crinze of Louis Riel, Coulter continues, '3s about the degree to which 1 see the Metis 

leader and the rebellions which he led as precursors of later and present uprisings al1 over 

the world, particularly the so-called Third World." The main reason for rewriting the 

initial stoq in the stripped-down refocused fom in which it occurs in the 1976 text is to 
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make the Riel story mountable within 'Yhe resources of the counûy's far fiom affluent 

local theatres" (Crime ii). Riel's appeal, argueis Coulter, is "as an emerging Canadian 

legendary hero" and the demand for a scaled-down, 'affordable' version of the play is 

evidence of "Canadians . . . dernonstrating their joy at finding theaûical life in their own 

storf' (ii). 

Trial positions its audience as courtroom spectators. None of the scenes of Riel 

with supporters and family, al1 of which serve, in Riel, to humanize and malie rnoderate 

the position of the 'traitor,' are present in Trial. Of the three, it is closest to being a 

documentary, not only in that it works exclusively fiom trial transcripts but also in its 

positioning of the audience. Audience experience of Trial is likely far more 'true to life' 

in cornparison with the experience of the initial audience of Canadians who lived through 

the actual events than is the audience experience of the far more balanced Riel. This 

construction of the audience as courtroom spectators extends in the stage directions to 

having each amving audience member scrutinized by officers of the NWMP (3). 

The focus of the prosecution is also harsher than that shown in Riel. Osler, a 

member of the team of prosecuting attorneys, states the essence of the Crown's case: "the 

rebellion was not brought about by the wrongs of the half-breeds so much as by the 

persona1 ambition and vanity of'  Riel (9). The diction here is slightIy stronger than in 

Riel, where the Crown (condensed in the fi-me of a single counselor) states that 'Wis 

matter is brought about by the persona1 vanity of the man on trial" (89). The statement 

of the earlier text makes no disqualification of "the wrongs of the half-breeds" as a 

contnbuting factor. This slight amelioration of the diction employed by the prosecution 



is fairly consistent throughout Riel. 

Both the original Riel and the more compact Crime are, in Coulter's words, 

"freely adapted fiom . . . the historical records" (Crime iii). Cornparison of the script 

drawn directly fiom the trial transcripts with those which feature more invention on 

Coulter's part shows how the playwright's fiee adaptation affects the presentation of 

Riel's story. In The Trial of Louis Riel much more is made of Riel's insanity. As 

discussed above, Riel presents (probably unavoidably) the suggestion of insanity, in 

particular as employed by Riel's defence counselors. But Trial makes much more 

prominent the question of sanity and the range of voices questioning Riel's mental state. 

Willoughby calls Riel's rhetoric "sirnply nonsensical" (15); Mackay says ''just crazy" 

(1 8); for Ness, Riel is "a bit touched in the head" (20); to Jackson, he is plainly "daft" 

(35); André calls him "a fool" and "insane" (39); Garnot clairns Riel is "crazy . . . very 

foolish" (3 1 ); Fourmand observes "two men in hirn," one of whom is "the bad Riel . . . 

Lucifer," and finds in "insanity . . . the charitable and Christian explanation" (42'43); Dr 

Roy suggests "megalomania" and speaks of Riel's "insane delusion" of mission (44,46); 

and Clarke says Riel is "certainly of unsound mind" (48). Riel downplays or completely 

omits many of these direct attacks on Riel's daim to sanity. 

Even Middleton is manipulated by the prosecution into stressing the possibility 

that Riel might have made "idiotic" propositions during the course of his surrender (Trial 

28). Faced with the report that Riel believes himself to be an emissary of his provisional 

govemrnent and not a pnsoner of the Canadian administration, Middleton avers that "He 

must be mad" (Rie? 98), but in the sort of colloquial way in which many refer to an 



action or position performed or embraced by another with which one cannot a g e e  

There seems no suggestion that Mddleton uses the expression literally to mean that Riel 

is clinically insane. Similarly, in Riel, Middleton does not use the word "idiotic," either 

in the conversation with Riel during his arrest, or during the trial. By comparison, in 

Trial, the mild-mannered military antithesis to Wolseley remains a figure of d m ,  but is 

more verbally aggressive concerning Riel's preoccupations-particularly his 

understanding of the reiigious component of his politics. That Riel is "'always bothering 

about his religion"' is a recollection made by Middleton in both texts (Trial 27). 

However, in Riel such religious obsession is merely boring to Middleton, and a device for 

evading a troubling question long enough to "gain time to answer" (90). In Ml, 

Middleton considers Riel to be "a man imbued with a strong, morbid religious feeling 

mingled with intense personal vanity" (27), and there is no sense that his theological 

meanderings are even in part a sort of rhetorical screen behind which a more considered 
# 

answer to a political question c m  be constructed. Though Coulter continues to represent 

Middleton as being far more rnoderate in his views than most of his contemporanes, 

greater fidelity to the documentary evidence of the trial reveals that even those somewhat 

sympathetic to Riel are less so in Trial than in Riel. 

In Trial, then, the Crown's case is much more personal. Riel is not merely a man 

with a different idea about effective government, but, as the testimony of Dr Willoughby, 

the first crown witness, seems to suggest, a man driven to avenge personal wrongs, 

jealously proud of his own awareness of the political exigencies of al1 sides, and prone to 

making sweeping generalizations (9-1 5). One component of Willoughby's testimony 
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which is entirely absent fiom Riel is Riel's assertion that he considers himself an 

Arnencan now. Riel says he has been surnmoned fiom across the border by his hdf- 

breed kin to "'help." Instead, once he is made pnvy to their plans, he considers the plans 

inadequate and feels that "the time has corne for mm]  to take charge7' (12). 

The dramatization of Riel's trial in the later play is more effective in that, of 

necessity, in Riel it forms but a small part of his whole story. In Trial, the trial is the 

whole story, and both the length of time during which Riel sits silent and the extent to 

which that silence must be aimost impossible to maintain are much more noticeable. In 

Riel, the trial occupies thirty-six pages of text, including the dramatized conversations 

held during recesses and deliberations. Riel remains silent for only ten pages before his 

first, tentative interruption following the unfnendly testimony of his relative, Nolin (97). 

In Trial, Riel sits silent for twenty-six pages of testimony, fully one-third of the tea,  and, 

when he at last speaks, the audience is more aware, having heard seven witnesses (as 

compared to two in Rie(), of the untenable situation in which Riel finds himself. He 

cumo~,  by anyone's terms, be right: he must be either a lunatic or a traitor. The 

constitution of the jury-neither a jury of Riel's pe r s  in that no representative of either 

his race or his religion is present, nor in that its numbers are half those normally 

prescribed by the legal system under which Riel is being tried (55)-is yet another 

obstacle to Riel's receiving a fair tial. While the situation and its implications are no 

different in Rie(, the audience's awareness of the weight of testimony and the conundm 

Riel faces in trying to present his own understanding of his case is heightened by the 

sheer volume of testimony against him presented in Trial. 
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The question of religious inspiration forms a major component of the sanity 

debate. There is no consensus beyond the general feeling that many of the men involved, 

constnicted as tnie Chrïstians, readily accept divine inspiration as a feature of times and 

places other than their own, but cannot place similar faith in the divine inspiration of a 

contemporary. Coulter does not even have to stretch to the extent that he did in Riel in 

evoking sppathy for Pilate's dilemma. In questioning Father Alexis André, Oblate 

superior in the district of Carlton, the Crown states Coulter's alternative directly. André 

has insisted, in testi@ing for the defence, that Riel is perfectly rational in al1 matters Save 

religion and politics: "On politics and religion he-he blew up. He was a wild man. A 

fool. . . . Insane" (39). Asked whether he would "deny that a man may be a great 

reformer even of religious questions without being a fool" (40), André responds "1 do not 

deny history" (40). It is Coulter's assertion, as noted, that this is a fair description of 

Riel: a great reformer, a mode1 for "movements al1 over the world in which an ernerging 

people . . . insist on being lefi alone to mature" (qtd. in Anîhony 61). André avers that , 

he does not deny history, but Coulter suggests that history is being denied, both by Riel's 

contemporaries in trying him and by subsequent generations who either do not 

understand or utterly ignore Riel's place in our own history. As Dr Jukes observes in his 

own testimony, "views on [the] subject [of religious inspiration] are so different, even 

among the sane" (50-1). 

In the final address of the defence counsel to the jury, once again Coulter's 

agenda benefits fiom simply reproducing the direct record of the transcript. The defence 

asks: "How is it that in the course of history what is just and right is rarely done because 
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it is just and nght, but only because force has cornpelled it . . . ?" (54). It is an important 

question which Coulter demands his audience ask not only of themselves but of the trial 

they have just seen drarnatized. 

Riel prays before addressing the court, a gemire which is received with "wonder 

and enzbarrassnzent" by those present, but which, for Riel himself, is wholly logical and 

coherent (56). His address to the court voices so many of the messages Coulter speaks of 

in programme notes and inteniews conceming his own intentions for the plays that one 

must actively recollect that Couiter has been working here from transcripts and has not 

put words in Riel's mouth which Riel himself did not speak. Coulter could not ask for a 

clearer statement of theme than that which Riel himself provides: "one &y perhaps 1 will 

be acknowledged as more than a leader of the half-breeds-as a leader of al1 that is good 

in this great country7' (59). In taking consolation (while awaiting sentencing) that 

akhough he may be executed he has not been declired insane, Riel once more presents 

an attitude that, in other times, other places, other men, has been called noble-even 

divine. His "lm: pkading" invocation of St Joseph (66), the last words he speaks in the 

play, are an equally effective reminder of his humanity. No matter how noble the cause, 

how spiritual the understanding of it, how devout the dedication to it, a man facing a 

sentence of death for his actions can be forgiven for reacting as Riel does. 

The Crime of Louis Riel adds aImost nothing to what we have already seen. It is, 

essentially, the larger play made more practical to stage by companies possessed of 

limited resources. Perhaps the only significant alterations in this third version of the Riel 

narrative is that Coulter takes the oppominity to revise by omission, leaving out specific 
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names and details of individual cases in certain conversations, al1 of which helps to make 

Riel the more general, "symbol[ic] almost7' (l), forerunner of national self-detemination 

for "subject peoples" around the world which Coulter has claimed bim to be in the 

""Foreward" [sic]. One instance of this selective omission c m  be seen in a passage which 

is also interesting for its irony. In Riel, as the priest pleads for Thomas Scott's life, he 

invokes a previous instance in which Riel has granted clemency. In Crime, the specific 

incident is elided. It is Riel's response to the plea for clemency which echoes ironically 

as he faces his own fate: "Sentence of death is the l a d s  last resort. Clemency would 

make it a joke" (Riel 35; Crime 25). 

Foundational to a more comprehensive understanding of Coulter's Riel and the 

role that the character plays in shaping English-Canadian historical drama is the 

probability that Riel is actually a mixture of everything he is charged with or commended 

for beinç, no matter how mutually exclusive such extremes of characterization may 

seem. Riel is malleable myth; he is everything that both supporters and detractors ciaim. 

Coulter's Riel plays present the "enigrnatic, allegedly mad, allegedly criminal" histoncal 

figure of Riel in al1 his contradictions and invites, even demands, audiences to 

investi gate all allegations, to answer individually the question: "when a man's 

people-his tribe-his nation-are menaced, is it a criminal act punishable by death to 

organize resistance, armed resistance, and fight?" (Crime 1). While Coulter's answer to 

the question is clear, his plays allow for the possibility of the opposite answer. It rests 

with the audience to complete the jury, to retry the case as often as there remains 

something to be learned from it. 
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The instance of Riel establishes as common practice the final component of my 

proposed paradigm for the contemporary practice of English-Canadian historical drama- 

Virtually al1 English-Canadian hiçtorical plays since Riel conform to the general pattern 

there consolidated. Coulter uses the same foundation as did Curzon and Mair. To that 

solid base, Coulter adds one small but crucial element, the keystone of the contemporary 

paradigm: the protagonist as historical "failure," an iconoclast excluded from the 

dominant noms of his or her era, 

As demonstrated above, when English-Canadian dramatists wrote of historical 

subjects in the years prior to Riel, the plays were generally celebratory in tone, focusing 

on accornplishment, on goals achieved, on the "good image" of the protagonist, even 

when-as in Mair's Tecumseh for instance-the fate of the protagonist is tragic. 

However, the post-Riel English-Canadian hi storical play tums fiom the celebration and 

preservation of individual contribution to events of national historic significance, to the 

interrogation of situations and the attempted rehabilitation of figures notable for 

opposition to normative authority. The presewation andlor restoration of credit where 

credit is due for contributions made to the security of normative authority as practiced by 

Coulter's few predecessors, is replaced by critical analysis of the processes and human 

representatives of such authority. Even the most conventionally successful of historical 

figures have been drarnatized with emphasis on their weaknesses, on their moments of 

failure or inability to realize specific ambitions. English-Canadian historical drama of 

the latter half of the twentieth century, then, has moved from the celebration of success 

to the interrogation of failure, from praising the acts of an individual in the service of 



Nation to criticizing the acts of Nation in suppressing ex-centrk individual voices. 



Chapter Two 

Them Donnellys 

One of the clearest illustrations of the changed clirnate of pst-Riel English- 

Canadian historical drarna is the immense popularïty of the Donnellys of Biddulph as 

subjects for plays through the mid-1970s. The violent lives and deaths of this farnily of 

lrish emigrants had been the stufYof local legend in southwestern Ontario for 

eenerations. Beginning in 1973, however, at least a half-dozen plays emerged in a span 
Y 

of five years, dramatizïng the local legend and elevating it, with varyïng degrees of 

success, to a national, even universal, narrative of persistence and survival- From 

regional 'bogeymen' and exemplars of foul behaviour at its most foul, the Donnellys 

evoIved into symbols of personal integrity and non-conformism. They became rugged 

pioneers, forced into violence by the violence worked on them. The Domellys emerged 

as victims of a social order imposed by neighbours who employed the apparatuses of 

normative authority to facilitate and excuse their owm violence. While none of these 

plays presents the Donnellys as innocent victims-in Peter Colley's words "there are no 

saints in this littie tale" (A22)-each suggests or manifestly demonstrates that the 

Donnellys did nothing that was not also done to them by the very neighbours who 

cornplained so bitterly of how evil the DomelIys were. This effort to show both the 

Donnellys and their antagonists as cut fiom the sarne cloth questions perceptions and 

definitions of tragedy and challenges Canadian audiences to face some unpleasant home 

truths about their ancestors. 

James Noonan suggests that James Reaney's Donnelly tdogy-Sticks and Stones 
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(1 975), Tlre SI Nicholas Horel(lW6),  and H a n d e s  (1 977)-may be 'the finest 

dramatic work ever witten in English Canada" (288). It is certainly the most significant 

English-Canadian historical drama of the years following the premiere of Riel. Previous 

texts about settlers and the pioneer era, in vimially every Canadian literary genre, 

celebrated the taming of the land, the evolution and expansion of civilization, and the 

achievement of lives devoted to duty and hard work. The emergence of the Donnelly 

family as a fit subject for theatrical treatment demonstrates clearly the shift in focus fkom 

the conventional protagonist, a successful epitome of cornmunity integrity (cp. Laura 

Secord, Frances Stewart, and, in his own way, even Tecumseh), toward the protagonist 

perceived as ex-centric or failure-a protagonist often perceived in his or her own time 

as antagonistic to the smooth functioning of established civil authority and to the stability 

of the cornrnunity itself. The Domeliy saga, as exarnined by a nurnber of writers, shows 

not only the dirt, sweat and toi1 of pioneering but also the encrusted blood from wounds 

both accidental and deliberate. From Wacousta onward, Canadian literature 

demonstrates that settlers brought a great deal of Old-World baggage into their new land. 

The various plays treating the pioneer years that appeared in the pst-Riel climate began 

to suggest, even to insist, that whatever we may currently define as "Canadian," whatever 

sense of st~bility we enjoy, exists because some of our anceston, acting on Old-World 

prejudices, shapd Canadian society by violent, occasionally criminal, opposition to the 

alternatives proposed by some of their neighbours. 

Noonan, introducing the one-volume edition of James Reaney's Donnelly trilogy, 

suggests that, upon seeing Sticks und Stones, we "wonder why no poet-dramatist has 
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corne along earlier to recreate o u  past in such a way" (3). The simplest explanation is 

that 'we' were not previously ready to have our past show to us "in such a way." 

Reaney's trilogy reminds us directly that our ancestors were prone to bigotry evinced in 

racial and religious prejudice, that land claims and other disputes were often settled by 

violence, and that the voices and structures of Cburch and Law were sometimes used to 

facilitate, or tacitiy condone, cnminal violence, including murder. Reaney's trilogy 

shows more than a few of our nineteenth-centuy forebears were something of terronsts. 

The Donnelly plays uncover the extent to which prejudice and violence inform Canada's 

history. The plays find in the Donnelly family not the ogres of early twentieth-century 

local lore, but instead a fairly average pioneer fmily at least as equally sinned against as 

sinning. 

Coulter's Riel demonstrated that a person with claims to leadership of a nation 

could be sitenced by a more powerfùl set of national state apparatuses in the interests of 

the ostensibly greater good. Reaney employs some of Coulter's strategies for 

dramatizing the conflict, ensuring that both sides of the question are presented, while 

simultaneously Ieaving no doubt in the mind of the audience concerning which side of 

the argument the playwright supports. The DonneZ&s, like Riel, demonstrates Canada's 

capacity for violent action to silence alternative perspectives. Reaney's work reminds its 

audiences that governments are nothing more than individuals chosen by the electorate of 

the community, province, or nation concemed. Repressive state apparatuses are 

emploped by governments because the ordinary citizenry wants them to be so employed. 

Riel was trying to establish Manitoba; the Domellys were trying to establish a single 
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farm in a tiny corner of Ontario. The discourses and strategies employed to contain each 

are largely the same- 

Reaney, in his author's note (published both in the text of the collected trïlogy 

and as part of the opening night programme for Sticks und Stones), conveys the play's 

histoncal foundation: "The play is based on the story of an actual family who came out 

fiom Ireland in 1844 to Biddulph Township 18 miles fiom London, Ontario, and were 

nearly annihilated by a secret society formed among their neighbours 36 years latex-" f 1 1). 

Most important to this analysis is Reaney's immediate and clear signal that the play is 

"based on" the Donnelly story. Though painstakingly researched over a lengthy period, 

The Donnellys does not purport merely to document. In particdar, Reaney changes 

many family names, "some . . . for humanitarian reasons" (Noonan 277). Reaney also 

invents a different fate for some of the secondary characters, notably Will Donnelly's 

first love, Maggie (127). Altering the known fate of an histokd model is usually 

performed in the service of reflecting the contemporary climate. Though the historical 

model for a character may not have reached precisely the end that Reaney wrïtes, such 

fates were common enough in the era portrayed, were a facet of the cornmunity being 

reflected on stage. Reaney works in harmony with the general premise quoted earlier 

concerning 'our' uses of history: it is "far better to realize that the past has been always 

altered than to pretend it has always been the same" (Lowenthal41S). 

The Donneliys triloa confonns closely to common practice as outlined in 

Chapter 2, with the initially obvious exception that the protagonist in this case is not a 

single individual but a family. Mr & Mrs Donnelly,' their seven sons, and their visiting 
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niece serve as a group protagonist, as hydra-headed and multi-faceted as the reputation 

their neighbours contrîve for them. Similarly, though various members of the 

community serve as focal points of opposition to the Donnellys, no single individual is 

cast as antagonist. Since the trilogy is a comrnunity story, the development of both 

protagonist and antagonist in such a way is entirely appropriate. 

Another way in which the Donnelly plays do not quite fit the emerging pattem is 

that the family has no consistent support in their community. Usually, even the most 

eccentnc, the most iconoclastic protagonist of English-Canadian historicd drama has 

some support from the surroundhg cornmunity. Not so with the Domellys: even Tom 

Donnelly's blood-brother, Jim Feeney, eventually betrays him (78-9,82,227,264-5). 

The Dounellys have moments in which they seem to be at least as much a part of the 

cornmunity as any other settler (cf- 76-7). In Handc@s-in which foot-stamping and 

hand-clapping are written directly into the script as gestures of opposition to or support 

for the family (294Fthey have neighbours who believe them to be unjustly maligned 

But ultimately they can trust no one outside their own kin. 

Othenvise, the Donnelly plays both continue and advance the emerging pattern of 

comrnon practice. Outsider status is inherited from the political history of Ireland. In 

Tipperary, James Domeliy will not swear allegiance to the Whitefoot secret society and 

is therefore labeled a "bla~Hoot."~ Despite the overtly stated hope of both Donnelly 

parents that Canada will be a place for a new start (20,92), Irish politics follows them to 

Biddulph, and sets the family against the majority of their neighbours (15-6, 50-1,56, 

87). 
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Established authority most immediately issues from those neighbours who fil1 

such local offices as rnagistrate (124), priest (165), and constable (200). The provincial 

justice system also plays a minor role. A political agenda, coupled with high personal 

stakes behind many politicai postures, also infonns the situation (cf. 155). Each of these 

levels of authority and community structure interact, fonning allegiances against the 

Donnellys that are forged from a complex of politicai, social, religious, economic, and 

personal elements. Public motives are fiequently advanced to justi@ the satis@ng of 

private grudges. Also important to the shaping of new boudaries for tragedy is the fact 

that throughout the trilogy authority at its highest remains regional. The highest spiritual 

authority represented in the plays is a bishop, and in the sole scene in which the highest 

secular authority-the Govemor General-appears, he and his wife are descnbed as 

being "in period dress . . . out of the play, both in fact and effect. Perhaps marionettes" 

(65). This is a local story, but the playwright conceives the tragedy as transcending its 

specific setting. 

The foundation of the conflict is simple: the Donnellys refuse to swear allegiance 

to the emerging power structure of the new community. But they also refuse to do as 

some other unwelcome erstwhile neighbours have been made to do. Their refusal to be 

chased out, unlike some earlier unpopular residents, Zeads to violent clashes with those 

power groups in the comrnunity who wish to be rid of the Donnellys. 

However much the essence of the conflict is readily definable, the source of the 

Donnelly charm is more complex. In harmony with established practice, the protagonist 

is made to possess a charisma that sways audiences positively. Part of the Donnelly 
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charisma is developed through the playwrigbt's expressly-stated support for the family. 

While the Donnellys are, in many respects, everything they are accused of being, they are 

clearly cast as the tragic heroes of the trilogy. Reaney overtly expresses his view that the 

Domellys "decided to be Donnellys7'-that is, chose to becorne what everyone already 

said they were-only after considerable losses suffered while tryng to live according to 

the rules their community claimed to embrace (1 1). In other words, Reaney constructs 

the Domellys as acting in self-defence, even if, on occasion, their resulting behaviour 

conforms to a cliché of many cornpetitive sports: the best defence is a good offence. 

Yet another aspect of the Donnelly charm is the extent to which various farnily 

members c o n h  to the stereotype of the 'lovable Irish rogue,' an image which thrives 

in much world literature in English. That generally arneliorative stereotype seems to be 

at work in the presentation of the Donnelly family, particularly as figured in the quick wit 

of Mrs Donnelly (1 3 1 ,2  18) afid the intelligence of Will(124). Reaney fiequently 

dramatizes incidents in which various Donnellys are arrested at public functions, haled 

away fiom the innocent social merriment of dances and wedding receptions. Thus their 

persecutors are made to seem insensitive or even deliberately manipulative, regardless of 

the extent to which the law rnay support their actions. These represent deliberate 

choices for Reaney. The Domeily fmi ly  saga could as easily be toid by casting them as 

principal villains and architects of their own destruction (and indeed was so told before 

Reaney began his research and writing). Suffice it to Say that the playwright is clearly on 

the side of his protagonists, fascinated by their story and its implications for the Canadian 

present, and is convinced of the serious import of the events dramatized. 
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The audience, naturally enough, is encouraged similarly to sympathize with the 

Donnellys as their tragedy unfolds.' In addition to portraying the Domellys as charming 

rogues, Reaney slowly (and usually subtly) weights their anîagonists with pejorative 

value. The law is, in the main, unable to impnson any Domelly for any crime for any 

longer than a few months; Bob, incarcerated for two years, is the sole exception (1 5 1). 

In response to the perceived inefficacy of the law, citizens (including the priest and the 

constable) forrn a vigilante cornmittee. This group manages to profane the Scriptures by 

setting up its "Donnelly Death LotteryY'-Domelly names written on scraps of paper to 

be drawn fiom the Bible (1 77). PoIitics is equdly shallow: Timothy Corcoran, on the 

campaign trail, "manipulates a Puppet version of himself' in giving his speech, and 

cannot speak without prevarication when he is quizzed by Will Donnelly and others 

conceming the stances he will take should he be voted to Parliament (154, 155). 

Even religion prornotes vigilantism instead of charity. One of the Donnellys' few 

staunch supporters, Theresa O'Connor, says that the people who have "taken to hating" 

the Donnellys so much are "church proud" (195). The behaviour of the Church leaders 

shown in the plays seems to confirm that the Church is not helping matters. Father 

Connolly, the new priest irnported to set the district back in order, occupies himself with 

proving "who is the priest of this parish" (216-7) and with raining prophetic (and 

impotent) curses on "the guilty party" (2 l6,248), until he has a crisis of conscience 

about his roIe in the eventual suicide of a young couple whose family religious 

backgrounds admit no possibility of the love the couple insists they share (227-29). His 

Bishop, ostensibly a more benign figure, is nonetheless subtly constnicted by Reaney to 
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bs highly manipulative. He will work to fiee Robert Donnelly early fiom prison, to "give 

this family one more chance" (226-7), but this help is offered on the understanding that 

the next time Corcoran nins for election in the district, he will receive total Donnelly 

voting support (227). The Bishop deals with Father Connolly's crisis of conscience by 

berating him and then physically beating him back to his job (229). On a more subtle 

level, in one passage the Bishop's diction echoes the wording of the gospels used to 

present Satan's temptation of Christ in the wilderness: "let us go up in the tower of my 

cathedral-higher, higher, higher yet till we see?" (220; cf. Luke 4: 1-1 2, Matt. 4: 1-1 1). 

Reaney leaves little doubt that no matter how much the Bishop speaks of wishing to be 

fair to everyone, what he really wishes is to be fair to everyone who conforms to his 

v i e w  of how things should be. Though the Bishop insists that some good "will corne of 

this severitf (229), one is left at the end of the trilogy with the distinct impression that 

any such good, including the existence of the plays themselves, has grown despite the 

Bishop and his ilk and not because of anything such agents of authority have done to 

help. 

Meanwhile, the 'soldiers' of the vigilante cornmittee gamble for Tom Donnelly's 

raiment as part of the plot to fiame the Donnellys and secure cornmunity support for the 

final attack being planned against thern (233). Jim Feeney has betrayed Tom by 

borrowlng clothes from him which he tums over to Carroll's vigilantes. As with the 

account of the Bishop's taking his secretary up to a pinnacle of the temple, so the 

wording of this scene deliberately echoes the biblical narrative of the soldiers casting lots 

for Christ's garments at the foot of the cross (Matt. 27135). Though some might be 
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inclined to suggest that Reaney has crossed into blasphemy by thus associating Tom 

Donnelly with the Saviour, there can be no doubt of the intent underlying such a 

characterization. Equally beyond doubt is the overt echo of Riel. Similar in tone is the 

posthumous memory of Bridget, seeing herself and her murdered cousins ccwalking as in 

a fie? h a c e "  (266), echoing Daniel 3:15-29. It is particularly interesting fiom a 

theological perspective that this final biblical echo should be from the Old Testament. 

The representatives of the Christian New Testament ethic have been decidedly wanting 

throughout the trilogy, and this late image casts the Donnellys as avenged under the old 

dispensation, even if not forgiven by the new. 

The law again shows itself to be both insensitive and iltogical as it pursues the 

arrest of Mrs Donnell y. The charges are patent1 y ridiculous, and overtl y presented as 

such. As Theresa O'Connor twice-states, Mrs Donnelly is "accused al1 the time of doing 

things it would take an athletic hoyden of sixteen al1 her time doing, let alone an old 

woman in her sixties" (200,241). Yet the agents of the law pursue and arrest her at the 

home of her daughter, in front of her grandchildren (244). If picking up Will at his own 

wedding and John in the rnidst'of a dance showed the agents of the law in an unflattering 

light, arresting and handcuffing CCgrandrna" in front of the grandchildren paints the Iaw as 

deliberateiy malign. When she is finally taken, audience sympathy is squarely with her. 

The Donneilys speak what they perceive to be the truth in al1 circumstances. To 

borrow a phrase used in another context in the play, the Donnellys attempt to Wear "one 

face under one hat7' (1 55). This alternative, when compared to the puppetxy of politics, 

the incompetent and insensitive law, and the heartless, manipulative and presumptuous 
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Church, cannot fail to appeal to a contemporary audience. Reaney addresses an audience 

that has seen political, iegal, and ecclesiastical scanda1 aplenty. Late twentieth-century 

scepticism concerning the integrity of our various agencies of established authority 

ensures that the Domellys are received as the honest figures in the trilogy. But there is 

an important distinction between innocence and honesty: no one daims the Domellys are 

innocents. What the Domellys do, typified by James the younger's msault on then- 

constable Berryhill(143-4), is admit to what they have done wrong while steadfastly 

refusing to accept responsibility for wIiat they have not done. 

The Domelly alternative is motivated by perhaps the most fundamental human 

impetus reflected in al1 literature: survival. Ironically, since opinions conceming what is 

essential for human s u ~ k a l  tiequently clash, the survival instinct may impel individuals 

towards choices which bring violence and destruction upon them and threaten their 

survival. The Donnellys believe that staying in Biddulph is essential to their survival. 

Though not welcome in their comrnunity, the Donnetlys have invested enough time and 

energy into their land to make leaving it out of the question. In one sense, the Donnelly 

perspective promotes a community in which a11 folk can CO-exist harmoniously. On the 

larger scale, the Donnelly refusa1 to vacate prornotes the rejection of Old World values 

which are mere baggage, transported fiom 'home' fcp. Davies) and embraced in the New 

World in order to make its strangeness feel more like 'home.' The whole 

BlacldootAWhitefwt controversy hm next to no relevance in Canada, king  rooted almost 

completely in British absentee landlord exploitation of Ireland. Mrs Donnelly States this 

challenge directly, but so early in the first part of the tnlogy that it is easily forgotten 



during the events that follow (1 6-21). 

The potential and attractiveness of the Donnelly alternative are obvious. 

Particularly to a contemporary audience, one inundated with consciousness-raising about 

the harmful effects of racism, prejudice, and narrow-mindedness, the promotion of 

peaceful CO-existence, of throwing off ancient prejudices, and of giving everyone enough 

room to grow at an individual Pace in the wide-open new land of Canada is bound to 

seem attractive. The Domelly refusal to leave Biddulph is, as voiced by Mrs Domelly in 

Reaney7s reconstruction of family dialogue, the essence of what coming to the New 

World was supposed to be about: "We're not there anymore . . . . not an old country, but 

a new country these Canadas. . . . Not in Ireland. No, not there. With old names- 

Blackfoot, Whitefoot, slavery and fear. Here is a new fiddle, . . . and we're fiee as it is to 

play al1 the lunes-' (20-1). Harmonious community, characterized by diverse, Free 

expression, is a consummation devoutly to be mlshed. Even the Donnelly neighbours 

would rather have a peaceful community than a violent one, so much so that Sarah Far1 

(Pat's widow) and Mrs Gallagher turn to Mrs Donnelly for help in stopping Tom 

Cassleigh fkom his torture of Sarah's brother, Donegan (76-7). "Are there no men to stop 

this?" Mrs Donnelly asks; "They're afiaid of Cassleigh," Sarah Far1 responds, "or they 

like watching" (76). That the widow of James Donnelly's victim would tuni to Mrs 

Domelly for assistance at such a moment suggests that, at least in the earhest stages of 

the community's conflict with the Donnellys, the lines of division were not so firmly 

draum as to be uncrossable. 

However, as is the case for virtually every protagonist in contemporary English- 
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Canadian histoncal drama, the Donnelly alternative will cost normative authority dearly. 

Peaceful coexistence involves sloughing off tradition, treating the bits of identity' 

stamped by Europe; embraced by so many as sole guarantors of individual integrity, as 

just so much antique rubbish. It involves letting go of old grudges, and changing the 

public practices of entire families-for example, the rigidity of approach that pushes 

Jerome O7Halloran and Katie Johnson to eventual suicide. It also requires that some of 

those most highly placed in the New World's authority system cede some of their power 

and, harder still, sorne of their claim to property. Authority of a certain kind never enjoys 

criticism, nor will it stand for being challenged in its own spheres. When Norah 

Domelly tells the priest that "there are always two sides to every story," his response is 

blunt, delivered during a segue fiom private visitation to pulpit, suggesting that Father 

Comolly intends his words to be ex cathedra: "There are not always two sides to a story. 

There is one side, mark this, and one side ody" (21 5). Not long after, Mrs Domeily is 

advised by her lawyer that even if she and her husband are speaking the truth about the 

magistrates and their accuser, she should "not even dream of telling them so to their 

faces. . . . [Wlith persons of power it is wise to be discreet" (245). Authority will often 

also stand on ceremony for reasons having little to do with respect for proper hierarchy or 

discretion. Behind al1 the political and religious rhetonc that circles the Donnellys and 

their neighbours, one must also never forget that if the Donnellys do leave, their land is 

there for the taking. 

The current dominant in Biddulph is a conservative political order, largely but not 

solely Protestant. George Stub is an Orangeman, but he backs the Catholic Timothy 
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Corcoran in district elections, while James Donnelly and family, Catholics, support the 

Protestant Grit candidate, Colin Scatcherd. Two of the Donnellys biggest enemies, Stub 

and Cassleigh, nse dunng the course of the plays to become Justices of the Peace. 

Opposition to the Donnellys thus becomes institutional policy. Just as Mrs Donnelly has 

directly voiced early in  stick^ und Stones her belief that Canada should be a place 

allowing a new start and a cutting fiee fiom Irish-English prejudices, so her husband 

States directly late in the play that a principal cause of his unpopularity is his Grit 

politics, his complete refusal to support the dominant Tory agenda (88). Donnelly soon 

reiterates his wife's earlier challenge concerning the fieedom that should be guaranteed 

in Canada: "No, this is a new country we live in, it's not back in the old country we7re 

living. Mrs Donnelly and myself are fiee to do as we please" (91 ). 

The Donnellys are nothing if not plain spoken; that too makes them enemies. Mr 

Donnelly's confrontation with Tom Cassleigh at the conclusion of Slicks and Stones is a 

classic esample: "1 built this road before you were ever heard of or the Fat Woman and 

her husband who got half our farm away fiom us. Before Stub drove out the Af~cans  

and you killed the Englishman, 1 helped make this road with Andy Keefe who you've 

finaIly chased out, to your sharne" (92). These are words guaranteed to inflame the 

temper of a man who has just proudly announced himself ̂ the first Catholic Justice of 

the Peace in this township" (89), and followed that up with "Yes, we want you out of the 

township . . . you Blackfoot face of a dog" (90). Mr Donnelly's behaviour here, of 

reaction not instigation, typifies Reaney's mode of presentation throughout the trilogy. 

The Donnelly habit of violently voicing the tmth as they see it is part of their 
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complexity. Cornpared to their neighbours, the Donnellys are remarkably honest and 

straightforward, yet as the trilogy develops-fiom the time of the burrüng of their bam in 

1 867 onward-the D o ~ e l l y s  are crearly not passive victims of abuse, sitting quietly 

while ruthless and unscrupulous neighbours systematically work violence on them. 

Horses are ridden to exhaustion or mutilated; Donnellys are accused and never cleared 

( 4  1 )  Jim, Tom and Bob Donnelly threaten Frank Walker at his bar with "a scorching 

inside of six weeks" if he will not serve them (143). Intermpted by Constable Berryhill, 

who holds "twelve warrants" for Jim7s arrest, the brothers pursue the officer, tearing 

some of his beard out and pummeling him with Stones (143). Then James takes the 

arrest warrants out of Berryhill's pocket, tears them up, sprinkles them over porridge, and 

feeds them to the Constable. 'Tm only feeding him the ones we didn't do," says James 

when asked why he is doing it at all: "This one here-1' Il eat myself, yes 1 did beat that 

mocer up . . .-' (114). These admissions of guilt demonstrate the complexity of the 
CI 

Donnellys' situation. Midway through Sticks and Stones, Sir Edmund Head, the 

Govemor General, passes opinion on James Sr and the petition made by Mrs Domeily 

for the commuting of his sentence: "1 don't think you can cal1 him innocent. But my 

feelings are . . . that he did not present his part of the story soon enough" (66). It seems a 

characteristic Donnelly pattern throughout the trilogy: initially, silence or evasion is 

prefened to pleading their side of their vanous cases. By the time each accused 

Donnelly reaches the point of speaking his or her version of events, minds have already 

been closed to new evidence. 

The principal reason why the dominant remains dominant in the Donnellys' 
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situation is the cumulative weight of local preference for the status quo. Equally 

important is the fact that the dominant forces are not above using a variety of dubious 

methods to remain dominant, including pseudo-scientific 'offender profiling' of the 

Donnellys, clandestine meetings employed to circumvent due process, and a c t d  

physical violence. While the bureaucratic machinery is manipulated to serve the 

personal interests of those already in power, figures of doubtful qualification such as 

James Carroll are promoted to positions of civic responsibility. 

The concerned citizens' cornmittee, headed by Finnegan-who is in direct 

financial cornpetition with the Donnellys in the local stagecoach business-hires, with 

fown council approval, Hugh McCnmmon, a private detective, to ferret out "the 

perpetrators of certain crimes" (145). Meeting "in camera," as McCrimmon puts it, or, 

in Finnegan7s more direct diction, in "hiding7' (145), the group is told that the Donnellys 

"have done al1 these terrible things and they've been charged, but the constables can't 

arrest them" (146). McCrimmon therefore begins to arrest the Donnellys for trivial 

offences. In disguise, he attempts to infiltrate "the outlaw's nest" (1 47). McCrimmon 

burns a dollar bill in front of ~ o b  Donnelly, finding psychological proof of Bob's 

pyromaniac leanings in his fascination with the sight. The detective tortures the 

"weakest" of the Donnellys' fiiends to obtain "al1 their plans" (149, 150, t SI). When 

McCrimmon's intriguing secures nothing greater than a two-year sentence for any 

Donnelly, he moves on and James Carroll moves in, becoming constable in Lucan and 

stimng Sid Skinner, once jilted in favour of Mike Donnelly, to think of murdering Mike. 

Carroll achially rehearses Skinner in the steps that the ostensibly spontaneous quarrei 
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wiIl follow, and secures for hirn a whole new identity and job to help hirn get away and 

start over (163,164). When the agents of authority follow such courses, it becomes next 

to impossible for audiences to trust anyone claiming to represent law and order. 

The characteristic tensions between public and private versions of the self are 

seen in the differences behveen the Domelly family reputation and the Donnelly family's 

sense of self The children expenence all manner of teasing, and their father's early nin- 

ins with the law become local myth, finding expression in children's playground rhymes 

and the like (70). But at home, the Donnelly children are instructed in catechism (14-5) 

and given examples of their human rights and obligations. Mrs Donnelly demonstrates 

courage and a willingness to place wounded personal feelings second to the communal 

good in her intervention with Cassleigh over his ûeatment of Donegan. She shows 

charity, as recollected by Will in the face of rnob oppression: "My mother's taken the 

hunger off a great rnany of you in days gone by when your parents sent you to our school 

with no lunch" (175). Tom Ryan's recollection of the sentimental Song about "Pa" is set 

in opposition to his own father's perpetual dninken abuse (129ff), fiom which he seeks 

sheiter at the Donnellys- Explaining his choice to his mother, Tom says simply, "there7s 

love there" (132). Even Donnelly violence has its charitable side. Will Farl's 

remembrance of beatings fiorn his father leads him to cal1 the Donnellys &ends because 

they killed his father (133). Their interaction with their cornmunity relentlessly presents 

them with a public version of themselves that conflicts with their domestic self-image. 

Since Reaney fiequently dramatizes Donnelly home-li fe, the audience finds i tsel f 

encountering the public version of the family exactly as the family members themselves 
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encounter it. The discrepancy between the two portraits is always obvious. 

As Reaney puts if the Donnellys "decide to be Donnellys" only at the conclusion 

of Sticks and Srones. To that point, covering the years 1844-1 867, that which the 

community mi@ say is "typical Domelly7' is more myth than reaiity. Yet, as observed 

in the incident with James Jr and Berryhill, Donnelly violence is not entirely mythical. 

As the plays progress and the Donnellys occasionally decide to do what they have already 

been accused and convicted, as it were, of doing in any case, the gap between the 

rnythical and the actual Domellys diminishes. In Reaney's vision, though, that line is 

never wholly erased. ln the other versions of the story, the dividing line disappears. 

The Donnelly trilogy, in hannony with common practice, presents both moderate 

and extreme resistance to the protagonist. In the case of the Domellys, moderate 

resistance takes the form of Iand disputes, claim jumping, forgetful or temptable 

landlords and application of the letter of the law to force land seizures. The debate 

concerning Iand ownership and squatters' rights is not understood in identical terms. 

Whereas landlords such as Grace (40) are concemed with the abstract, monetary value of 

property, the Donnellys are concemed with the practical value of property as a source of 

shelter and basic subsistence. 

Extreme resistance takes the form of violence done to properiy and to person. 

Toward the close of Sticks and Srones, someone b m s  the DomeiIy barn. When genuine 

recourse to the law produces, correctly, minor sentences for minor offences, vigiiantism 

trumps up more serious criminal charges. The final instance of extreme resistance is the 

torture, murder, and buming of the four members of the Donnelly family still resident in 
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their famhouse in February 1880 (251,255,257). Mike has been murdered earlier 

(178), and John is shot later that same nighf mistaken for his brother Will becaus-e he is, 

unexpectedly, spending the night at Will's house (251). Death is a fate cornmon to many 

protagonists in the English-Canadian history play. Just as the Domellys are 

unconventional in -filling the role of protagonist as a group, so do they partly escape that 

cornrnon fate. That some of the Domellys survive is both a mirror of the historical 

events and a fmction of their unusual "farnily-as-protagonist" role. The deaths which 

form part of the histoncal record inform the playwright's sense of the events as tragedy, 

while the historical fact that some Donnellys survived allows the playwright, quite 

literally, to give the family the 1 s t  word. Temporally, the ghosts of the Donnellys 

directly address their present audience at the beginning of Act Three of Handcfls (252- 

55); textually, Pat, Bob, Will, and Jennie place rernembrance stones at the Donnelly 

house site in the fa11 of 1880, surrounded by an abundant crop of wheat (272). 

Reaney's trilogy is founded, appropriately enough, on three basic themes: 

opposition, appellation, and transformation. Pairs of opposites are set in a counterpoint 

that echoes throughout the plays. Also significant is the marner and reasoning behind 

opposition. What one opposes, why one is so opposed, and how one goes about the 

business of indicating one's opposition are concerns of both the Donnellys and their 

sundry antagonists. 

Opposites inform the entire trilogy. Noonan suggests that these include 

"Protestant and Roman Catholic, Grits and Tories, Whitefeet and BlacL*eet, Church and 

State, the Girl with the Sword and the Fat Lady, and the false picture of the Domellys as 
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opposed to the true image of them" (282). The Donnellys sometimes appear admirable 

when their views or motivations are compared to those of their neighbourç- Will 

Donnelly, for instance, wishes to marry for love; in contrat, Mercilla Maguire marries 

George Stub solely for advancement in social standing contingent upon Stub's firture 

political success, and when that success is not forthcoming, leaves him (1 12, 155-6). 

The violent, unprincipled "cripple" is a mode1 of romantic idealism while the 

clergyman's daughter, overtly acbowledging her "depths of meamess" (1 12), is a social 

rnercenary. Similarly, the Domellys shelter Tom Ryan and Will Farl, providing them 

family comfort which the boys do not receive from their own families. Though this 

generosity contradicts the community's image of the family, it too becomes a source for 

further criticism when community members accuse the Donnellys of 'cstealing" these 

lads from their rightful families. However, each boy's perspective on life with his own 

father undermines what might othewise constitute common sense. 

Appellation is foregrounded through one of Reaney's most fiequent devices, the 

choral or individual litany of names-settlers, towns, dates-sometimes recited to link 

scenes and sometimes recited undemeath other components of stage action (23-30,33, 

35,46, 53-4, 68-9, 85, 100-02, 1 17-9, 130,211,219,243,245). The entire trilogy places 

great importance on the act of naming, and the equal importance of accepting (or 

rejecting) one's appellation. Of particular significance is the familiar "sticks and stones" 

rhyme, which, like so much received wisdom in the plays, is interrogated and 

reconsidered. Mrs Donnelly quotes the old saw in an effort to calm her husband after he 

has had a c ~ ~ o n t a t i o n  with Pat Farl over Farl's calling the Domellys "Blackfooti7: 
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"There7s a proverb," Mrs Domelly says, "Yhat sticks and stones may hurt my bones, but 

words mil1 never harm them." Mr Donnelly responds immediately: "Wot true. . . . Not 

true at all. If only he7d hit us with a stone or a stick" (44-45). The name-calling 

aggravates "as if a thousand little tinkly pebbles keep batting up against the windows in 

[the] mind just when it's a house that's about to sleep7' (45-6). Mr Domelly feels, not 

without justification, that words are merely a prelude to sticks and stones, that accepting 

someone else's label is more permanently destructive than any breaks and bruises would 

be. It is this rejection of the proverb that informs Mr Donnelly's decision-making 

throughout the t13ogy. He (and, by extension, his family) prefer physical injury to 

spirit ual sel f-betrayal. 

The final and most important of the three themes, transformation, provides a 

concept for integrating many othenÿise disparate scenes. From the initial emigration to 

the New World to that final transformation which challenges by inescapable inclusion 

every character and every audience member, the plays examine the process by which 

separate threads of lives are entwined until they are knitted together, each transformed 

into something different by interdependence. Early in HundcUft̂ s, the sewing machine is 

called "part of the play's spirit7' (191). Similady, the final major dance sequence repeats 

and blends al1 previous themes (238-9). From the opening strains of "John Barleycom" 

(1 3-1 4) to the final image-"where once there was a house/home, four stones" 

(273 )-the tilogy chronicles the complex interplay of al1 the forces involved in the 

process of becoming, and challenges its audience to acknowledge their complicity in al1 

that has been allowed to be. 
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The very words we use to express our understanding of self and others become 

shifty, untrustworthy-always pointing sornewhere beyond themselves-as the drama 

manifestly interrogates strategies of dramatization. "Show me the scene where 1 liill 

Farl," Mr Domelly shouts at "Mr Showman Murphy" of the travelling rnedicine show 

(48). He proceeds to correct factuai and representational errors in the performance, then 

to re-enact the incident in a form that offers a completely different prelude to Farl's death 

(50-1). The device is repeated (68,79-80, 1024,236) until, eventually, representation 

becomes unmistakably foregrounded as re-presentation, forcing audiences to question al1 

they think they know of history, to confiont the truth that no history is an unmediated 

record of fact. By having the performance interrogate its own performative noms, 

Reaney reminds his audience of the extent to which comprehension of event is linked 

with performance and perception of event (cf. 78,82,99). By the end of Act Two of The 

Sr. h:iclîolus Hotel, the audience is being directly corfionted about its role. Will and the 

Chorus imitate the waming of generations of mothers: "be quiet, or the Black Domellys 

wi11 get you." Will continues, alone: "Isn7t that what most of you in this room think of us 

as being?" forcing the audience (both halfiivay through the play itself and halfway 

through the trilogy) to examine its own assumptions (1 5 8). When the final act of 

Handcuffs begins it is 1974, and the audience is directly confionted by the ghosts of the 

Donnellys. At first these spectres address a representative figure of the present, a young 

drunken tough who has fallen on their gravestone while 'surnmoning' their spirits: "1s it 

too much when the curtain between you and us, between your life and Our life, between 

life and death starts wavering and swaying?" asks the ghost of Mr Domeily (254). 
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Before he can be fieed, the youth rnust 'Tirst d o c k  the handcuffs in ms] mina' (254), 

the conditioning that defines the Donnellys according to stereotype. Finally, together 

with Tom, the Donnelly parents recite îheir history in poetic fom, directly addressing the 

audience : 

look we are everywhere 

In the clouds, in the treebranch, in the puddie, 

There. Here. In your fork. In your minds. 

Your lungs are filled with us, we are the air you breathe (255) 

The scene then cuts directly to the night of the murder with neighbours "watching the 

Donnelly house go up in flames" (255). Each audience member is thus joined to the 

hand that struck the match-spectators at the crime scene. 

It should be obsewed that Reaney rarely has the Donnellys overtly express 

comprehension of the implications of their actions. The family does not generally speak 

in ternis of peaceful CO-existence or of national independence from ancestral heritage. 

They are not theorizing their actions; they simply oc, in accordance with their beliefs. As 

an effective 1 iterary work should do, the play finds its 'universal' in statements of the 

particular that are not understood as universal by the characters invoived, but which 

transcend the specifics of those characters and their drarnatized situations to address the 

separate yet connected realities of a variety of audiences. 

At the same time that James Reaney was immersed in his Domelly research and 

writing, at least three other Donnelly plays were in workshop and production, two of 

which were subsequently published in revised formats following performance of the 
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original scripts. Peter Colley, working with composer Berthold Carrière, created 77ze 

Domellys: a d m a  wÏth music under cornmisiion from Theatre London in 1974. Theatre 

Passe Muraille, under the direction of Paul Thompson, mounted "Them Domellys," also 

in 1974. That script was eventually reworked by Ted Johns into The Dearh of the 

DonneZZys, produced at the Blyth Surnmer Festival in 1979 and published in 1982. 

Remaining unpublished is the sixth Donnelly play of that three-year span, "Boys, You 

Have Done Enough Tonight," written by Hugh Graham and originally produced at Trent 

uni ver si^, Peterborough, again in 1974. The very existence of the play is documented 

only through Colley's citing of it as extant "Additional background" to his version of the 

play. There seems to be no printed text s~rviving.~ 

Each of the extant variations on the Donnelly story remains faithfûl to the general 

outline of events, while choosing to present its protagonists in subtly but also 

sipificantly different manners. Each includes a few rninor characters not found in other 

versions; some character names differ fiom text to text; and each chooses a slightly 

different method of demonstrating its own status as a text of the present interrogating the 

past. Predictably, as both Ted Johns and Peter Colley tell the story in a single play, each 

simplifies or omits steps in the sequence of events upon which Reaney, with a trilogy, 

has time to dweil. In consequence, Reaney's version of the saga, by sheer weight of 

evidence, seems both most thorough and most balance4 more fair to al1 involved-even 

when that fairness might seem unrnerited. 

Colley's Donnellys are as much a mixture of motivations, as multi-faceted as are 

Reaney's. However, Colley relies more on presentation of violent scenes and renders his 
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Donnellys less cleanly, as it were, than Reaney. Like both Reaney before and Johns 

afienvards, Colley takes time to stress in an author's note that his play "does not daim to 

be the exact tmth" (AS). Insisting that "we will never know for sure" whether there was 

justification for the killings, Colley presents his play as "a dramatic representation of the 

way it may have occurred, using as rnuch of the available information as possible" (A5). 

Having thus stressed that he does not clairn to be presenting "exact tmth," Colley 

proceeds to clairn precise documentary authority for "some of the events and dialogue" 

which he  infotms us "are taken directly fiom newspapers and court records of the time" 

(A5). Colley's version of The Donnellys is, then, simultaneously an imagined 

representation of what might have happened and a drarnatization of documentary 

evidence-as far as such exists. These tensions are observable throughout the play- 

Colley employs stock characten more fiequently than does Reaney. He invents 

the garrulous, bibulous Tim Mulligan as a narrational device for centring the whole of 

the play. This choice has both merits and flaws. Given the belvildering variety of events 

and personages dramatized in a11 three versions of the story, audiences might appreciate 

the presence of a unifymg figure whose commentary wiI1 occasionally explain or point in 

the right direction. Mulligan, however, is a comic figure, described as the "Etemally 

d d  Irishrnan," and always playing for laughs (A6). The tragedy of the Donnelly story 

is somewhat undermined by the use of this figure of comic relief as its controlling 

interpreter (A6). When Mulligan sinks to lines like "the seven deadly sons" in describing 

the Donnelly boys (A49), or talks of mixing castor oil with whisky to give you "a better 

mn for your money" (A68), he may get laughs but one wonders to what extent comedy is 
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appropriate. 

Supporting Mulligan in representing the community are two groups of 'general 

citizens,' one female and one male. n i e  women's group is composed of one 'Qery 

pregnant and rather slow-witted" woman, one "old and crotchety," one "Strong minded" 

wrho "Doesn't believe gossip," and one who "Doesn't like the Domellys, and believes 

everything she hears" (A7). These characters meet in sewing circles and speak the mind 

of the town and disîrict (A52ff). Their gossip is somewhat usefûl for conveying 

background details to the audience, while sirnultaneously presenting the range of 

community reaction to escalating local violence. As evils accumulate, hearsay becomes 

positive proof of @lt: "1 was told" is the repeated phrase of the moment (A6 1 n). 

Similarly employed is an aggregation of men, including one "gnimpy old man," an 

c'extremely slow-witted but brutal member of the vigilante committee" (A6), and 

assorted other male stock figures. The presentation of character is handed, as in 

Reaney's trilog, by a small Company of actors, most of whom play a variety of roles. 

Colley seerns to be ttying for a slightly more conventional structure in casting, but the 

result is negIigible. 

Colley also makes more than either Reaney or Johns of the stereotypical division 

between English Protestant and Irish Catholic. While those common pairings of 

nationdity and denomination exist in all versions of the story, Colley simplifies the 

cornplesities underlying Donnelly support for someone such as Colin Scatcherd, for 

example, choosing to present the lines of antagonism drawn as rnuch in black and white 

as they might have been perceived to be in the Tipperary fiom which the Donnellys 
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ernigrated. Colley actually sets the earliest part of his play in Ireland, showing the 

"whiteboys" at work puning pressure on Jim Donnelly (A9-A17). The ~ h i t e f &  

agitation is show by Colley to be the direct cause of the Donnelly7s emigration to 

Canada. Also interesting for its own sake in this Ireland scene is some development of 

the Donnelly parents before their children become part of their thoughts and motivations. 

That is an element not found either in Reaney's trilogy or in Johns' play. 

When the action shifts to Upper Canada, Jirn Donnelly is portrayed as being 

much more aggressive in his pursuit of land than he was by Reaney. Colley's Jim 

Donnelly has had enough of al1 landlords (A19janother interesting piece of his 

character not as clearly seen in any other version, in that, opposed to landlord 

intefierence as he is, he should sympathize entirely with Whitefoot motives, if not 

necessarily with their methods. The consequence of Colley's choice to dramatize 

"whiteboy" scenes in Ireland and to develop Jim Donnelly7s early actions in Canada 

more aggressively is a clearer understanding of why Donnelly wi11 not "kneel" in either 

of the plays. The "whiteboys" are merely using landlord tactics to oppose landlords; Jim 

Domelly refuses to exchange one form of master for another. 

Community tension is clearly signalled from the start. As the Donnellys tq to 

determine who owns the land they propose to squat on, they are told that "Half of 

Lucan's from Tipperary" and that fiom the start of settlement in the township 

"Protestants, Catholics and bastard Blachfeet" have been CO-existing and fighting about 

it (MO). Mrs Donnelly is so unnerved by these early echoes of Tipperary that she asks 

about the possibility of moving elsewhere from the start, but Jim Donnelly will move no 
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fûrther. When Carswell, the owner of the land upon which Domeily has been working 

for some time, shows up to claim rights to his property, the nego-tiation merely alluded to 

by Reaney is dramatized by Colley as intimidation, with Donnelty doing most of the 

threatening. He verbally and physically abuses Carswell, eventually choking him with 

his own collar (AB). "As soon as I earn enough money, 1'11 pay you for the land," 

Donnelly tells Carswell (the same agreement as dramatized by Reaney, but achieved here 

by force), and adds "And you know what711 happen to you if you go running to the Iaw" 

(A23). Reaney's Jim Donnelly is portrayed as a trusting, simple, immigrant farmer 

cheated by a forgetful, avaricious landlord out of half the land he has worked so harà to 

clear. Colley's Jim Donnelly simply sees some land he likes and takes it by force. 

Colley clearly states, through Mulligan, that there will be "no saints" in this story 

(A22). It is in this regard that both he and Johns difFer most fùndarnentally fiom Reaney. 

While it would be unfair to suggest that Reaney perceives the Donnellys as saints, he is 

beyond doubt certain that they have been misjudged and misrepresented, and he directly 

challenges his audiences to confiont their own roles in the perpetuation of the Donnelly 

stereotype. Both Colley and Johns, however, are non-committal on the subject of 

whether or not the Donnellys have been unfairly written into history. Both playwrights 

dramatize conflicts similar to those developed by Reaney, and reach similar endings (in 

part as dictated by the notoriety of their historical model); but neither Colley nor Johns is 

as clearly sympathetic to the Donnellys. Reaney is out to correct perceptions of the 

Donnellys; Colley and Johns seem to wish to do no more than dramatize the vanous 

perceptions. 
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Accordingly, Colley employs more cnidity in diction (cf A26-7, A51, and 

especially the murder scene, A95) and shows directly more violence on stage, some of it 

performed by various Donnellys and some not. All the Donnellys are more cmde than 

they are seen to be in Reaney's hilogy. This difference in portrayal is especially evident 

in Mrs Donnelly, particularly when her husband has his initial confrontation with Pat 

Farrell- She blusters and threatens Farrell just as her husband does-"You3re going to 

wish that you never said that, mister!" (A30)-and calls her sons to watch their father 

"have some fun" fighting (A30j. Though she is soon seen cautioning Jim against M e r  

fighting with Farrell (A33), and fulfilling a role similar to that imagined for her by 

Reaney-making poetic commentary on the significance of the action at major plot 

points (A34-5)-Colleyys Mrs Donnelly is never as admirable a figure as Reaney's 

version of her is. Johns will m e r  coarsen the presentation of the character- 

Colley shows Pat Farrell as directly intervening in the dispute between Donnelly 

and Carswell, not because Farrell wants that land in particular, but because Jim Domeiiy 

is "treacherous" and "a Blackfoot" (A27). The land dispute thus becomes a side-effect 

of the older Irish politicai scene. Farrell convinces Carswell that DomeikyYs promise of 

eventual payment is worthless, and buys the land out from under the Donnellys without 

so much as rnentioning that such negotiations are taking place (A29). When the court 

reviews the transaction and awards half the land to each of the antagonists, Farrell (made 

al1 the more cradcy by the fact that he launched the suit to start wïth) responds with 

endless, agitational public cornplaints about the Domellys (A32). The subsequent killing 

of Farrell thus seems less accidental than Reaney suggests, and less exaggerated by t h e  
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than Johns portrays it to be. M e r  listening to Farrell's incessant grousing through the 

course of the evening (here portrayed as a dance following the barn-raising bee), 

Donnelly loses his temper and threatens to "whip [Farrell] to the edge of the grave" 

(AM). Donnelly also quite overtly 'poises to hit Farrell with the handspike" (A34). 

Whereas Reaney conveys the sense that Jim is literally stmggling to get ccFarl" off his 

back when he stikes (5 l), and Johns (uncharacteristically) suggests that Jim chooses his 

lveapon by pure chance (2)' CoIley here shows Jim Donnelly at the end of an already 

demonstrated short fuse, deliberately choosing to kill Farrell. 

Regardless of the variety of ways in which the killing of FarrellEarl is portrayed, 

the consequences remain the sanie. Colley's use of Jim Donnelly's absence-two years 

spent hiding around the district followed by seven years of irnprisonment-falls 

somewhere between the detail dramatized by Reaney and the almost complete omission 

of these incidents fiorn Johns' presentation. Community voices participate in the search 

for the fugitive, giving the audience their first glimpse of the community in stereotype 

since the Donnellys arrived in Biddulph (A38-40). Similarly, Colley presents Mrs 

Donnelly's petition for the commuting of her husband's sentence, but in less detail than 

Reaney does. Colley chooses to show the incident of Mrs Donnelly's taking the children 

to church to seek syrnpathy for her petition as representative of the entire struggle (A42). 

Restricted by the limitations of trying to write the stoq in a single play, Colley generally 

chooses single illustrative moments of the many steps the story takes; Johns, by contrast, 

omits large quantities of the extant plot, choosing instead to dramatize at length scenes of 

heightened tension between the Donnellys and their opponents. 
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The fmily, in Wiil 's words, "close[s] the ranks" (AM) for safety and awaits the 

end of Jim Domelly's time in prison. Colley's diction in this transitional moment 

continues his generally consistent pattern of steering a rniddle course between Reaney 

and Johns in his portrayal of the family. Will speaks of the family being "fnghtened" but 

never showïng their fear (A44). ColIey, in giving these words to Will, dso  shows more of 

Will Donnelly's reputed refinement of character and mental agility than Johns does. 

Colley shows the Donnelly children keeping themselves to themselves, and growing up 

fast; they grow into their reputations in part because of their perceived need to keep 

themselves safe. While their father is in prison, the children fight in response to insults 

received; sympathy is, at this point, more with the Donnellys than perhaps it will be at 

any other point in the play. Yet as they defend their family narne, the Donnelly chirdren, 

inciuding Will, begin to add to their bad reputation through the increasing use of 

violence (A47). Colley thus establishes the m m e r  by which, according to his reading of 

them, the Donnellys build their bad reputation on the foundations of family loyalty-a 

commonly defended impulse finding expression in increasingly indefensible actions. 

When Will brags of stealing a bottle of whisky "out of old man Thcmpson's 

shed" (AS?) there is nothing in him of the intelligent and creative figure he is often 

described as being. He is just being "a Domeiiy." Soon afier, Will invokes the family's 

negative image to justifi revenge: "Those Ryder boys could club their grandmother to 

death in the constable's office, and we'd get blamed for i t  Let's give them something 

real to cornplain about" (A58). Will's words raise another issue cornmon to d l  

treatments of the story: the extent to which m o u r  is credible and gossip believed. In 
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each of the plays, people tend to believe in the Donnellys' guilf even, sometimes, in the 

face of contradictory evidence (A61). 

Colley presents the rise of the vigilante committee through direct contact between 

the law, represented by Magistrate McLaughlin, and the Church, represented by Father 

~ o m o l l y . ~  McLaughlin directiy States the need for vigilante action and the pnest 

immediately seconds him. There is no hiding the purpose of the group behind less 

precise names. Everyone tells the pnest that the Donnellys are responsible for the 

vanous crimes that have been plaguing the district and he seems to accept that 

information without a moment's hesitation (A62). Colley handles the appointment of 

James Carroll to the position of constable with similar brevity (A63). The most 

important consequence of Colley's choices in this passage is that al1 complexity of 

motivation, al1 uncertainty is erased. There is no subtlety, no moral qualm from anyone 

involved. When Jim Feeheeley (Feeney in Reaney's text, and Pat Ryder in Johns') 

refuses to "swear against" his "best f i e n d  Tom D O M ~ I ~ ~  (A65), James Carroll 

immediately "gruhs Feekeley in un a m  hold. Father ConnoZZy goes on with the book 

He prelends no? to see ~ 7 1 ~ 7 1  Carroll is doing" (A65). As with Johns' treatment of the 

vigilante group, the immediate collusion of Church and law here does not create 

synpathy for the Donnellys in what they find themselves up against but rather the 

impression that al1 participants in the drama are equally reprehensible. 

That said, Colley does appear to make some effort to make the agents of order 

seem worse than the people they are ostensibly trying to control. He does this by having 

his comic relief, Mulligan, interrogated by Constable Carroll (A67-8). Suddenly, the 
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figure whose job it has been throughout the play to Iighten the tension is caught in the 

grip of the tension. His feeble attempts to be non-committal merely get him in more 

trouble. He is in danger of being cut open by Carroll when he manages to extricate 

himself by the simple device of accusing sorneone else (A69). Just before he meets with 

Carroll, Mulligan announces to the audience his intent to have a "deaf spell" for a while, 

to stay away from any apparent involvement with al1 sides (A67). "1 might as well have 

stayed in Tipperary," he laments, reminding the audience of the roots of the dispute and, 

perhaps, suggesting that if the audience reviewed the beginning of the story armed with 

what they now know there might be more sympathy for the Donnellys after al1 (A67). 

This general sense of greater sympathy for the Donnellys is maintained through to 

the end of the play. Though Colley never quite loses sight of the early assertion that the 

play is w3hout saints, he does, as the action moves toward crisis and climax, show most 

of the backstabbing, most of the recriminations, most of the duplicity, and most of the 

worst of the violence as emanating from the vigilante cornmittee and not from the 

Donnellys. Carroll, in particular, is more vulgar in diction, more violent in act as events 

unfold (A76-77). Forma1 authority, as embodied in the judge who h e m  the various cases 

brought against the Domellys, reiterates the view that "there is no doubt they rnake bad 

enemies" (A76). However, in harmony with common practice that portrays the more 

highly placed agents of authority as more benign figures, the judge condernns the 

prosecution for "the number of times [it] has dragged this family into court with just a 

modicum of evidence" (A76). The judge's caution notwithstanding, it is clear to the 

Donnellys that they are losing support: "One by one they've stopped talking to us," says 



Jim. "One by one they've stopped coming around" (A79). 

Colley orchestrates the rnurders, the sundry vigilantes attacking from various 

positions of concealment once Carroll enters, ostensibly on official business. Carroll 

himself strikes the first blow (A93). The action is highly stylized, and is restricted to a 

sudden, intense burst of action which is over in seconds, followed by a fieeze and 

immediate transition to the deposition of Johnny O'Connor, the only witness (A94). 

Colley once more steers a course between Reaney and Johns, dramatizing the violence 

more overtly than the former but for much shorter duration than the latter. The 

playxight intersperses scenes from the rnurders with O'Connor's subsequent trial 

testimony, allovcing the impact of the extreme violence portrayed (the most graphic and 

extreme depiction of any of the tex%) to be ingested by the audience incrementally 

(A95). Once the gang kilk John (as in the other versions of the story, he is mistaken for 

his brother Will, thereby indirectly saving Will's life), the scene returns from the trial to 

the night of the killings as Johnny O'Connor seeks help at a neighbouring farm. 

Colley adds one other scene that neither Reaney nor Johns develops. M e r  the 

reporters from London and Toronto ask the basic questions, and through MuIligan, the 

legend in al1 its exaggeration begins to swell, the audience is s h o w  the vigilante group's 

principal agents celebrating the killings (A100-01). They laugh and remind each other of 

the more gxuesorne details, shouting "We'll be heroes yet!" (A100). But they are overtly 

rejected by their fellow townspeople, who make a point of snubbing them, tuming away 

and "'remuining nzolionless on stage7* (Al 01). nie play by now has become wholly 

supportive of the Donnellys, showing al1 other levels of the town to be riddled with 
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hpocrisy. 

As Colley's play winds to a close, Wi!l attempts to investigate what happened to 

his farnily, but meets only wlth ''1 saw nothing" / "1 heard nothing" / "1 know nothing" 

(Al 03). Father Connolly, who was present at the founding of the vigilante cornmittee, 

swears in court that it "was already in existence," that he "did not instigate -it" (A1 03). 

The scene shifis fiom wimess box to pulpit and, as Father Comolly, in tears, delivers his 

funeral oration, the scene fieezes and Mulligan comments: "There was more than a few 

in that house of God that day wishing them etemal tonnent between the lines of the 

Lord's Prayer" (A105). Will attempts to make the law for once serve him rather than 

pursue him, but the jury returns a "not guilty" verdict and, in harmony wïth the historical 

record, no forma1 responsibility for the crime is ever dechred. As one of the community 

men tells a reporter, "the murderers are the most respectable men in the township, good 

farmers and honest men. But they had to do it-there was no other way" (AIOO). 

Respectability seems decidedly tawdry as Will declares himself "too tired to fight any 

more," and the cast as a whole closes the play in a Song about how "the legend of the 

Donnellys / Has only just begun" (Al06). 

Colley moves fiom an initial non-committal attitude toward the Donnellys, 

through a gradua1 shifting of support for them, to a conclusion which, if not tnimpeting 

their cause (as Reaney might fairly be said to be doing), is at least challenging to any 

settled perceptions the audience might have managed to cling to by shutting its eyes to 

the brutality of the murder sequence. Colley's version of the story is problematic in that 

it is neither as aggressively positive as Reaney's nor as neutral as Johns'. Colley seems 
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to have difficulty deciding precisely what his stance is. Zn that respect, his play may at 

least be granted the recognition of being called honest. It is a rendition of the story 

which accurately evokes the emotions likely felt by many, both at the time of the events 

portrayed and in years since, when trying to comprehend what went wrong and who was 

responsible. In that way, Colley's play fulfills, more clearty than does Johns', the 

didactic function that so fiequently figures in the English-Canadian history play. The 

DonnelIys: u dramu wzth music does not overtly teach a specific lesson so much as 

rernind its audiences of the need to interrogate the lessons they have already been taught. 

The final published version of the Donnelly tale, The Deafh offhe Donnellys, 

takes a different approach to the events as reconfigured by either Reaney or Colley. In 

his author% note, Ted Johns voices the intent to present neither history nor documentary 

but "a study in law" through the dramatization-the laws of farnily, of society, and of 

God (iii). Among the devices unique to Johns' version is the presence in the cast of 

"Uncle Orlo," who passes on to his own descendants the tales of "Grampa Kelly" (2) 

conceming the Donnellys. Johns names these minor characters afier the two principal 

authors of historical studies of the Donnellys, Thomas P. Kelley and Or10 Miller. 

Kelley's The BIuck Donnellys ( 1  954) and its successor, Vengeance of the Black 

Donne/[vs ( 1  962), are, it is generally felt, anything but unrnediated tnith. Kelley's 

version of the historical record is sensationalized and exaggerated, perhaps more 

fictional than the plays. Miller's The Donnellys Musr Die (1967) is usually considered a 

balanced corrective to Kelley's excesses. 

Accordingly, Johns has Uncle Or10 establish the tale, including the habit of 
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exaggeration surrounding al1 versions of the Donnelly legend. 7ne Deuth ofthe 

Donneli'ys begins with the confrontation between Jim Donnelly and Pat Farrell (Farl, in 

Reaney's trilogy) at the neighbourhood barn-raising. Johns relegates the whoie of the 

Irish background to occasional mention in passing (1-2), an4 like Reaney, confronts the 

audience with reminders that the tale they are about to see is a construct. However, 

whereas Reaney intersperses throughout his trilogy reminders that the story has on 

occasion been exaggerated and altered to make a good tale more fun in the telling, Johns 

uses a prologue to present a single reminder of the re-presented and exaggerated nature 

of the materials in the play. The rnythic aggrandizing of detail, the inflating of al1 

possible extremes, the accretion of data subsequent to the events dramatized are al1 

shom through Uncle Orlo's presentation of this first moment in which James Donrielly 

runs fou1 of the law. The fight between Domeliy and Farrell is first shown as "Realistic 

Fight" ( 1 4 ,  taking 14 Iines of text, most of it stage direction, then as "Mythic Fighf' (2- 

4), which fills most of two pages. The mythic fi ght-the fighters played by two women, 

each mounted on the shoulders of a male actor-features inarticulate gnints of rage in 

place of dialogue between the combatants. In addition to muffling dialogue and 

esaggerating the size of the cornbatants, Johns equally distorts peripheral actions in the 

scene: Donnelly and Farrell, "doing al1 kinds of hard drinking" (2), guule fiom 

washtubs: and the hand-spike with which Donnelly kills Farrell is a "five foot two-by- 

four'' (3). The whole scene is narrated by Uncle Orlo, whose reporting is imprecise: "So 

Donnelly says something to Farrell. . . . And Farrell says something back to Domelly. . . . 

Then Donnelly said something morse to Farrell" (2-3). The combined effect of these 
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devices is to foregound the reported, re-presented, filtered, exaggerated nature of the 

story with which most of the audience is familiar, to stress the distance that already exists 

betsveen the events, the recording of those events, and contemporary perception of those 

events through narration. Also stressed is the relative simplicity of what 'actuaiIy 

happened' in cornparison to the complexity of what has been subsequently made of it- 

In general, both Johns and Colley simplify. One of the most significant examples 

in Johns' play is the petition of Mrs Donnelly to have her husband's death sentence 

commuted. Whereas Reaney presents the sequence at 1 ength, showing Mrs Donne11 y 

struggling up and down the roads of the county seeking signatures on her petition (in a 

manner reniniscent of Laura Secord's joumey, though, of course, in keeping with the 

major alteration that Reaney's plays make to the genre, in service of a personal goal, not 

a communal one), Johns elides the whole episode, covering the petition and comrnuting 

of sentence in a single paragraph of narration fiom Uncle Orlo. 

The remainder of the farnily is presented to the audience in a sequence of 

rhyming verses, set against the rhythrns of a step dance, which quickly draws lines of 

antagonism between the towm and the Donnellys: "On t h i s  side's Lucan - over there, 

them Donnellvs" (4). As in Reaney's trilogy, the Donnellys are allowed to voice theu 

o\*n version of events, here surnmarized by Mrs Donneliy as "A couple of thugs we'd 

like to name" and her husband's addition, "'Twas them not us should take the blame" 

(4). Similarly established is Will's relationship with Maggie (here Thornpson), the 

eventual death of John Domelly, and the characters of the most aggressive of the 

brothers, Bob and Tom (5 ) .  
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The effect of such a quick rhyrning summary, accompanied by the patterns of the 

dance and the energy of the "crowd reactiod' (a repeated stage direction), is to highlight 

both the variety of information that any attempt to comprehend the story must corne to 

terms with and the sense of repetition and rhythm in the events. The rhyme lightens the 

tone of the opening, and is perhaps intended to counter the likelihood that at least some 

of any audience \vil1 expect al1 the worst they have heard about the Donnellys to be the 

tnith. Tt also diminishes the seriousness of the violence involved. Johns' prologue seerns 

to try to invite without ovenvhelming the audience, but may, by its light-hearted tone, 

undemine the tragic impact of the story. The presentation is reminiscent of the 

medicine show as mocked by Reaney, and although Johns bas overtly recognized the 

problems inherent in re-narration of the events through his "mythic fight" scene, he has 

not entirely avoided those problems himself. 

The play begins with that ground and tone established. Act One opens with Mr 

Donnelly's evasion of arrest and the struggle of Mrs Donnelly to raise the eight children 

in his absence. This material is also covered in brief representative scenes, Mr Donnelly 

singing his tale in the form of a prison blues intercut with dialogue between Mrs 

Domelly and her increasingly rambunctious sons. Johns continues to stress the 

humourous possibilities of the story, first showing Mr Donnelly unable to identiQ which 

son is which upon his return fiom seven years in prison (8-9), then pitting him in a match 

with "the one man who can really beat mm]" (9), his son Tom. However, the friendly 

fight almost gets out of control; Tom is embarrassed to discover himself "shaking F is  

fatfier] like a rat7' (9). Lightness of tone is maintained by Mr Domeily's praise of his 
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son's pugilistic abilities, but a hint of uncontrollable rage is present. It will be a keynote 

for Johns' portraya1 of the Domellys throughout: they are subject to losing sight of the 

specifics of their circumstances and to over-reacting It is a different view than that 

developed by Reaney, who usually presents dl Donnelly excesses as eitber reactions to 

excesses performed against them or as not performed by the Donnellys at all. 

An important action for contemporary audiences is Mr Donnelly's repeated 

attempting to discipline his boys. Act 1 ,  scene 3, part 1 is titled 'Tamily Court, Belt 

Scene" and, not surpnsingly, Mr D o ~ e i i y  uses violence and force to curb the behaviour 

of his sons. Though Mr Donnelly is atternpting to bnng his wayward lads under control, 

to stop them from their pranks, contemporary audiences will immediately perceive his 

solution as part of the problem. Of equal importance to Johns' general characterization 

of the family is his suggestion that Bob and Tom actually ore responsible for the various 

incidents of barroorn brawling and horses being taken out of neighbourinç barns at night 

and ridden to exhaustion (14). Reaney's Donnellys are accused of such things, but rarely 

shown directly to be responsible for them; by contrast, Johns makes clear quite early that 

the Donnelly sons are oflen guilty as charged and that violence is the nom for both 

recreation and correction in this farnily court. 

Another variation fiom Reaney's method is that Johns presents Mr Donnelly as 

the voice of reason and the one who reminds his family of the stakes involved. It is 

James Donnelly who reminds the boys of what they al1 might lose as a consequence of 

their shenanigans: "We came to this country because there Las land. Now we're not 

going to lose that land. We're not going to throw it awav on court costs and lawyers' fees - 
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and bails and bonds and fines. We're not going to & it over something as snipid as 

twenty dollan worth of stamps" (17). Mrs Donnelly, in Johns' version, is much less 

intelligent and rnuch less channing. It is she, for instance, who proudly stresses the boys' 

fighting abilities (9). Though Mrs Donnelly reads the future in tea leaves (21), she is 

often unable or unnllling to speak what she sees; "oh, never mind" becomes a favourite 

phrase. Thus, while she appears to have knowledge she also appears to be incapable of 

using it, in complete contrast to her portrayal in Reaney's trilogy as the unflagging agent 

of ensr= who holds the family together. 

Equally different in presentation is Maggie. In Reaney's St. Nicholas HoreL 

Will's first love is a sheltered girl, loyal to her father, giving him al1 the money she earns 

as a servant. witing gentle and touching love letters to Will and exchanging them by al1 

manner of subtefige. Maggie's father al1 but imprisons her, his hatred of the Donneltys 

painted as blind prejudice. In The Death of the Donnellys, Maggie is part of Will's 

"Hellin' Around" (as Act One, Scene Two is titled), pretending to be William Porte's 

u-ife, injured in a stage accident, so that the lads can get into Porte's brandy supplies- 

supposedly to aid the victim's recovery (12). When Porte discovers the deception, 

Maggie brazenly kisses him, saying "I won't tell if you don't" (13), and then promptly 

answers Porte's wife, who is inquiring about Porte's whereabouts, mlth "He's kissing 

me" (1 3). As Maggïe rnakes her escape, Porte calls afier her "You young she-devil" 

(1 3). Tt is a fair description of Maggie as Johns renders her. Her eventual separation fiom 

Will is not, as in Reaney's play, at her father's instigation; nor is Maggie incarcerated in 

a convent as she is in Reaney's version (where she dies, a tragic, lonely, symbolic figure). 
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Instead, she is furious at Will's assorted unfulfilled promises of wealth, his promised 

"coach and six white horses" thundering down the road (20). Will says "You711 have it 

all, Maggie. You'll have the world" (20); but when he fails to make it reality, and 

mismanages their plans to elope, Maggie castigates hirn: "You, who were going to take 

me out of this heI1-hole, you have dug the pit deeper7' (34). Will's apologctic 

reaction-73s ain't the way 1 planned it, Maggie7' (34)-is met by the blunt rejoinder, 

"Tell it to your wife. But don't tell it to me" (34). Later, as the vigilante cornmittee 

forms and chooses a new constable, Kennedy is rejected because his sister Nom is Will 

Donnelly7s wife (59). "Whatever happened to Maggie?" asks Porte (59). There is no 

expianation. The portraya1 of Maggie as more mercenary and Will as vaguely 

inarticulate contrasts completely with Reaney's vision of the tragic, forced end to the 

romance, and of WiIl as the most expressive and articulate of the Donnelly farnily- These 

differences are an important reminder of the extent to which al1 the plays are bused on 

the Donnelly story, a reminder that the events of our history are less significant than our 

perception and representation of those events. 

In general, Johns portrays al1 characters as rough and ready sorts- On the way to 

the "chivaree," the Donnellys and Pat Ryder steaI the town beH. They are, at first, 

challenged by William Porte, but in the space of a few seconds he grows sentimental 

about his own first night as a mamed man and is soon encouraging the lads to "Take the 

bell. Take the wheelbarrow. Take the whole town for al1 1 care" (24). During the 

chivaree sequence itself (Act 1, Scene 7) even the bride is loud and aggressive, 

confionting her father-in-law with vitriolic rage and dismissing him with "if you ever 
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want to see your gandchîldren and bounce them on your knee, get up on your hind legs 

and walk" (32). Will Domelly dispIays next to nothing of the intelligence and erudition 

with which Reaney invests him. Though Maggie says he "belongs in the council 

chambers of the world" (32), there is no evidence to support such a claim. Will forgets 

his own elopement plans in the fiin of the chivaree and, rejected by Maggie, staggering 

dru&, he fiddles while his brother Bob smashes their fiend, Kennedy, with a two-by- 

four (35). 

In Johns' version, the Domellys resort more quickIy to overt and intense acts of 

violence. Bob's 'disciplining' of Kennedy in the chivaree scene is typical. The 

accusation of mutiIating horses, flatly refuted in Reaney's tex& is not only here confessed 

by Bob but even signed, d e r  a fashion: 

Well I went down to Flannigan7s stables 

And 1 went in beside his horses 

And 1 opened their mouths 

And 1 reached inside 

And 1 grabbed their tongues 

And 1 pulled them out 

And 1 cut the tongues out of every one of Flannigads horses! 

And 1 nailed them up on the wall. 

And 1 spelt T-O-M. (46) 

Later, at the Ryder wedding, Will resists arrest by hmeeing Constable Everett in the 

crotch after mocking him with genteel show (53). Bob and Tom join the fiay, Bob 
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holding the constable upright following Will's knee in the groin so that Tom can kick 

Everett in the face (53). 

Johns, unlike Reaney, is not so much rehabilitating the Donnelly reputation as he 

is showing that al1 of those involved were equally prone to violent action, premeditated 

or othenvise. In that regard, Johns actually swings away h m  common practice to a 

oreater degree than either Reaney or Colley. Johns' Donnellys present neither a 
CI 

demonstrable alternative to normative authority, nor any particular charisma. Johns 

seems content, despite his stated intent to produce "a study in law" (iii), to present action 

for its own sake, to tell the story because it is an exciting story. For example, though the 

play purports to "study" law' the attempts of va.rious antagonists to oppose the Donnellys 

via Iegal proceedings is conveyed only briefly, and in song-a single character using a 

"blues'- format. The second chorus of the 'Court Blues' aptly summarizes Johns' general 

approach: "Great recreation / Good participation / Family entertainment" (54). A 

didactic purpose is not immediately evident, and is, even where discemible, at best 

secondas. in emphasis to the entertainment value of the show. 

Porte chairs the vigilante group and keeps a record of al1 proceedings in his book 

(57,59).  The first order of business is to replace Everett as constable. James Carroll, 

alluded to in the court Song, is hired as a virtual unknown; his connection to the Farrell 

(Farl) family goes unmentioned (62). The change in constables is called for because 

Constable Everett has been too zealous in pursuing his duties, in the course of which he 

has imprisoned Porte ovemight to sober him up (57). The new constable, it is felt, 

should be Catholic because 'this new man has gotta get along with Father Connolly" 
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(6 1 ). This first mention of Father Connolly in the Johns version immediateiy links hirn 

wïth the vigilantes. He is described in terms that even the Protestants respect; he'is a 

man who can accomplish great things, someone "who will do his duty, corne what may" 

(62). Such rhetoric of fidelity to duty will excuse much rigidity of approach, and even 

some criminal behaviour, as the play progresses. 

Common to al1 versions of the story is Carroll's method of employing torture to 

secure anti-Donnelly testimony. But, just as Johns' Donnellys are prone to more intense 

violence, so the description and staging of the violence performed by their antagonists 

are more explicit and brutal. In The Deatlz ofrhe Donneh'ys it is Pat Ryder who fills the 

role of the Donnellys' betrayer. He is strung up by his thumbs, then jerked up and down 

by Carroll's men (75). Pat refuses to CO-operate, so Carroll leaves him suspended by his 

thurnbs and grabs him by the shirt fiont, shalcing him until finally Pat says what Carroll 

wants to hear and promptly passes out (76). 

Much is elided in Johns' version of the stoty. The shift of loyalties that turns 

some former fnends into enemies of the Donnellys is abruptly displayed through the 

figure of Grouchie Ryder, whose change of heart is hasty, and based on circumstantial 

evidence (67). Sirnilarly, the deaths of James Jr and Mike are mentioned in passing after 

the fact, alluded to only as exarnples of how neighbourhood gossip surrounds the 

Donnellp and distorts facts (67). There is no Johnny O'Connor to witness the final 

slaughter: Johns shows the whole murder in al1 its gory glory directly to the audience, in 

highly svlized experimentation with freezes, double- and single-speed action, and 

passages rendered in naturalistic mode, al1 j uxtaposed (8 1). 
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With so much of the story appearing in truncated fom, or altogether missing, the 

depth and complexity of audience engagement, wïth either the Donnellys or rnerely with 

their story, c m o t  be as full. The audience may welI feel that the best solution to 

Biddulph7s problems is to have al1 these people, Domellys and their enemies alike, nui 

out of town. Mrs Domeily tells Will that Father Connolly's agitation is "the stuffthey 

want to hear . . . . They7re sick of this world- They want a better one. For them, the 

quickest route to paradise is a pitch-fork through your back" (71). When Will responds 

disparagingly, Mrs Dometly confirms audience suspicions that we are meant to see al1 

participants as equally wrong: "You're as bad as Father Connelly [sic]. You could 

change places with him, no one'd know the difference . . ." (72). 

Ironically, it is the Donnellys who rnake an overture to end the fighting. As in 

other versions, the fact that each participant's story is in some way bizarre is overtly 

recognized in dialogue. Here, Wili Donnelly shows the only flash in the entirety of the 

play of the character and intelligence he is reputed to possess: 

Kennedy: I f  there was any other way to end these troubles, we 

wouldn't be standin' here today. 

Will: If that's the truth, Kennedy. If that's the truth, (puts down 

gun) then shake my hand and search whatever you can End. 

Kennedy: What? (retreats) 

Grouchie: Leave him alone, Will. 

Will: It's time we saw each other for the men we are. 

William: Are you crazy? 



Will : 

Kennedy: 

Will: 

Kennedy: 

Wi11: 
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No crazier than this world is gettin'. No crazïer than men 

who burst into a woman's houe, stare at her, and scare her, 

and tell her to get out. 

We were waming her, the way we're waming you. We're 

saying things have got to get better or they're -goma get 

worse. 

Well, 1 Say the place to start is here. 1 Say shake hands and 

start again. (waits) 

1 can't. 

John. Corne on. We're wïthin a haïr's breadth of 

something really important here. Can't you see that? (73) 

Kennedy refuses the peace overture. Will promptly says, "You missed a chance to see 

the Donnellys on a good day. Now you're gonna iee them on a bad" (74). The audience 

is immediately forced to reconsider Will's pacifist stance in the previous scene. 

Johns conforms to habitua1 practice in his conclusion. Though characters have 

been combined at some earlier points in the story, and though much has been omitted, 

the deaths of the Donnellys are dramatized in accordance with the historical record. Will 

remains alive and it falls to him to state the overt theme in conclusion. But the audience 

has not been prepared by his earlier appearances for the poetic quality his final words 

assume. Regrettably, it seems fairly clear that the last thing the audience sees and hears 

in the play is not the character reacting to his farnily's tragedy, but his author using the 

character as a mouthpiece. 



This butchery. This maddened beast of death. Let it stand. 

Let it stand. 

Let it be a measure of how far we are from heaven. 

How close we are to hell. (85) 

It seerns clear that Johns, in moving through the laws of family and society to end with 

the laws of God, intends his audiences to see al1 participants in the drama as equally 

blarneworthy, equally flawed, equally responsible. Only in this final scene does the 

audience get a clear sense of didactic purpose in the play. Whereas Reaney suggests to 

his audience that we are al1 responsible for our own Donnellys, Johns suggests that we 

ure al1 Donnellys-that what we have seen should remind us of our humanity and of how 

far that humanity has fallen from the spiritual ideals which it was ostensibly created to 

embody. Regrettably, Johns' choices in dramatization are not as praiseworthy as the 

thematic intention for which he makes those choices. 

The major challenge presented to audiences by the DonneHy story, in al1 its 

variations, is a profound and simple one: to every audience member, the plays suggest 

that sorne of our ancestors rnight have violated just about al1 of the ten comrnandments in 

the name of order and of God. State apparatuses are inflamrnatory rather than palliative 

in their effect; the Church hides behind itself, using its reputation to avoid taking helpfül 

action; the legal system coerces CO-operation; the forces of order (as in parts of Riel) are 

dmnk and disorderly. Our sense of self as Canadians, di~~nguishable from our southem 

neighbours by our love for peace and order, is challenged; the vanous barn-buming 

incidents display Ontario in images directly comparable to Faulknerian Mississippi. In 



Reaney's trilogy, even the stage directions cast the audience as complicit with the 

disruptive forces; characters associated with repressive strategies of control sometimes 

exit into the audience (cf 152). 

The Donnelly saga also presents challenges to critical response, especially in the 

area of dramatic form. Reaney's Donnelly trilogy is the most unconventional of the three 

approaches to the story, both in its structure and its expression. Stage directions 

sometimes indicate uncertainty about what should be happening on stage, or incomplete 

comprehension of how a certain desired effect should be made to happen (cf. 57,72). 

The scripts emphasize the work that both actors and audiences must do in assembling the 

story They draw attention to gaps, uncertainties, and inconsistencies, as when a tnunpet 

is used in place of the words of an argument, both suggesting the shidency of the 
- 

exchange and dernanding that the audience imaginatively complete the sense of the 

argument (1 38). Props change their h c t i o n ,  evolving symbolic meaning as the plays 

unfold, as in the case of Will Donnelly's fiddle, sometimes a real instrument, sometimes 

merely sticks held together. Will even speaks with the fiddle, in one of several instances 

in which music replaces words (1 15). A small handful of actors portrays an entire 

community; charucters (Le. not rnereiy the actors but also the people they portray) are 

aware of themselves as participants in a play, aware of the end of the story toward which 

they work, as in Mr Donnelly's much-quoted line "I'm not in hell for I'm in a play" (81- 

2), or in John Domeily's description of his own death and autopsy (199,250). Reaney's 

plays are also dramatic poems, their Ianguage at once literal and highly figurative. An 

important example is the use of "crossings'' (1 6 l j l i teral ly intersections of road and 
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rail, but by extension interactions between characters, as well as methods of opposition, 

including (fiequently in these plays) many exariiples of 'double crossing.' The subject of 

the plays is brutally realistic, yet sometimes that violent reality is conveyed in distanced 

abstraction. In brief, the trilogy resists easy classification, and furthers the challenges 

made across world drama fn the later twentieth century to definitions of what constitutes 

a fit subject for tragedy. Colley and Johns are less experimental than is Reaney, but each 

author presents his story in highly syrnbolic, representational style, calling for a 

flexibility in both actors and audience in receiving and reconstructing the story. 

In extending the boundaries of what can be considered tragedy, Reaney's 

Domelly trilogy represents the next major evofution in the English-Canadian historical 

play afier Riel. Louis Riel, for al1 that he was clearly an individual in conflict witb a 

system, kvas also an individual understood to be representing many others. Riel kvas an 

MP, a political leader, and a spokesperson for the Metis nation. No matter what his 

persona1 stake might have been, most of the actions which render Riel so large in the 

Canadian consciousness are undertaken in a public cause. The Donnellys were not trying 

to make a nation or a province, just a farm. They do not speak for al1 expatriate Irish, 

just for thernsehes. They do not send one of their number to Ottawa. They just want to 

make a success of the farrn they have already done so much of the cultivating work on, 

and they refuse to be bullied by neighbours into taking the easy way out. Reaney's 

Donnellys expand the canvas of the English-Canadian history play, by allowing the most 

local of situations to be treated as tragedy. 



Chapter Three 

Our Home And Native Land 

Of al1 the major subjects for English-Canadian historical drama, the exploration 

of how aniving Europeans dealt with the aboriginal population of an 'uninhabited' land 

is perhaps the most controversial. The Europeadaboriginal collision has been examined 

by descendants of both sides, a situation unique among the van'ous subjects for historical 

plays here under study. The Donnellys, for instance, did not, in their own time or via 

direct descendants in ours, get to write their version of their story for the stage. By 

contrast, First Nations' playwrights such as Daniel David Moses and Tornson Highway 

address the abori$nal/settler issue infonned by both contemporary cultural practice and 

by Native traditions and perspectives, writing at once fiom emergent and residual 

cultural positions. Dramatic treatment of how the Founding Nations interacted with the 

First Nations is simultaneously of immense significance to comprehension of a Canadian 

past and a major concern in the Canadian present. 

In the cases treated previously in this study, as well as in most of those to follow: 

the English-Canadian historical play is written either by a descendant of the group which 

constituted normative authority in the era of its subject, or by a detached observer with 

no direct comection to either side of the confIicts pomayed. It is fair to Say that each 

playwight is at least indirectly a descendant of the 'winning side,' since even those who 

have no direct personal, familial, or professional connection with their subjects live in 

the society that has evolved as a consequence of normative authonty maintaining its 

dominance over the alternative strategies voiced or acted by the es-centrics of our past. 
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Thus there is, in many contemporary texts, a sense of expiation built into the thematic 

imperative that contemporary audiences should confkont options-not followed in OUT 

collective past, and should at least examine what there may be to learn from those 

previously rejected options. Frequently, then, the English-Canadian history play 

constitutes, in addition to an effort to educate the present, also an apology to the p s t .  

For the first time in this study, however, we will also see the English-Canadian history 

play as written from the perspective of descendants of the 'antagonist,' a text which does 

not make apology so much as demand it. 

The English-Canadian historical play which deals with questions of interaction 

between European immigrants and aboriginal North Amencans may also differ fiom 

other EngI ish-Canadian historical dramas in one other major respect. Whereas in most 

texts classifiable as English-Canadian historical plays the protagonist enters into confiict 

with agents of established authority and is, to a greater or iesser degree, excluded or 

silenceci by those agents, in the 'native play' the protagonist may be an agent of 

normative authority. The process of confrontation and realization is not necessarily 

centred in an individual (like Riel) or a group (like the Domellys) opposing a hierarchy 

of authority imposed by an external agency. Instead, a principal source of conflict in the 

'native play' is the slow realization on the part of a representative of that extemal agent 

or agency that the antagonist is no! the native people, but rather the machines. of the 

establishment to which the protagonist belongs. The greatest challenge of the 'native 

pIay,' both to character and to audience, devolves from a conscious apprehension of 

complicity: "we have met the enemy," as it were, "and he is us." 
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Methods of dramatizing the confiict between the Founding and the First Nations 

are diverse. Michael Cook's On the Rim of the Curve (1970, 1979) and Geoffrey Ursell's 

77ze Runnzng of rhe Deer (1 981) examine extremes of confrontation in the past, as 

epitomized by the plight of the Beothuk trïbe in eady nineteenth-century Newfoundland. 
- 

Sharon Pollock's Walsh (1 973) and Herschel Hardin' s The Great Wme of CivzZization 

(1 976) focus on choices and their immediate consequences to both sides in the era 

dramatized. Reference to Walsh and Dze Great Vme ofCivilimion aIso retunis this 

study to one of its foundational premises: the importance of considering the 

dramatization of historical events occurring outside Canada's borders. Both plays focus 

on conflicts between aboriginal and white populations in the North-Amerkan West of 

the later nineteenth centuq-. In each text, action crosses the border between Canada and 

the United States: in Hardin's play the main action takes place in the Arnerican West, 

~vhile in Pollock's, though the setting is Canadian,'the main elernents of conflict and 

complication are international. Finally, while most plays in this subgenre address to 

some ex7ent both the initial confIicts and confiontational politics of the settlement period 

and the contemporary consequences of past actions, occasionally a text will treat both 

aspects equally. Daniel David Moses' AZmighty Voice and his W f e  (1 99 1, 1992) 

successfully examines both choices then and consequences now, striking an equal 

balance of attention to both. 

The extinguishing of an aboriginal people constitutes the most extreme 

consequence of collision between the Old World and the ostensibly New. History gives 

us the incontrovertible fact that the Reothuk, who once thrived in and around 
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Ne\.foundland and Labrador, began to decline following their first contact with 

European settlers and, by the end of the 1820s, were extinct. The fact of their extinction 

is incontrovertible. Controversy concerning the cause of their extinction, the 

responsibility for the complete eradication of a whole population, and the contemporary 

obligations arising frorn that histoncal reality rages. From one perspective, the Beothuk 

were hunted to extinction by ruthless European invaders who saw the natives as an 

impediment to their use of the island's natural resources. From another, the Beothuk 

were unforninate victims of circumstance. Alteration in the migratory routes of the 

caribou, the principal source of food and clothing for the aboriginals, forced the Beothuk 

to alter their own habit of remaining inland, away from the amving colonists. Inevitably, 

once the Beothuk emerged from the interior, confiict ensued. Some wiiters have 

portrayed that conflict as the tragedy of two groups of people, each with sirnilar goals 

and intentions, fnstrated to violence by an incapacity to cornrnunicate.' m e r s  have 

suggested that the European setîlers did bear responsibility for the exhnction of the 

native peoples, not because they actively hunted the tribe to extinction but because, by 

competing with the tribe for natural resources, the Europeans exhausted the available 

resource base. Simultaneously, the introduction of European viruses to the local 

environment attacked the Beothuk immune system with terrible force. This factor also 

accelerated the process of irreversible decline.' 

Arguably, neither Cook nor Ursell is interested in dramatizing the @Il complexity 

of the 'truth.' What seems to drive both On the Rim of the Curve and The Running of the 

Deer is an impulse to romanticize the Native peoples while expanding on the faults of 
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the invaders. It is important to note that exaggeration ofstereotypes in a direction 

opposing past noms may serve as a healthy corrective. Cook and Ursell, in presenting a 

version of events positively skewed in favour of the Beothuk, are in one sense doing 

nothing worse than restoring balance to a comprehension of the situation. Where 

previous texts favoured the European perspective, these favour the aboriginal side of the 

conflict. Also, the impulse to drarnatize the Native tribe sympathetically is part of the 

emergent cultural practice of reconsidenng roads taken in the past, of interrogating the 

consequences of some of the options our ancestors chose. As long as audiences 

recopize the reactive, compensatory nature of the presentation, the didactic function of 

the texts remains usefiil. 

Ursell's The Runizing of the Deer is arguably less about the Beothuk than it is 

about the one moment in the record of Newfoundland settlement at which it might have 

been possible to negotiate a treaty between the settlers and the aboriginal population-a 

treah which might, in turn, have prevented the subsequent extinction of the tribe. As 

Ingeborg Marshall states in her extensive ethnography of the Beothuk, "[c]ircumstances 

\vers never again as favourable as they had been in 1768 and 1769" for establishing 

amicable relations between the Europeans and the aboriginal population (94). As 

Ursell's title suggests, bomowed as it is fiom the meagre ex-t records of Beothuk 

hunting practice, describing a situation in which the hunted animal has already been 

trapped, the tale he has to tell can have but one end Ursell focuses on the brief tenure of 

Sir Hugh Palliser as Governor of Ne\xfoundland, especially the events of Palliser's final 

year in the position (1 768-69), during which he commissioned John Cartwn'ght to lead an 
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expedition into the centre of the island in an effort to make fiendly contact with the 

Beothuk (Marshall 84). On that historical foundation, Ursell erects a play that is, in its 

specifics, almost wholly invention, but which seems generally faithful to the temper of 

the era it portrays. 

Ursell develops a romantic subplot, alters the known outcome of Cartwright's 

expedition, and invents a number of local figures to interact with the historical 

personages of Palliser and Cartwright. Each element of the invention exaggerates the 

emotional stresses of the era, attaching attitudes known to be held by various quarters of 

the population to specific character voices who can expound those attitudes and act upon 

their stated pnnciples. Thus, the pIay barely involves the Beothuk directly. Its focus is 

on how the social, political, and economic forces of Nedoundland and England in 1768- 

69 combined to mistrate d l  efforts-to contact the Beothuk peacefully. Ursell's 

esaggerations and alterations of the known facts, then, do not necessarily indicate 

ignorance of the historical record. Ursell condenses widely separated incidents fiom the 

historical record into a more unified dramatic space, accompanied by invention 

ernployed to explain the broad cultural forces which affect the ultimate resolution of the 

conflict-the extinction of the tribe.) Regrettably, Ursell's handling of his material, 

despite its potential, is at best awkward, and the end product is a play at odds with itself 

which leaves its audience focused more on the imagined tragedy of a single individual 

than on the greater historical tragedy of the encounter between European settlers and 

aboriginal residents. 

One difticulty arising out of Ursell's method is that the protagonist is never 
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clearly identified. Early on it appears that the representative Beothuk characters, 

Bahnithnar and Shoonathin, ni11 fil1 the protagonist's role, but these figures actually 

appear only nvice in the play. At various points a case cm be made for Palliser, for 

Cartwright, for the proto-feminist Jane Scutt, for St. John's itself, or even for "this God- 

damned country" (59) as the tnre protagonist. The constantly shifhng focus leads one to 

conclude that it is the time itself, and not any single figure living through the time, that is 

the main subject of the play. 

Conventional practice in the English-Canadian history play positions the 

protagonist(s) as outside the community and/or its dominant noms. Ursell's Beothuks 

are certainly outside the cornmunity. They are, as a plot device, literally camped outside 

St. John's, and they do not actually appear on stage until the end of the first half of ihe 

play They never speak, a detail which effectively reminds the audiences of dificulties 

in communication between the aboriginal population and the European settlers. Though 

their ways and their characters are discussed throughout the text, the representative pair 

that Ursell invents for his dramatic purposes are only seen once more, when they are 

murdered by the agents of a local merchant, apparently as pawns in a persona1 power 

struggle, but othenvise inexplicably since reward money is offered for their survival, not 

for their deaths. 

If it is at al1 possible to argue for a single figure as protagonist, that figure would 

be Jane Scutt, daughter of the merchant whose men kill the Beothuk, unoficial fiancee 

of John Cartwright, conversational acquaintance of Govemor Palliser, and the figure 

whose actions in the final scene seem to represent both the frustration of al1 those who 
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attempted to make peaceful contact with the Beothuk and the extremes to which such 

figures were sometimes driven by standing in opposition to the dominant norms of their 

community. Jane Scutt speaks dialogue which sounds as though it is informed by 

everyone fiom Mary Wollstonecraft to Naomi Wolf She out-Hermia's Hermia in her 

insistence upon self-determination and her right to speak her views no matter what her 

father or brother may think. Tf Ursell intends Jane to be the protagonist of the play (as 

her role in the cnsis and denouernent suggests), she is certainly outside the norms of her 

era. Her relationship with bath CartwrÏght and the Govemor positions her as a sort of 

Nekdoundland-based Frances Brooke-an intelligent and erudite woman who, in 

England, would have a peer group to which she might comfortably belong, but who, in 

the wilds of barely settled North Amenca, seems almost a grotesque anomaly. 

Regardless of who or what is undentood to Mfil the h c t i o n  of protagonist, the 

agencies of normative authonty are clear and cornmonplace. Authority rests with a 

variety of agents, each responsible to those above them on the next level in a hierarchy. 

Parents exercise authority to support the demands of the merchant class; the merchant 

class must negotiate with the Church; the Church is used by the civil seMce; aH of the 

foregoing are ultirnately responsible to the Governor, who spends most his tirne in the 

play trying to keep one or another of these branches controlled. Goverment dictates to 

religion which dictates to eccnomics which drives family. 

The nature of the conflict in The Running of the Deer is as complex and confùsed 

as the identity of its protagonist. Initially, Governor Palliser's efforts to make fi-iendly 

contact with the Beothuk are dnven by international politics. The French have made 



180 

some alliances with the Mi'kmaq (5) ,  a situation which prompts the English to consider 

political overtures to the Beothuk, traditional enemies ofthe Mi 'haq .  Later, a possible 

French-Irish agreement is cause for some of the anti-Irish sentiment in the community 

(23). Even tensions betsveen the Colonies to the south and their northem counterparts 

discreetly regïster their presence in the historical background. It is important to recall 

that the battle of the Plains of Abraham occurred less than a decade before the action of 

the play and that, as recently as the early 1760s, St. John's had been temporarily seized 

by the French. This is not a stable, settled community in peaceful times. Indeed, Palliser 

remains active1 y opposed to Newfoundland's being anything more than a large fishing 

station, and takes deliberate steps to return much of the white population to England. 

Under no circumstances should we interpret the Governor's interest in the aboriginal 

population as being merely the unbiased inquiry of science, nor his efforts to prevent 

permanent settlernent as the altruistic desire to leave the land to its aboriginal 

inhabitants. No matter how Cartwright conceives his Exploits River expedition, the 

govemment is fûndamentally concemed wvith securing its own native battalion, as it 

were, to match the machinations of the French, and with streamlining its administrative 

responsibilities in North America. 

In the opening scenes, the audience is misled conceming which of the many 

strands of confIict will corne to matter most in the play. Early scenes drarnatizing 

various community tensions altemate between the serious and the ridiculous; and it is the 

ridiculous which tums out to be the force provoking the play's crisis. Anti-Catholic 

agitation begins the play: a raid by the local Justice of the Peace (echoes of the 
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Donnellys) interrupts mass, one of the accompanying soldiers slapping a woman across 

the face as she receives holy communion (1-2). Immediately we move to Govenunent 

House where we are introduced to Horsenaill-"The name is Hars-dl!" (3)-senior civil 

servant to the governor. Though Horsenaill is sureiy something of a debased fop, he will 

prove to be the major antagonist. Despite his eventual importance to the plot, however, 

Horsenaill is chiefly concemed in this introductory scene with his own status as fashion 

plate and his disdain for the lowlife of S t  John's (3-7). The extrerne distancing between 

the significance of violence done in the narne of religion and order, and the 

insiymiificance of the petty dissatisfactions of an obnoxious buffoon strikes a discordant 

note. The imbalance is al1 the more apparent when Ursell shifis his scene back to the 

legal proceedings against Roman Catholics. When the Justice of the Peace pronounces 

that "the room in which the filthy rites were conducted will be burned to the ground (9), 

an even geater discrepancy between the apparent relative importance of the juxtaposed 

scenes is obvious. Yet it is "Hars-nill" who will drive the play to its crisis, and the role 

of Protestant-Catholic tension will fade into the background. Nothing about the manner 

of Horsenaill's introduction at al1 prepares us for his eventual importance. 

Other conflicts arising through the course of the play are representative of the era. 

The increasing power of the merchant class and its effects on the common settler are 

explored through the character and dealings of Scutt throughout the play (1 1-12,404). 

The debate over purpose for European involvement in the New World is here 

recapitulated in the insistence of Govemor PalIiser that a permanent settlement is not 

necessary, as opposed to Scutt's argument that al1 aspects of the place must be fully 
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exploited commercially (1 0, 12,23,40-1,42). h e  Scutt's interaction with her family 

develops issues prominent in 1970s feminist writing, addressing both gender and 

cenerational conflicts (26, 54). On the literal margin of the town and of the te* the 
Y 

audience finds the last example of conflict germane to the era: the Beothuk 

representatives Bahnithnar and Shoonathin. They camp outside St. John's not because 

they have not been permitted inside the town but because Bahnithnar has insisted on 

being put ashore fiom Cartwright's ship when two of Carhvright's sailors fall il1 with 

"putrid throats" (4). Thus, Ursell dramatizes some component of virtually every 

significant confiict in Newfoundland of 1768, showing how public conflicts affect 

private and personal dealings and vice-versa. However, the effort to do so much in such 

a srna11 space ensures that no single component of conflict is thoroughly developed. The 

dramatic direction of the play eventually subsumes the larger conflicts of the setting into 

the personal struggles of an individual. Though such a practice is not at al1 uncornmon 

(hinting the scope of the larger issues by dramatizïng their effects on a limited range of 

individuals in a fixed setting), it seems thar Ursell only decides on Jane Scutt as the 

central figure of his play about halfivay through its action. 

This uncertainty concerning the intended protagonist affects consideration of al1 

other components of the play. In common practice, the protagonist displays a charisma 

which evokes audience sympathy. Ursell (to be fair to him, himself being fair to the 

complexities of his temporal setting) allows most of his characters greater or lesser 

charisma, which allowance, in tum, diffuses audience sympathy. If we argue for the 

Beothuk as the fulcnim for the seesawing of those forces which produce the play's 
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various persona1 motivations lead them into supportive attitudes toward the Beothuli and 

those whose antipathy to the natives leads them toward exploitative or violent behaviour. 

Examined fiom this perspective, Cartwright and Jane are charismatic in that they 

hold moderate views and propose a generally pacifist stance, an interest in enquiry and 

acquaintance as opposed to exploitation and domination. Cartwright's calrn demeanour 

and conventionally heroic disposition clearly indicate that he merits admiration. Jane's 

proto-ferninist rhetonc may also have been intended to appeal to a late-tsventieth-century 

audience; equaliy, though, her portrayal might be read as an insult to the intelligence of 

such an audience. The voicing of assumptions common in the 1970s by characters living 

in the 1760s admits either response. One suspects, however, that the quality of her views 

would carry more weight than their anachronistic presence, and that Jane is meant to be 

sympathetically received. 

Of the other characters, Governor Palliser is ambiguously charismatic in that he is 

afways poised between goodwill and personal indolence, apparently eager to treat the 

Beothuk well, but unwilling to do anything that will disturb or complicate his own 

circumstances. Wholly without charisma are characters such as Horsenaill and Scutt 

(though the motivations of each are given fair and equal treatment). The Beothuk 

themselves, as represented by the two contacts Ursell imagines for Cartwright, are in 

some respects the most chansrnatic figures in the play, in part because of their silence. 

They appear to be peaceful folk, in harmony with nature, but deeply suspicious of the 

unknown. Their movements are ritualized; al1 description of them is skewed to positive 
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effect; and their eventual deaths are manifestly intended to be symbolic. Indeed, it is 

only the fact that audience attention is substantially focused on attitudes to the Beothuk 

that allows a moment's consideration of these otherwise minor characters as possible 

protagonists. 

The alternative proposed by al1 the characters sympathetic to the Beothuk is the 

one mual to al1 drama treating interaction between the new arrivals and the old 

inhabitants: we could Iive more lilce they do. A proposed peace treaty with the Beothuk 

would be the fuma1 vehicle of such recognition. The play commends the communal 

orientation of aboriginal social structure, a keynote in English-Canadian literary 

treatment of virtually evev aboriginal community. Such cornmendation challenges 

acquisitive, cornpetitive European modes. It is not a coincidence that ço many writërs in 

so many genres of literature in English find the communal organization of tribal 

economics and social structures a tempting alternative to the bloated capitalist strategies 

that have simultaneously given us so much progress and brought so much pollution, 

extinction, and destruction. The aboriginal understanding of p r o p e ~ ,  alluded to by 

~irtually every writer who has ever employed native characters in even the smallest roles, 

is perhaps the jewel in the crown of the alternatives represented by the historically 

excl uded protagonist(s). Family loyalty and communication are also significant; equally, 

disloyalty and blocked communication lead directly to the play's tragic crisis. 

The potential and attractiveness of equal distribution of resources, of more 

family-oriented loyalty in one's approach to life, are obvious. As is common to virtually 

every English-Canadian historical play, social stability and order, fkeedom fiom petty 
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jealousies and bickering, and a greater sense of individual bebnging are associated more 

or less directly with the historicall y-silenced alternative represented by the protagonist . 

Equally cornmon across the genre is that the cost of redrawing the social, political, 

economic, and individual map is immense. in Ursell's setting, acceptance of the 

Beothuk, even of their own nght to live in their own way, let alone accepting some of 

their ways as more desirable than our own, would require fundamental rethinking, both 

in Governent House and in England, of what Newfoundland should be. The European 

self-image, as bringer of civilkation and order to savage, lawless territory, would have to 

be completely rewritten to admit the possibility that abonginal cultures already possessed 

discourses and systems of religion, education, law and order. Resources would have to 

be shared. Finally, as in all such cases, some individuals whose lives had been spent in 

hoarding personal power and authonty would be required to cede that power and yield to 

a redefined understanding of authority, one justly cognizant of "Us" all. 

Additionally, such changes could ody be put in motion by those in power, those 

who, in any era, have the most to [ose by instituting change. The current dominant, as 

Ursell portrays it (once again sornewhat altering the received historical record in order to 

sirnplifi and stress basic tensions) favours English, Protestant, West Country merchants 

who profit fiom manipulation of available resources. It is a harvest mentality, which 

takes fiequent recourse to litigation in order to establish the rights of small groups of 

people to vast resources. It maintains itself through strict adherence to the letter of the 

law, and achieves its ends sornetimes through the basic exhaustion of its opponents (20- 

1). A considerable incapacity for acting upon good intentions, accompanied by some 
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'buck-passing,' ensures that the dominant remains so. In order to create a context more 

favourable for consideration of the alternatives embodied by the Beoîhuk way of life and 
- 

espoused by those who wish only to meet the aboriginal population on its own terms, the 

profit motive must be disabled. Considered in that light, the battle was lost when the 

first European boat lefi the Old World in search of the passage to India. 

Ursell generally works within the common pattern of establishing resistance to 

the iconoclastie alternative, but late in the play he develops two plot hvists which 

somewhat deviate from the nom. Moderate resistance in the religious sphere takes the 

fonn of harassment of Roman Catholics-which, we must recall, is in accordance with 

the law of England, not merely a feature of prejudice acted out on the fringes of 

civilization in the ostensibly barbaric New World. SimiIarly, moderate resistance to Jane 

Scutt's independence takes the common form of a proposed mariage arranged by her 

father throu-h the financial agency of the local clergyman (14-5'53-5). But the most 

apparently benign form of resistance, and the one that affects al1 levels of conflict in the 

play, is inaction. Al1 conflicts invofving Governor Palliser are perernptorily resolved, in 

a sense, by his abrupt decision to return permanently to England (59)- That decision 

taken, the governor abdicates responsibility for and even interest in al1 others. In the 

final moments of the play, he is simply too tired to care any more how any of these 

problems might be solved. He can r e m  to EngIand, and thus the problems, for him, 

will cease to exist (59-60). 

Estreme resistance also takes a common form: the murder of those seen to be the 

geatest threat. Bahnithnar and Shoonathin are murdered by Scutt's Irish-Catholic 
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lackeys and Jane Scutt's brother, Tom. 'Tkese men are themselves acting on instigation 

by Honenaill for the motive of personal revenge. niwarted in love and aven 
- 

insufficient respect (at least in his own eyes), Horsenaill destroys the original of the 

treaty he is set to copy (5 1-2), and sets out to wreck Carhwight's reputation (38), in the 

process scuttling Palliser's hopes of achieving amity with the Beothuk. Other forms of 

violence against the Beothuk have already been reported second-hand by Cartwright (3 1). 

Extreme resistance in the text stops with the Beothuk themselves-another reason for 

considering them to be, despite their relatively austere presence, the thematic centre of 

the te'ct. 

The stance of the text toward its protagonist(s) is ambiguous. The play seems to 

champion moderation and peaceful CO-existence, yet none of those who embrace such 

views are rewarded in the play's concIusion. Palliser is exhausted and past caring, while 

Cartnright is fnistrated to silence (59-60). Though Ursell considerably wavers fiom the 

historical record throughout the play, he does not alter the situation of either of his 

historical figures. The conclusion of the text is most harsh on its most iconoclastie 

figure, Jane Scutt. Employing a strategy used earlier in the play (38), Ursell gives us an 

efTect before revealing its cause. He first presents an exhausted and disheveled Jane 

accornpanying Cartwright to report the deaths of Bahnithnar and Shoonathin, as well as 

that of Tom Scutt, to Palliser. As the scene progresses, revealing the governor's 

undlingness to pursue further action in light of his own retirement, Jane damns Palliser 

in no uncertain tems. "She is distraught," says Palliser, who then departs to his "other 

matters" (60). Only when he is gone, at the final moment of the play, does the audience 
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see that Tom is dead because Jane has shot him where he stood in the Beothuk camp 

over the dead bodies of Bahnithnar and Shoonathin (60)- This final shock wrenches the 

audience's comprehension of Jane's character. Suddenly, we see that Jane has joined the 

forces she was fighting against; she has used violence, murder, to support her argument. 

Jane's murder of her brother undermines sorne of what she has argued for throughout the 

play; she falls victim to the 'revenger's tragedyy7 as evinced in the play of that name, 

hersrlf becoming, through her oppositional acts, exactly what she once opposed. It is 

difficult to determine whether Ursell presents Jane's situation at play's end as reflecting 

what should bey or merely what is. 

Ursell, certainly, proceeds by a fiee adaptation of the historical record The 

historical Sir Hugh Palliser aggravated and impeded, rather than favoured, West Country 

merchants and their monopoly interests. Palliser clearly established fishermen's salaries 

and brought merchants strictly to account, particularly in limiting liquor sales. The 

govemor also employed the famous Captain Cook to survey the Coast of the island, 

producing vastly improved maps of the whole temtory. The Custom House, described as 

Palliser's own "precious" institution ( 12), was in place before he anived to take his 

position in St. John's, a direct consequence of the town having fallen brieffy into French 

control in 1762, which reawakened British interest in and attention to the colony. Many 

of the Irish settlers, in fact, were not initially fishennen but ex-soldiers from the military 

action that retook St. John's from the French. 

With respect to the Beothuk, there is evideace that the historical Patliser and 

Cartwright both thought as their dramatized cornterparts do, though there is no record of 
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a proposed treaty in Palliser7s time (perhaps accounted for dramatically by HorsenaiIl's 

destruction of the document). Most significantiy for the events Unell drarnatizes, the 

historical Cartwright made no contact with the Beothuk (Marshall 87). His expedition to 

the Exploits discovered many signs of tribal life, and informed considerable conjecture 

about how the aboriginal people went about their daily lives, but there was no Bahnithnar 

and Shoonathin. The historical record suggests that had Cartwright's expeditioa met any 

Beothuk they would certainly have extended such an invitation, but no contact was made. 

Ursell imagines a contact, likely building from the records of such encowiten as later 

occurred, and situates that imagined contact at the point in history when it rnight have 

had the greatest positive consequence. However, he does not take invention M e r .  nie 

imagined Beothuk of his play are destroyed just as their historical models were. The 

raising of the stakes achieved by inventing a contact merely serves to foreground ho w 

much was eventually lost by the failure. The violence that Uaell invents for the crisis of 

his text is in no way exaggerateknly translated to an imagined semng. It is worth 

noting that the descriptions of violence against the Beothuk which Cartwright reports 

earlier in the play are drawn directly from the historical CartwrÏght ' s letters (3 1 ). 

Somehow, then, despite willingness to employ stereotypes both of character- 

"We poor Irish" (35)-and staging-especially the thunder and lightning at the crisis 

point (56-7)-and despite straying regularly from the received historical record, Ursell 

manages to dramatize perhaps the most crucial moment in the collided histones of the 

Beothuk and the English, the point at which the administrative intent of the colonists 

crossed from benign concern into inciifference. The invention of Jane Scutt seems to be 
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a device for situating these national tensions within a more compact familial and 

personai conte- Jane's fate-failure to protect the Beothuk, apparent dienation f?om 

her fiancee Cartwright, the blood of her brother on her hands-rnay, perhaps, be 

interpreted as a microcosrnic representation of the eve-1 guilt of al1 those invoived 

who, despite good intentions, took no action to prevent the eventual destruction of the 

aboriginal people. 

Regrettabiy, however, that interpretation is conjecture performed with a good 

w-ill. The conclusion of the play seems to contradict its own general stance concemïng 

peaceful CO-existence and the acquisition of knowledge; the extreme resolution of Jane7s 

subplot is sufficient to ieave the audience with the impression that the play was really 

about her, little more than a romantic tragedy played against a convenient historical 

background. One suspects this impression was not UrseH7s intent. His handling of the 

materials at his disposa1 seems to cloud, rather than to facilitate, any didactic role that his 

history play might fùlfil. 

Michael Cook's OPZ rhe Rim of the Cuwe is, if nothing else, much more consistent 

in the message it sends its audience. That message is simple: everything you see here 

that is atrocious, terrÏfying, disgusting, demeaning, sick, perverted, and violent is your 

own responsibility. Cook employs the device of a circus ringmaster to introduce and 

comment upon the action and its relevance. The Ringmaster addresses the audience as 

willing and complicit partners in the execution of the Beothuk for entertainment. 

Stereotype d e r  stereotype arises, each voiced by the Ringmaster in tones indicating that 

he fûlly expects the audience to accept such stereotypes without question. The 
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Ringmaster describes brutal violence, offered in casual, offhand diction, and at every turn 

reminds the audience that they invest in evexything they are seeing-they buy it because 

they \vant it. Cook challenges audience expectations in severd other ways, including 

having the performuice of the play ostensibly continue through its own intermission. 

Music, too, is used, as it so often is in the English-Canadian history play, but not in its 

common manner-'cute' songs which allow comic, or at least satirïc, relief Instead, 

Cook employs music throughout as punctuation, contrast, and characterization of the 

Beothuk. On the Rim of the Curve, then, represents something of an assault upon its 

audience. The play blames the extinction of the Beothuks solely on the Europeans and 

equates the physical violence done to the Beothuk by Our ancestors with the emotional 

violence done to their memory by subsequent generations through perpetuation of 

stereotypes and refusal to accept responsibility. 

There is no confusion about the protagonist in Cook's play. The Beothuk, as 

represented by the historical figures of Nonosabasut, Demasduit, and Shanadithit 

(together with some few, typically, nameless members of their popdation), are beyond 

doubt the heroes. The stage is a "senes of curved platfoms . . . angled diagonally . . . 

ascending so that the last, left platfonn ends, Iiterally, on the rim of a curve" (9). Cook 

strictly separates the aboriginals fiom the invaders: "Thruughout the play the Europeans 

occupy ~ h e  rig11tpZuform. rhe Indians the l e r  (9). The onty interaction between the 

separated platfoms occurs at moments when the Beothuk are abused. In the middle of 

everythinç is the Ringmaster, on a slightly raised dais. The stage is supported on "thick 

palings" which are intended to remind the audience of "the type used by the Beothuck 
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Indians to trap caribou as they crossed the Exploits River" (9). Whereas Ursell contents 

hirnself with allowing C a m - g h t  merely to describe the structure (despite the f k t  that 

the structure is the source of Ursell's title), Cook builds the physical set on the mode1 of 

the trap, bringing its metaphoncal significance much more obviously to the audience. 

Cook shows none of Ursell's ambiguity of intent, or uncertain focus of sympathy. 

Cook's Beothuk are admirable, his Europeans obnoxious from start to finish. 

The outsider status of the protagonist is thus conflrmed in eveq possible manner, 

fiom differences in costume and bearing to physical placement on the stage. There is, 

perhaps, no other play in this entire study which so clearly establishes its lines of 

opposition. Even Reaney's use of ladders in Sticks and Stones as devices to corral and 

divide assorted citizens of Biddulph is shifting and fluid, the ladders rising as needed 

then returning to being dormant props as each particular sequence ends. Whereas Ursell 

kept the Beothuk offstage for most of his play, Cook keeps them present at a11 times, an 

incessant reminder to the audience of what is at stake in the resolution of this particular 

conflict. 

Normative authority rests in al1 the usual places, fiom the presumption of their 

own superiority on the part of common white settlers, through the common socid 

structures represented by econornics, religion, and politics. In the figure of the 

Ringmaster, Cook establishes a centralized representative of al1 European authority 

systems. Al1 that happens in the play is filtered through the perspective of this epitome 

of spectacle for its own sake. The device allows Cook to make the play at once a 

didactic entertainment and an apology for the cruel necessity of its o\vn methods. The 
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story of the Beothuk is a circus, exploitation for entertainment's sake, and the audience 

is, fiom the opening lines, forced to confront their perception of and participation in 

every-thing they see. 

The conflict, too, is much more simplistically represented here than it was in 

UrseIl's play. There are no individual Europeans here, no Jane Scutt or John Cartwright 

to attract a degree of audience empathy. The Europeans are alrnost indistinguishabie 

fiom each other (reminiscent of the old racist saw "those people al1 look alike"). The 

group presumes itself superior in every way to the natives yet undermines its self- 

perception at every turn through unprovolied violence, degenerate and debased language, 

narrow-minded prejudice, and puerile reasoning. By contrast, the Beothuk, though 

assigned only a small portion of the total lines of the text (approximately IO%), 

demonstrate superb self-awareness, comprehension of the necessity for hannoniou 

balance betwzen humans and nature, deep spirituality, and totally selfless generosity-al1 

expressed in elevated, poetic diction. Cook is careful, though, not to sancti@ the 

Beothuk; they show extrerne violence to a half-breed, for instance (30-l), which indicates 

that they too can practice exclusionist poiitics. But, in general, the Beothuk display al1 

the qualities which the Europeans boast as soIeIy European characteristics. 

As ever, the attractiveness of the protagonist is countered by the difficulty or cost 

of rising to the challenge that the protagonist's alternative offers. The Beothuk might 

still be alive, still using much of their traditional temtory (which, to this day, remains 

largely untouched by settlernent). But that outcome would have required Europe to 

reconceive itself wholly, to admit the bvth of what John Cartwright himself wrote in 
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1768: "The English fishers [display] an inhumanity which sinks them far below the level 

of savages. The wantonness of their cruelties towards the poor wretches, has fiequently 

been almost incredible" (qtd. in Marshall 9 1 ). Far fiom being benign bearers of light and 

advanced civilization, of Christian mercy and political intelligence, many Europeans 

performed acts at teast as violent as those attributed to the 'savages' and, in- the name of 

decency and of God, displayed crudity, depravity, and rnalignity. The Beothuk could 

have been saved, but only if the incoming European settlers could have erased their 

entire sense of self, confronted painful home tmths, and learned to live in a manner 

Lvhich: arguably? humanity in general has still not managed. 

The current dominant in Cook's play is doubled. There is a dominant in the era 

dramatized-exploitation for the sake of commerce-and there is also a dominant in the 

era addressed+sploitation for the sake of entertainment and titillation. The dominant 

remains so, and transcends its historical roots, because of a continued willingness to "see 

no evil" ( 19) from one generation to the next. The rape of the anonymous Beothuk 

woinan (3 1-2) is a microcosmic representation of the interaction between the two 

cultures, and its barbarity is rneant to be understood both literally, as applied to the era in 

which the interaction occurred, and figuratively as applied to the cultural uses we have 

since made of the 'Indian.' 

Cook's protagonists differ from those found in the majority of English-Canadian 

historical drama in that they have next to no support for their position. The Beothuk 

have even less cornmunity support than did Reaney's Domellys. Of al1 the Europeans 

presented in the play, only Buchans (23-5) and Gilbert (36-8) could be said even rnildly 
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to support the native right to fair treatment. For everyone else, including (in the rhetoric 

of the text) the contemporary audience, the natives are merely another exploitabie 

resource of the island. 

Similarly, Cook's Beothuks rarely face the moderate resistance that is commody 

raised against the protagonists of rnost Engtish-Canadian historicaI drama. Such limited 

moderate resistance as Cook does choose to dramatize is so insignificant when seen in 

light of the repeated violence, rape, and murder employed earlier in the play that it 

almost appears as a twisted blessing, leaving the audience relieved that al1 that has 

happened this time is a little prejudice or cuftural manipulation. Ready acceptance of 

hearsay (28) and the use of "wine . . . to ease communication with the savages" (38) pale 

in cornparison to the murder of a pregnant woman and her smalt child (15), the huge 

"photographie replica of Nonosabusut iylGng dead on rhe ice" (20), the "dance of death" 

in which a native woman is stalked and then murdered (20-l), the 'inadvertent' murder 

of yet another woman (22-3), and the strategic device of setting fire to Beothuk tents and 

lying in wait to shoot the inhabitants one by one as each emerges to escape the fire (27). 

As mentioned, Cook's play is, fiom start to finish, an indictment of the audience 

as the inheritors of European tradition. Only once in the entire play does Cook allow 

perception of the irony that, increasingly, infurms Newfoundland comprehension and 

evaluation of the Beothuk tragedy. As the 'second act' begins, and the Ringmaster 

delivers his 'kelcome back" speech, he considers for a moment the career of Lieutenant 

Buchans: c'Unirnportant man, really, he neither killed 'em or saved 'em, but he did give 

his narne to a town, a mining town where for years the miners, the inheritors you might 
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Say, \ a s  treated like the Indians was treated. Funny, that. How the conquerors take on 

the role of the conquered. Sut enough lies" (27). Cook's reminder of patterns of 

exploitation and inadequacy evokes the contemporary collective, BucIzans: A M'mg 

Town (1974). It is a critical position later explored, for example, by Richard Budgel, 

who argues that the econornic downtums of twentieth-century Newfoundland life, 

together with such crises as the collapse of fisheries resources, have given the province at 

large a better understanding of what it must have felt Iike to be Beothuk two centuries 

aga 

Apart from that one moment of suggesting that history might have slightly altered 

the Europeans' perspective, Cook's play is relentless in its insistence that the audience 

face its own complicity in the extinction of the Beothuk people. The play begins w&h the 

mechanics of representation foregrounded, actors checking props, an author wvmdering 

through the Company like a stage manager making sure everyone has turned up at the 

call. As the actors reach their initial positions, each tums back-on to the audience, their 

' 3- iilzouetres rlzronn agaiizst a backdrop of imprzsonzng bars" (9). The Author addresses 

the audience directlg as "fnends, for fkiends 1 account al1 I don't know" and then remarks 

that "[v]oices, in cold Canada, are often al1 we have" (9). From that austere beginning, 

the 'fourth waI1' breached, dismantled, destroyed, the play questions its audience, its 

subject, its OWI motives, and its themes, leaving the audience, within two pages of text, 

surrounded by a whirl of questions without answers, as irnpnsoned by conflicting 

discourses as the symbolic actors fkozen in position on stage are imprisoned by posture 

and liphting. 
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The Author poses the fundamental question at once: "how do you write of a 

vanished people?" (1 0). With the general absence of incontrovertible evidence, the 

fading of mernories, and the interference of self-interest affecting the presentation, the 

play seems doomed fiom the start. The Author insists that he is not apologizîng, merely 

"saying that there's no conclusion to this. None possible. Its [sic] a senes of false starts, 

you might Say, leading back to the central question that's never been asked" (10). The 

Author asks the audience to help "piece the skeleton together" and then poses the second 

of his three foundational questions: "1s everythng that happens to us determined in a 

dark past, making a mockery of will?" (10). In "hindsight . . . . the Beothuks failed to 

adapt. That's all" (10). But it is not al1 that the play proposes to examine. There is one 

final question before the Author vanishes fiom the text: 'Do you believe, with Plato, that 

the aggressor is more to be pitied than the victim of aggression? Are we deserving of 

such pity?" (1 I ). HimseIf vanishing, claiming he does not know the answers to these 

questions, and suggesting that it "is possible that they never existed at all" (1 l), the 

Author is repIaced by the Ringmaster, and the play becomes an exploration of the most 

neçative answers to those provocative questions. 

The Rin-master immediately announces: "stay wïth it folks for we also have an 

Indian or two present and if you're good, you can al1 help pull the trïgger," a 

proclamation greeted with applause by the Europeans on their stage right pladorm (1 1). 

He continues: "but first, a word fiom our sponsor . . . the Beothuk Indians . . ." (1 1) 

[ellipsis in original]. Tfiere follows a frozen moment of silence, lasting thirty 

seconds-an immensely uncornfortable span for the audience-during which the 
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Beothuk on the stage left plaâorm remain absolutely immobile and facing away fiorn the 

audience (1 1). Al1 that the Author has suggested of alternative and competing ways of 

seeing is erased. From here, there will be one way of seeing only: the Europeans arrive, 

brinping violence and slaughter with hem, and pursue the Beothuk to extinction, even, 

via the agency of their descendants, adding insult to injury after the last Beothuk is dead. 

In this way, Cook manages at least to suggest that he does not excuse hirnself (and, by 

extension, literanire) from the general critique the play offers; the "Author" waxes 

philosophical and vacillates, but the play does not. By the end of the play, Heaven itself 

has been portrayed as 'Indian' and the violent, exploitative Peyton has been refùsed 

forgiveness (44,46). The stance of the text is clear beyond doubt. 

Challenges to the audience mount. Imrnediately following the brief "word from 

our sponsor," the audience is treated to an "extremely trustworthy report" from a vaguely 

EIizabethan courtier, who writes of how the native people "are very barbarous and 

uncivil ised," dressing in skins, believing "much in auguries7' and evincing marital 

jealousy (1 1-2). His words are challenged by two fumiers who suggest that the courtier 

can only know of native jealousy from going "after a piece of r e d  (12). The furriers 

then amiably discuss their own recent sexual expenence with native women, arousing the 

curiosity of the courtier: 

COURTIER: (Excited) Was she willing? Compliant? Enthusiastic? 

' D R :  1 dunno, b'y. She wor dead by the time I got to her. Still 

warm though, that's what counts. (12) 

Their barbarous incivility is immediately seen, not reported, to be more savage than 



anything ascribed to the 'savages.' 

Jux-taposed with poetic speeches fiom an "INDIAN WOMAN," comecting 

human reproduction to nature's cycles-'ï sing a Song of the salmon flicking the dark 

sea aside with his tail . - . . What God has sent you to fatten the child in my belly?" 

(1 ?)-and an 'LZNDIAN MAN," voicing images of deep cornmitment and connection-"I 

sing a Song of her who lay long with me in the liquid days- We cast one shadow 

sleeping. . . . Moon. Throw my shadow to her across the big water" (13+we have a 

juicy bit of gossip behveen two "Elizabethan" ladies concerning one Lady Mary and her 

expenments. In the evenings, Lady Mary is "educating" one of "the Red Men7' (brought 

back to Europe by "the silly Genovese") in "the courtly skills" (123). It is clear at once 

that Lady Maq- is using the native man to explore her sema1 curiosity; and the contrast 

between what the Beothuk feel for each other and the total absence of feeling displayed 

by the Europeans once more illustrates the text's sense of where true savagery lies. 

As Reaney did in dramatizing the neighbours of the Domellys, so Cook faces his 

audience with the fact that many of our godly ancestors were foul-mouthed, violent, and 

prejudiced people, whose actions were as often criminal as not. Following a catalogue of 

'Indian' characteristics voiced by a Courtier and two gossiping ladies, the audience is 

treated to a drarnatic exarnple of the means by which the Europeans attempt to "bring 

[the natives] to a knowledge of God"-ostensibly the principal motivation for European 

interaction with the aboriginal population (14-5). It is a brutal scene, worth examining in 

full in that it encapsulates the rhetorical position of the whole text: 

An Indiun Womun detaclzes Izerserffiorn the phform and runs down 



centre stnge, dodging fltrovgh rhe Courtly Trio. At the same tirne, the two 

Furriers roar down the European romp, canying rnuskets. in ~ W S U Z ~ .  

1 ST FüRRLER: There she goes. 

2hD FURRIER: Head her off. 

They chuse her about centre stage. Once again she tries to dodge through 

the Courth Trio, but one of the women trips her as she seeks tu b ~ s r  

rlzrouglz. The Trio breaks to make way for the Furriers. The Indian 

?Vuman lies sprmding. 

I ST ITRlUER: (Ihreatening Izer witlt musker. ) Kneel, ye bitch. 

Kneel. (The woincm turns and kneels. ) 

2"* FURRIER: Thats it. Now lets see yer tits. (?Xe woman, with 

greut dignity, siowrly bares her breusts.) 

1 ST FURRIER: Mother of God. She7s pregnant. 

2m FURRIER: This'll stop her breeding. (Hefires U r  her, point 

hluitk. Slte topples slowly. There is a sligltt ntovement. An infant Lis] 

discovered under the Indian platform. ) 

1 ST FURRIER: Look. Another one. A baby. 

zND FüRlUER: Where. 

lST FURRIER: Crawling through the brush. 

2ND FURRIER: Fire, man, fire. Don7t let the little bastard get 

away. (Courtier und the two Ladies, in unison ...) Fire, man. Fire. (The 

Ist Fztrr-ier takes uiin and flres. ) 
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lST FURRIER: That's done fer it. (l7zey t m  back tu the dead 

womun 2"d Fumier kneeis and inspects her.) 

2* FlTRRlER: Jesirs. She had some set on her. Look, The 

milk's ninning out. 

1'' FURRIER: 1 suppose we could've waited a bit. Made some use 

of her. 

2"D FURRIER: Fer God's sake, b'y, they s t i d  worse'n old ewe. 

Corne on. They's more up ahead. (1 5) 

Leaving the corpses to rot under the bushes, these representatives of the culture which 

possesses the "knowledge of G o d  vvander off, accompanied by the Courtier and the two 

Ladies, al1 singing "The Dwd?s Marching Song'? from Disney's Snow White (16). 

The scene raises several important points that are gemane to the remainder of the 

text. Perhaps most important is that the court is complicit in the violence; one of the 
- 

Ladies actually trips the fleeing woman, and al1 three representatives of the upper class 

join both in urging the shooting of the infant and in the 'Disneyfication' of the whole 

scene as it ends. The debased diction of the M e r s ,  coupled with their bestial sexuality," 

contrats sharply with the elevated language of the Beothuk, and with the comparatively 

neutral tones ernployed by those at court. As is commonly observed across the corpus of 

English-Canadian history plays, refined and dignified authority has an apparently 

limitless number of "ragged-arsed buffoons to carry out, misinterpret, or totdly mangle 

its instructions and intentions. Finally, in having the fbmers butcher both an infant and 

the unborn child in its mother's womb, Cook leaves no room for sympathy with the 



Europeans whatsoever. 

Cook is a mere six pages into his script, but its principal values are al1 finnly 

established. The European court is concemed only with its own gratification, the local 

agents of established authority are violent, primitive, debased creatures, and the 

aboriginal is a simple, poetic, spiritual, loyal, noble being, hunted for sport and destroyed 

by European greeà, for the entertainment of European audiences-and their descendants. 

As the play progresses, this trio of foundationat assumptions wi11 be staged and restaged 

until the uncertainty initially voiced by "the Author" becomes a direct statement of the 

contemporary audience's culpability. 

Typical of Cook's intenveaving these thee separate thematic threads is the scene 

involving the Businessman. First the Businessman is introduced: a "neatly dressed, - 

middle aged, slightly greying, rnilitary moustached, rather paunchy but othenvise fairly 

trim executive type" (1 8-9) . He is named the winner of a "skull found by a bulldozer 

operator in Northern Nedoundland and used as a pipe holder until saved for posterity by 

a keen eyed Lady Arnerican tourist," but he is unsure what to do with it. His wife "has a 

mortal fear of al1 things to do with death," so he cannot display the object openly. Cook 

uses the character of the wife to assault the "See no evil, hear no evil" nature of many 

contemporary audiences. She does not mind things being killed-might perhaps include 

her husband in the list of things she detests-but is, in the Ringmaster's words, "a mode1 

of circumspection. . . . Providing the murderous act takes place out of sight, she's quite 

happy" (19). 

The Businessman already has the solution to his own problem, though he needs 



the Ringmaster to elicit it from him. The Businessman has "a den . . . lined with leather 

bound copies of the Reader's Digest ... Canadian edition of course. . . . A nylon bear skin 

hangs over the wall, and an antique replica of a sealing musket, circa 18 19 is nailed, at a 

jaunty angle above a weli stocked bar" (19). This description of his culhired living space 

eams hirn applause from the European platform. The mocking tone in Cook's portraya1 

is evident. The Ringmaster proceeds to present the Businessman with a ''huge 

photogrophic replica of .Vonosabasut lying dead on the ice," murdered "while unlawfully 

attempting to rescue his wife from the King's agents" to add to the decor in his den (20). 

Nest, the Ringmaster shows the Businessman "not a woman - . . . but] a Red 

Indian" being hunted to death. Death becomes a spectator sport, history the indulgence 

of the present in the excesses of its past. An Indian Woman nins "in und ouf ofrhe circle 

. . . prrrs~reu' zin slow rnorion" by the Europeans as The Ringmaster calls a play-by-play 

description (20). This method of narrating the scene charges the audience with goss 

insensitivity through its very format. As the woman reaches exhaustion at the end of her 

"dance of death," the Ringmaster and the Businessman watch her bare her breasts and 

plead for mercy (20-1). "1 didn't corne here for a strip show," splutters the Businessman; 

"What woul d my wife say? Breasts are di rty...." (2 1). The Ringmaster, alwvays willing to 

make sure representatives of normative authority have enough rope, concurs, adding that 

"Indian breasts are disgustingly duty," and reassures the Businessman that "she won? get 

away with" this crass attempt to use her sex as protection (21). Praising the hunters who 

surround the pleading woman for their con td  and discipline-their "'animal" growling 

and violence set in stark contrast to the dignity of the woman, who clearly merits praise 
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but receives none-the Ringmaster tells the Businessman that it is bis decision whether 

the woman lives or dies, thus deliberately linking the initial explorers with their 

descendants: "lts [sic] your show" (2 1). The Businessm-not surprkingly since we 

have already seen him purchase the skull-turns two thumbs down on the Beothuk 

woman's piea for rnercy and she is surrounded and destroyed- 

Cook continues to weave his three principal strands of thematic attack in the 

scenes presenting Sir Humphrey Gilbert (32-9). Here, the selfishness of the European 

courts is revealed through Gilbert's amiable ineficiency. It is significant that Cook 

brings Gilbert into the play as an anachronism. Peyton and others, participants in events 

nearly 200 years after Gilbert's arrival, are introduced long before him. Chronologically, 

Gilbert's arriva1 in the play is already too late. Gilbert proceeds to blather endlessly 

about his monarch's purpose in sending hirn, and about European intentions for the New 

World, while the Ringmaster snipes openly at him, criticizing everything from his taste in 

fashion to his politicai obstinacy, until Gilbert is finally told by the Ringmaster to "skip 

the exposition" and get on with liis role (33). 

Gilbert's protracted musings upon his own meditations "while upon the savage 

waters" dramatize the distance between the philosophy and the realities of New World 

exploration (33). Gilbert, idealized representative of Elizabeth 17s court, is well-meaning 

but completely out of touch with his surroundings. As he circumnavigatcs his address, he 

is repeatedly rerninded of the time he is consuniing. ''Perhaps the%" Gilbert responds, "1 

should commit this to print" (34). ccPublish it anywhere but hcre, sir," the Ringmaster 

responds, 'The fish can't read. And those that spends their lives catching 'em isn't about 



to lem" (34). As Gilbert ponders the Wycliffe Bible he has been given, a 

appreciation from his "fine" men, as good a "band of lusty whoremongers, 

token of 

murderers, 

and stockfish men as were ever assembled" (34), the Ringmaster surnrnarîzes Gilbert's 

place in the play: "He ran aground in the entrance to St. John's Harbour, too. We had to 

go out and row him in. It was, ye might Say, a characteristic start to four hundred years 

of misnile" (35). 

Gilbert proceeds to seek representatives of the "Red Indian" population, in order 

to bring them back to "have converse" with the Queen. Ben Jonson has been 

commissioned to write a new masque, "The Virgin Queen and the Noble Savage," and 

Gilbert brinçs @fis and liquor to facilitate the process of getting some of the locals 

aboard his boat. As he waxes poetic about his yeomen "made in England," not one of 

whom is "so mean and base that has not noble lustre" in the eyes, his imported Moms 

dancers seek out the "houses . . . people . . . rum . . . wenches" they've been led to 

espect, and reminisce about wives and/or girlfiends left in England (36). The contrat 

behveen Gilbert's formally anachronistic diction and the earthy, sensual concerns of his 

crew once again undermines al1 official explmation of European intentions. Though Sir 

Humphrey issues the challenge that "History has to be made" (38), the audience sees that 

it has already been made, that it is not as Europe formally intended. Gilbert, like many 

other highly placed representatives of author@ in the English-Canadian history play, is 

benign but utterly out of touch with the reality of his situation. It is no accident, either, 

that Gilbert exits into the audience (39). 

Like the intermission and the second act, Cook's 'Act Three' is announced by the 
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Ringmaster as being already underway, but othenlvise unsignalled in the text. Tt is shorter, 

and serves primarily to write the final judgment on many of the Europeans introduced 

earlier. The furriers, for instance, who pursued and murdered the pregnant Beothuk 

woman and her infant, are seen reporting from their own graves, their souls plagued by 

their actions, etemally restless (42-4). At length, they discover that there is "a deer fence 

round Heaven"; they are astonished by this Beothuk structure, which ?hem preachers" 

did not mention, and they learn that they will spend etemity reliving the moment of their 

drowning. Their response, ignorant beyond the last, is "Damned Indians" (44). 

John Peyton too, introduced as a man "who7d track an Indian for a month if they 

so much as stole a sail needle" (1 1), is 1 s t  seen bowed under an imagined weight on his 

back, breathless and unable to shake off the "stinkr of death." Ignored by both the Indians 

and Lieutenant Buchans-with whom he so bitterly quarrelled earlier (23-5+Peyton 

"stuggers about centre s t q e ,  trying ro cIuw al a n  unseen foe" while Indians circle him, 

chantinç. He begs to be released fiorn his burden, the responsibility for the death of 

Demasduit whom he has taken from her husband and who has died on the way out of the 

woods (1 9-20,257). An Indian leads him to the water and shows him his own, solitary 

reflection: "It is yourself you cany, old man. . . . You must pass on with your burden" 

(46). The anonymous man suggests that both the Europeans and the Beothuk must face 

their own "stones in the heart of the healer" (46-7) and, accordingly, the play moves to 

the final moments of the last known Beothuk. 

Shanadithit, "the last of Fer] people" and "chosen to be the book of Fer] 

people," at Iast makes her appearance (47). She speaks in a poetic trio with Demasduit 



and Nonosabasut, who encourage her not to yield anything to the Europeans that will 

"keep [them] alive in the minds of men" (49). She cannot resist leaving a "capful of 

words . . . . Mernories slipped through fingers. Pictures for a book" (49) and she is, 

despite what she shared with European culture, "recexved. . . embraced. . . taken 

umong" the spirits of her people (50). Cruelly, but with historical accuracy, the text has 

alreadÿ sullied her memory through the Ringmaster's earlier report on the fate of her 

rz-rave: - 
Shanadithit, she was put d o m  properly, Church of England, a big 

ceremony, man that is bom of woman and al1 that ... and they buried her in 

the cemetery of the big Stone church on the South Side of the CiW. 

(Chokes with rhuuglzter. ) And one hundred and thirty five years later they 

pulled it d o m  and covered it with concrete. The last of the Beothuk 

Indians sleeps beneath a road ... Oil tnicks thundering up and down ... the 

boys parking for a bottle and a feel on a Saturday night .... That's a good 

one, eh .... (42) 

The Ringmaster is lefi alone in the spotlight following Shanadithit's passing into 

the hands of her people. The "rich, sonorous. triumphant chords" of the musicians fade 

and the Rinkgnaster urges us to "[h]ang on a minute" before we "rush off about whatever 

business sustains [us]" (50). He reads Shanadithit's obituary: 

Its fiom The Times of London. Of course. September 14h, 1829. Its 

about her and them. An obituary. Very big on obituaries, 77ze Times. 

Only the best people get noticed in there, of course. Funny isn't it. All 



the crowd that scratched and fought and settled the place ... none of them 

got in. Took an Indian to put Newfoundland on the map. A dead one. . . . 

We made no mistake about that, did we? . . . God bless you al1 and may 

you al1 be saved Don't forget to tell your fiends about us. Without your 

support, we'd never keep a show like this running .... (50) 

It is the final bluntly ironic statement of the play's attack upon its audience. 

Marshall suggests that as "the basis for . . . traditions" conceming the Beothuk 

has corne to be "widely questioned," emergent literature in the last few decades has 

frequently centred "around questions of blame and guilt?' (5). Cook's play epitomizes 

that emergent literature. Cook echoes Coulter (both, coincidentally, transplanted 

lrishrnen whose most famous work g e w  out of Canadian historical situations) and 

anticipates Daniel David Moses, particularly in laying direct responsibility on his 

audiences. His play is an important transitional stage in the treatment of the aboriginal- 

European conflict in English-Canadian historical drama. Further it suggests that al1 

civilization is permanently on the nm of a curve, that our history is always in motion 

away from its starting point, that what we have done may, in time, also be done to us. 

The extinction of the Beothuk occurs in consequence of Europezdaboriginal 

conflicts of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. The later nineteenth 

centur), when vimially any hope of peaceful CO-existence had been overwhelmed by gold 

strikes, railroads, and relentless Western expansion in both the United States and Canada, 

is the temporal setting of the remaining plays to be addressed in this chapter. Ursell and 

Cook both show the effects of bureaucratie intransigence. In Pollock's Walsh and 
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Hardin's T'ze Great W'e ofCivilization, bureaucracy becornes the principal weapon in 

'the Indian Wars. ' 

Hardin and Pollock also remind us of a tnith that much subsequent politically- 

correct romanticizing of the abonginal population often forgets: intertribal battles also 

occurred. Just as white Europeans, before and afier contact with North Arnerica7s 

aboriginal peoples, repeatedly fought intemecine wars and killed each other in huge 

numbers, and just as the white men of the United States fought the bloodiest \var ever 

contested on the North Amencan continent, so North Amencan aboriginal tribes fought 

with each other as well as with the encroaching settlen. Tribal infïghting was perhaps 

never more fiequent than in the latter half of the nineteenth century as the last native 

controI of the west eroded. Different headmen disagreed, even within individual tribes, 

about the next correct strategy to adopt. Some buried the hatchet (literaliy) and accepted 

reservation life; some buried the hatchet in their enernies and fought to the 1st;  some 

emigrated to the "White Mother Country" to the north. 

Herschel Hardin, in a style not unlike that employed by Ursell, develops his text 

by situating mostly invented characters against the background of significant historical 

events affecting their present lives. Hardin's Blackfoot and Piegan protagonists are 

living through the moment at which the mythology of the "open West" finally collapses. 

The belief, long maintained, that the \es t  was suffi~ciently spacious to permit peaceful 

co-existence without drastic alteration to the interests and habits of either.aboriginals or 

settlers, is, by this point, an evident fiction. The play opens in the spring of 1867 and the 

Northem Blackfoot Confederacy is beginning to feel the practical effects of the 1865 
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treaty with the Amencan govemment: specifically, 'white men still appropriate the lands 

. . . but the govemment makes no payments" (8). The pressure of white commercial 

interests, aggravated by nearly sixteen years of gold strikes and rumours of gold strikes 

across the northwest, has caused a breakdown in traditional methods for hunting the 

buflalo: the use of rifles is affecthg the ecological balance. Meanwhile, early efforts to 

abide by treaties through the creation of reservations managed by "Indian Agents" are 

collapsing eveqwhere through a combination of incompetent administration, failed 

plans, and the ubiquitous presence of liquor (8). Into this historical landscape corne 

Hardin's characters, s t p i ed  at every turn in their quests for self-knowledge and 

community survival by the simple fact that they are living through an era during which 

al1 the rules for both are changing. 

Little Dog, representative of the Blackfoot Nation, is Hardin7 s protagonist. 

Together with allies such as Shoots-in-the-Air (Little Dog's 'Dumont'), Bird Woman (the 

voice of truth throughout the play), and Chef Bird Rattle (representing the older 

~eneration), Little Dog attempts to oppose his myth and cultural identity to the practices 
Y 

of the ever-present traders. Since corporate interests are profitdriven, cynical, and, in 

this play at least, generally beneath conternpt, Little Dog's efforts are foredoomed to 

fai 1 ure. 

Outsider status is significant in this play not only because the Blackfoot 

Confederacy finds itself opposed to white U.S. interests but because it finds itself 

battling the Piegans as well. White traders are the vanguard of normative authority (19, 

23-4) and, as is frequently the case in the subgenre, they are by no means ideal 
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representatives of white civilization. If anything, most of the traders are 'white trash' 

(49), people already on the fnnges of the society they c l a b  to represent, and prone to 

cxtrernes in a way more highly-placed authority is not  These traders are concerned only 

with how to 'Yreat 'em right to fake 'em iny7 (25), working towards "One hundred percent 

profity7 (45). When the traders lose control, the army enters. 

As in Riel and so ofien since, alcohol is a problem for the forces of authority; the 

guarantors of order are as likely to be as dnmk and disorderly as the unstable crowd they 

have been sent to control(60). The root of the problem is that treaties are not being kept. 

Bureaucracy lacks both will and means to enforce officia1 policy. Thus, though the 

Blackfoot gain a measure ofrevenge within the play, particularly against the worst of the 

traders, the force they are opposing is larger than al1 the weapons, and faceless. 

Normative authority has as its final arbi ter the bank balance; any course of action which 

maintains that balance in the black, no matter how much 'red' might need to be spilled or 

destroyed in the process, is that which wiU be followed. 

The Church, often an agent of normative authority, is presented by Hardin as 

being paralyzed by its own interna1 dissension. Representative figures, Father John and 

Father Joseph, arrive late in Hardin's twt, and are in opposition to each other from their 

first speeches, the old and traditional against the young and Iiberal. Father Joseph 

immediately challenges the motives and methods of the Church, especially its symbiotic 

relationship with exploitative commerce: "Everything that is white stinks here" and 

"white religion is the prophet of deceit in this grotesque pionecring of the Northwest" 

(8 1). Before the end of the scene, Father Joseph is calling for religion to be "the great 



two-edged sword" to oppose "the pagan commerce" (88). Father John, however, 

counters Father Joseph in every respect, debating evexy point. Father John's hell and fire 

sermon to Littie Dog is received indifferently. Father Joseph laughs as Little Dog, like 

Huck Finn, responds: "T prefer to go to hell" (89)- 

White trading turns the natives from CO-operative to cornpetitive hunting (1 1 ). 

Returns on exchange of buffalo skins pit individuals against each other, underminhg the 

much-praised collective orientation of tibal life. Tobacco and liquor are employed to 

facilitate business interests and cloud judgement (26-8); "Mixin' hooch is what marks 

off the successful trader from the absolute failure," Snoohmn Jim boasts (28). The effect 

on the individual wamor, as Bird Wornan overtly states, is that "[qirewater has made 

him a slave of the white-stained hand" (3 1). Liquor turns even the best-motivated 

warrior to extremes-Little Dog trades his wife for an extra jug (49)-and the mode of 

exchançe among the tribes moves inexorably from community to hierarchy (75-6). 

Hardin7s characters demonstrate al1 the charisrnatic components typical of the 

protagonists of English-Canadian historieal drama. Little Dog and Shoots-in-the-Air are 

introduced as reasonable, analytical, loyal, traditional, sharing, introspective, and 

intelligent-a11 qualities displayed during initial confrontations with other members of 

Piegan and Blackfoot Nations (9-23). Hardin employs language in a manner sirnilar to 

Cook, gracing native scenes with poetic and imaginative dialogue and description and 

labouring white trader exchanges with fiagmented structures and cmde diction. The 

opening scenes seem desiwed specifically to dramatize the distance in quality between 

the superior natives and the ignorant whites. Scene 1 in the Piegan camp laments the 
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ongoing changes and their effects on native spirituality and subsistence (14-22) . Poetic, 

musical diction is employed by al1 characters in a scene which features the arrangement 

of a marriage: "1 am Shoots-in-the-Air. 1 ask that Sitakapoki, daughter of Flat Tail, 

become the wife of Little Dog. . . . They have met once ... rnany times ... where willows 

mow thick" (1 6). Contrast the delicacy of this negotiation for the band of Sitakapoki c. 

with the diction ernployed in scene 2 by the traders, Geary and Snookum Jim (23-5 l), as 

they prepare their "hooch" for use in securing via trade "a raw, red piece of ass! Heaves 

like a cow in heat! . . . [a] hot, juicy red-bellied bitch" (45,49). 

Hardin's native characters are usually smarter than their white adversaries (33)- 

Liquor is essential for the white traders as one of the few devices which can create a 

perceived equality-lowering the natives to the level of the white man. Even the 

Blackfoot use of a dead comrade's body for one final attack on the trading p s t ,  though 

mirn, evinces an intelligence which the white traders never show (53). The natives are 
C 

always willing to iisten and tend to speak truth (85-6, 89). Their alternative way is 

epitomized in this text by what has aiready been, in hindsight, irretrievably lost at the 

outset: fui1 communal equality. The eariy stages of the script foreground the principles 

of equality at work in tribal life (12). As Little Dog expresses it, "what is ours is yours, 

for everything is held in common with the tribe" (19). Yet before this brief summary is 

even voiced, laments are heard. Strangling ~ o l f  bemoans the days gone by when 

"buffalo were distributed evenly arnong the people" (1 1). The first of several overtly 

didactic songs compares the "dog days" of "al1 together7' with the "horse days" of "each 

alone" (1 3). From the start, then, the play is already a larnent for what is past and 



214 

unrecoverable, even while its protagonists cling to faith in the possibility of restoration. 

Once more, hindsight is flawless; Hardin's audience knows how Little Dog's story must 

end. The attractiveness and potential of the alternative is great, but the audience is aware 

that the return to traditional ways has not happened, and equality and balance, sobriety 

and order, are more fiction than fact-in the white world as much as in that of the native. 

The cost of embracing the proposed alternative to the dominant order is immense. 

Capitalist competitive trade would have to cease; liquor would have to be removed from 

the trading floor; and the role of the military would have to be reconceived. In short, 

' the commercial principle" (95) would have to be invalidated; the foundation of 

existence of the whote United States be rewitten. As Snookum Jirn says, facing his own 

final showdown, "This is what made us what we are, the independent man that has 

chopped an empire that's opened up this country" (106). The audience h o w s  fiom the 

opening curtain that "the great wave of civilization" (63) is going to drown many who 

cannot or will not swim with the tide. It has been told directly that "the great wave of 

ciïilization" is opposed to logic, that "a businessman using logic is Iike a whore using a 

chastity belt" (63). The dominant remains dominant through a mixture of chemical 

support, profit incentive, and sheer weight of numbers. The size of the collected 

opposition-stated clearly in Father John's cautionary sermon to Little Dog ( 8 9 e a n d  its 

technology ensures that what the historical record dictates will not, in this text, be 

contradicted. 

The Great Clhe of Civilization departs slightly from common practice 

even the moderate resistance offered the protagonists in this play has extreme 

in that 
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consequences. Bribery and increased liquor lead only to more of the behaviour which is 

already causing inter-tribal dissension (3 1). The cornmon insult, conventional voicing of 

anti-native stereotypes by whites, takes on more force when it is used by the white traders 

to foment trouble between the natives. Snoohw Jim insists to Big Feet, for example, 

that he cannot trust his Blackfoot allies: "Brother, my ass. . . . He's stingy and mean and 

he can't stand anybody else enjoyin' life. A Blaclfoot's a puritan . . . . He'd skin your 

corpse and mend his lodge with it, instead O' lettin' it rot natural" (32). The constant 

undermining of another's bonufides happens inside the white camp as ofien as it does 

outside, rerninding the audience that, in the world of cornpetition for commercial profit, 

no one really trusts anyone else. Even letting nature take its course has severe 

consequences in this play as Gea- sees the drunken Big Feet outside the trading post, 

unconscious in sub-zero temperatutes, and simply leaves him there-with predicable 

results (5 1 ). 

Extreme resistance merely makes the inevitable destruction happen a little more 

quiclil-. A m y  raids, sometimes in the form of pre-emptive stnkes (76-7), in theory 

prekent trouble before it happens but in reality kill people who have done no imrnediate 

wonp. There is no honour or loyalty among the traders. Geary finally begins to 

sympathize a little with the native's plight; Snookum Jim, recognizing an enemy to 

commerce, shoots his former partner and gets back to business (94). When Culligan is 

lured out of the white traders' shelter and butchered by Little Dog (1 OO), his eulogy 

mentions that he "died in the midst of a fiscal year" (1 OQ), and Snookum Jiin's response 

to being accused of ultimate responsibility for Culligan's death is "1 made a profit" 
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(1 05). No matter which side of the "great wave of civilization" a given chancter mi@ 

find himself on, the slightest mistalie kills. 

Hardin's text is relentlessly critical of the commercial principle, wholly in 

support of the values already fading from the native way of life. Flat Tail, the old chief, 

larnents that "?he dreamer is dead," that there is no one remaining who knows "the signs 

of the Great Spirit" (16, 17). History and narrative are held to be essential to survival, 

but equally s h o w  to be already vanishing fiom the native way: "The past was f e h l  ... 

but he remembered it. That was important. / Once. No more. / The dreamer is dead fiom 

&ef. ' . . . If we are to survive, the wise must lead the hunt, the story-teller should 
C 

prevail" (17). But the story-teller does not prevail because his dreams and stories are 

poll uted by firewater (3 1 ). The play mocks the overt cynicism of corporate greed, 

particularly in the passage which gives the play its title (59-68). Hardin shows the 

military to be a cmde mechanism bent on unthinkin~ destruction: "Thinking is treason. / 

It's proved beyond reason: / The only good red man's a dead man" (78). The Church 

resembles the tribes, internally divided between young and old, except that in the Church 

it is youth which tends toward the just position. But the Church fails at the cnut of its 

testing, reverting to exhausted rhetoric about etemal punishment as opposed to helping in 

any Lay to affect the behaviour that it says must be changed (88-90). The Blackfoot 

Confederacy withers and fades, its loss lamented in Bird Woman7s closing Song, one line 

from whch States clearly the stance of the play: "the white man with his laws and trade 

has killed the power of wisdom. // In one generation" (1 10-1 1). 

Ainong the challenges the play presents to its audience is the suggestion that 
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beggars "are an invention of the white man" (10). Every mendicant is in part made by 

the system that so often scoms or ignores beggars. The self-proclaimed c'phi-lo-sophers" 
* 

and "realists" (4 1 )-the trader+are shown to be neither wise nor astute. When Little 

Dog trades his wife for another jug, the audience is challenged to examine its reactions: 

do we biame the savage for his unconscionable act, or do we criticize the trade system 

which allowed such a barter to be made? In passing, the play suggests the extent to 

which a*tudes were influenced by the manipulation of the press (61 ), thereby reminding 

audiences that the constitution of the United States provokes and authorizes much of 

what happens in the pursuit of trade (66), and concludes ulth the direct suggestion that 

"civilization" is based solely on exploitation without intelligence or conscience (92). 

Commerce eats its owm. Like Macbeth, who laments that he "is in blood / Stepped in so 

far that, should [he] wade no more / Returning were as tedious as go o'er" (3.4.237-39), 

the trader finds that "[tlhere's no turnin' back. There's no changin'. Once yo' git into it, 

yo' git into it, and there's no tmin'  back" (107). The contrast in levels of diction 

between the Shakespearean example and the contemporary echo is, one suspects, entirely 

deliberate. That this particular tex? is set more in the US. than in Canada does not affect 

its televance to Canadian analysis; like the native peoples themselves did, the thematic 

values and challenges readily cross the border. 

Sharon Pollock's Walsh dramatizes the events surrounding just such a border 

crossing: Sitting Bull's journey to Canada followïng the battle at the Little Bighorn, the 

notonous "Custer's Last Stand." Sitting Bull leads his tribe across the US.- Canadian 

border into the Northwest Territories (present-day Saskatchewan), following the 
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complete rout of Custer's forces in 1876. Sitting Bull's intent is to embrace Canadian 

laws and customs, to bury the hatchet in the United States, and to settle with his people 

on the northern side of the border for good. Canadian law is embodied in the person of 

Major James Walsh, commanding oace r  of Fort Walsh, and superintendent of the 

North-West Mounted Police. Pollock's play is a study in the rnethods by which 

governrnent intransigence and bureaucratie impedimenta rise to become the most 

successfùl weapons in the "Indian wars." It drarnatizes, as does Ursell's ï7ze Running of 

~/2e Deer, a historical moment at which, had govement acted differently, subsequent 

harsh consequences might have been mitigated or perhaps altogether avoided. 

Crucial to analysis and cornprehension of WuM is never to lose sight of the fact 

that the play is called H'crlsh-not Sitting Bull. Just as Shakespeare's Tlte Trugedy of 

Julizis Cuesur is not entitled The Tragedy of A4arcus Brutus-despite the fact that Brutus' 

role is at least double the length of Caesar's-so Pollock's Walsh is neither about the 

tragedy suffered by Sitting Bull, nor, really, about the persona1 circurnstances of the life 

of James Walsh. ?Vu?sh is the tragedy of the Europeans, a study of how excessive 

insistence on the rightness of their own models and beliefs deprived the European settlers 

of a n'cher interaction with the native population. It is not a study of physical 

destruction, but rather of esnotional and cultural loss-al1 the more tragic for often not 

being recognized as such. Pollock examines the Platonic notion which Cook's "Author7' 

voices in the beginning of On the Rim of the Curve but which is apparently rejected by 

the action of Cook's play. Pollock may not be arying that the aggessive white race 

deserves more pity, but she is certainly working wvithin the Aristotelian mode1 of 
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catharsis which insists that, coupled with a recognition of the ultimate responsibility of 

the tragic hero for the provocation of the tragic events, there mua be a sense of pity for 

the destruction of the innocent and others in the hero's wake. Viewed in this way, 

Pollock's play is a study of the responsibility of Canadian govemment for the destruction 

of Sitting Bull and his people, the tragedy of European belief in its own inherent 

superiority. Walsh, like Julius Caesar before him, is the representative of the systern, the 

focal point for dramatization of how the mechanics of bureaucracy work through the 

individual; he is not the instigator of the tragedy, merely its agent. 

Walsh serves as protagonist in the play, a surrogate for the normative authority he 

represents. He is the front-line of authority, the commander of what Joseph Manzione 

called, in his shidy of Sitting Bull's years in Canada, "not just a law enforcement agency, 

but an entire legal system on horseback" (7). Walsh's outsider status is unconventional 

for the English-Canadian histoncal play. As is clearly demonstrated in Pollock's text, 

though Walsh is part of the power structure, he is also distanced from it. Walsh's 

authon@ is subject to that of his superiors in the North West Mounted Police, and those 

superiors in tum must report to the bureaucrats of the federal governrnent in Ottawa. 

Even Ottawa, nominally reporting to no one but the Canadian people, must continually 

concem itself with possible ramifications of Canadian actions in London and 

Washington. In the setting of the play, then, Walsh is the figurehead of authority, an 

inside-outsider. It is the task of the play to demonstrate precisely how often this 

historically significant officer \vas forced to be a fiyrehead rather than an agent. 

Through development of the number of instances in which Walsh's basically sound 
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estent to which Sitting Bull and his people were defeated not by the military force of the 

enemy they grappled with, nor by the daily challenges of food shortages and radical 

alterations to their habits of living, but by an enemy they almost never met in the 

flesh-b y bureaucracy. 

Walsh faces a comrnon hwnan conflict: reconciliation of the tensions between 

human instincts and professional duty, between irresistible desire and immovable 

obligation. He must choose between two opposed value systems, each of which he 

believes to be equally worthy of loyalty but which, by historical circumstance, have 

become mutually incompatible. For Walsh, action is either right or wrong; for his 

superiors, a third state exists. Walsh is, among other things, a dramatization of the rise of 

the "espedient" as a motivating factor in human behaviour. 

Pollock uses an introductory M i n g  moment to remind the audience of the 

inevitabili~r, the completed pastness of al1 the action they are about to see unfold We 

are introduced to James Walsh in a Yukon saloon near the tum of the century, and the 

play begins in WaïsR 's rnind. The events of Pollock's "prologue" are played in highly 

shlized movements, 141th fieezes, intended to convey an "impression . . . simdar to that 

cxperiencd nhen one is drunk or d e r  greut mental stress"; al1 is observed by a 

character from Walsh's memoxy who exists "on& in WaZsh 's mind," standing "outside of 

rhe prologue scene" (9).  The prologue segues directly into Act One. The effect of this 

non-naturalistic staging is to foreground sharply Walsh's mental state, and to establish 

his personal consequences first. It is one of the devices by which the play moves through 
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its title character to reach beyond his personal situation. Whar happens to Walsh is given 

in the prologue. The play concentrates on wlzy it happens, drawing the attention to 

Walsh's entrapment in bureaucratic framework-the true antagonist of the play. 

Through Walsh's perspective, we begin in "The Klondike! l898!" (10-16). 

There, during a bar brawl, Walsh re-enacts the steps of his earlier fight htth Sitting Bull, 

dogged in his mind by the disapproval of a young MNMP recruit, Clarence Underhill. 

Far fiom the days of his cornmand in the NWMP, 'Wajor Walsh" is "Commissioner of 

the Yukon now" (14), a "grafter" whose job includes taking '%en percent off the top'' of 

al1 findings (12). He has joined the bureaucracy, and is an ernbittered, surly man (1 5). 

At the precise moment at which he replicates the movements he once used to subdue 

Sitting Bull, a final fieeze occurs and Ham, a minor figure in the introduction, steps 

through the frozen characters to deliver a history lesson (16-9). 

H a q  identifies Major Walsh as "an original member of the first contingent" of 

the North West Mounted Police (16)-a fact important in dramatizing the extent to 

\\.hich the actual operations of the force diverge fiom the initial benign conception of its 

role. The rest of the speech reiiews the events of the batîle of the Little Bighom, a 

recitation which makes it perfectly clear that Pollock does not intend to follow American 

received wisdom on the subject. "Old Glory Hound Custer" is roundly castigated for 

einploying a nlnter strategy in fighting a summer \ a ,  and for sadly misjudging the 

stance vis-à-vis the white man of the tribe he attempted to attack (16, 17). In Harry's 

"the day Custer met Sittin' Bull was the beginning of the end for Major Walsh" 

(1 6):  which is tnie on both the persona1 and the national level. Keeping in mind Walsh's 
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s p b o l i c  status, we can understand Hany's comment as applicable to Canada's ability to  

maintain its own integrity of policy in the face of opposition fkom its powerful southem 

neighbour. The story of  Custer's Last Stand is a story, in part, of broken treaties on the 

part of the Amencan governrnent; it is also the beginning of the end for Canada's ability 

to establish and maintain its own 'Indian' policies. 

Without a break in the action, the fieeze ends and Hany's final lines in his lecture 

take us into Act One: "Across the line, in the country of the Great White Mother, Major 

James A. Walsh of the North West Mounted was enforcin' law and order as decreed by 

Her Majesty's Government" (21). n i e  line establishes a bureaucratie tension that is too 

easily overlooked: it is 1876, and Canada has been its own Dominion for nearly a decade, 

'et it remains the "country of the Great White Mother" where the laws are decreed by 

"Her Majesw's Governrnent." Ottawa stmggles through the whole of the play (and by 

extension through the whole of the end of the nineteenth century) to maintain a 

precarious balance of goodwill between London and Washington, attempting to satis@ 

nvo outside agendas which, though officially allied, are by no means identical, and 

sometimes are in complete opposition to each other. As Mamione puts it, 'Canada was 

a hostage to the United States for the good conduct of the British Empire" (4 1). 

Early scenes illustrate Walsh's charisma by dramatizing the quotidian pressures 

he faces: procuring sufficient supplies in the still isolated Fort Walsh5 (21,25-7)' trying 

to re-educate the nomadic tribes to become settled agrarian people (22-3,27), reconciling 

differences between white and native conceptions of "property'' (3 1-6). In each case, 

Walsh is seen to be pragmatic, with an understanding of the realities of everyone's 
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situation, and possessed of a negotiator's capacity for keeping al1 sides at the table-an 

ideal administrator for such an area. His response to the bigotxy of the enraged Mn. 

Anderson demonstrates his capabilities. Annoyed by the fact that the Major is even 

taking the time to listen to Crow Eagle7s side of the story in the argument conceming his 

thefi of her spare wvashtub, Mrs. Anderson demands: "Whose side are you on, Jim?" 

Walsh responds: "1 was unaware we were choosing sides. My job is to keep the peace 

and see that justice is done-' (33). While the line serves as a good sumrnary of Walsh's 

character in the early going, it also points to a problem: he camot maintain his professed 

ignorance concerning the choosing of sides for long. 

Walsh is also shown to be exceptionally brave and level-headed. Confronting an 

Assiniboine, White Dog, on a charge of horse theft, and surrounded by Gall, Sitting Bull, 

and the remaining Sioux-some 500 braves in total-Walsh not only insists on settling 

the charge but also forces the man to apologize and withdraw his threat of a future 

"meeting" (16-7). The fact that Walsh listens to White Dog, understands and accepts his 

version of events, but absolutely refuses to allow %te Dog anything not covered by the 

letter of the law impresses his own subordinates, the native leaders, and the audience. In 

Pollock's rendition of the scene, it is Walsh's bravery and fidelity to careful 

interpretation of the law that impresses Sitting Bull enough to begin to trust and speak 

openly with Walsh. 

Underlying each of these scenes is a critique of assurned superiority of 'white' 

knowledge, and a reminder of the situation-specific nature of a great deal of common 

sense. "You think a white man's the only person kin know anythin' for sure!" Harry 
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charges Clarence. ''Whyn't you try askin' an Injun who killed Custer?" (24). Louis 

Leveille, the "Fort Walsh scout7' and Metis (30), -ers the criticisrn of one-sided white 

knowledge when he instnicts Clarence: 

Take al1 da books, da news dat da white man prints, take all dat Bible 

book, take al1 dose things you learn fiom ... lay dem on da prairie ... and 

da sun . . . da min . . . da snow . . . pouf? You wanna learn, you study inside 

here . .. 

He laps Ais head. 

.. . and here .-. 

He tups his chest. 

... and how it is nit' you and me --. 

He indicales the iwû of rhem. 

... and how it is \vit' you and al1 .-- 

He indicut es the surroundings. 

Travel 'round da Medicine Wheel. Den you know somethin.' (30-1) 

Hamy reminds us that every stoq has multiple perspectives, while Louis promotes 

knowledge gained through experience, not through textual analysis. 

Criticism of received wisdorn is not limited to characters who stand outside the 

power structure. The Major, Harry suggests, is about to "write the Prime Mïnister, tell 

'im to stuff his fann u-tensils" (23). When Walsh discovers the Iatest shipment of 

farming equipment, his reaction shows that Hany is not exaçgerating this reponed 

disrespect for the P.M.: "Are you telling me, man, that once again the government has 
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seen fit to burden me and the natives of these parts with another load of seed and 

equipment to rot and rust when they lcnow goddarnn well, because I've told them time 

and again, that these Indians are not, and never will be, farmers!" (27). It is crucial that 

Walsh is already begiming to fdter under the weight of bureaucratie ignorance. The 

outburst is rhetorical, and Walsh provides his own answer: "Weil ... can't be helped, can 

it?'((27). Foa Walsh must solve its problems despite "those fools in Ottawa" (3 1), 

elected by the even greater fools, "da people dat sent dem dere" (3 1). 

Walsh finds himself tom between the desire to heip the natives maintain their 

traditional ways and the knowledge that those ways cannot continue in the changed 

climate created by white presence in the West. Though he recognizes the fûtility of 

attempting to make settled farmers out of nomadic hunters-asking himself rhetorically 

as he watches Crow Eagle leave, "cm you see that man bent double over a hoe?" 

(37)-hr is painfully aware that "when the white man cornes, the buffalo goes .... And 

with the buffalo goes the Life [the natives] have knowd7 (37). The inevitability of this 

change makes it no less difficult to deal with pragmatically, however. Attractive as 

preserving the traditional native way of life might be, the cost woulci be astronomical. 

As was the case for Hardin's Blackfoot d o r s ,  Pollock's Sioux would only be able to 

maintain their traditional ways if the whoie of the English-speaking world completely 

redefined its understanding of capital and commerce. Walsh (and, once more, by 

extension, Canada itself) is in the unenviable position of being able to see and 

comprehend the impending collision of forces without being in any position to prevent 

that collision. What could be done, Pollock's play suggests, Is to ameliorate the 
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consequences of the collision. Tt is Walsh's tragedy, and Canada's, that such a coune 

kvas not followed. 

Walsh is obligated to follow orders, but orders can be inadequate preparation for 

reality. An unexpected wri-nlcle in relations with the Sioux fleeing the U.S. following 

C uster's debacle is their claim of long-standing British loyalty. Gall greets Walsh, 
* 

claiming the promised protection offered the Sioux nation when they fought in defence 

of "the grandfather of Queen Victoria" (44). Walsh examines the medal Gall gives him 

as evidence in support of the Sioux claim: "It's a George III medal. The Sioux fought for 

the British in 1776 against the Americans" (44). In stage directions, Pollock adds: "His 

ordrrs froni Ottm~u have no1 covered this exigency" (44). Not only did the Sioux daim 

protection based upon their loyalty to the Crown in the U.S. War of Independence, but 

some also claimed direct descent from north-side ancestors in the early nineteenth 

centun, (Manzione 45). As crossing the line was cornmonplace, the claim is not at al1 

far-fetched. 

While Walsh consults Ottawa conceming the Sioux claim, Sitting Bull consults 

the Blackfoot and Cree, finding that Walsh's reputation is high arnong al1 the northem 

people. The first indication that al1 concemed will be victirns of protocol occurs when 

Walsh receives his answer fiom Ottawa: "My chief says the Queen is not responsible for 

you. . . . The Great White Mother has made peace with the Americans. . . . It was decided 

the Sioux belonged to the President in Washington" (53). StiIl, the Sioux are welcome to 

stay as long as they can be self-suffkient and, most importantly for international 

relations, as long as there is absolutely no use of the Northwest Tenitories as a base for 
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sufficient for long: "The bufEalo will soon be gone" (54). Sitting Bull's reaction reminds - 
the audience that the root of the whole problem lies in US. violations of treaties 

conceming the Black Hills of Dakota Walsh's response to that objection is crucial both 

to comprehension of his character and to Pollock's stance in the text: ''1 tell you this 

because 1 am a soldier and 1 must follow orders, but 1 am a fnend also. White Forehead ... 

/ He indicales hirnself: / ... does not sas this, Major Walsh says this. / He speaks oflcially" 

(54). Walsh overtly draws the distinction between profession and person, uniform and 

man. It is a relentlessly widening gap. 

With the amval of General Terry from the U.S.-officially for international 

negotiations behveen Washington and Ottawa on the status of the Siow but unoficially 

already reported by Sitting Bull to have cast himself as agent of Custer's vengeance-we 

see Walsh's flesibility thrown into relief. Terry is the voice of white supremacy: 

Tontrol of the savage, elimination of the savage aspects of the Injun's charactery' is the 

goal, though "what you'd have left, be goddamned if 1 knod* (69). Aside fkom 
Y 

providing, for Poliock, a focal point to demonstrate how much more close-minded and 

aggressive the Arnericans are, Terry also reminds the audience of an important factor in 

contemporary comprehension of al1 these events: the role played by the press-"Savage 

[the Indians] may be, but 1'11 tell you this, Major, they are kittens compared to the 

Eastern press. . . . Not a man among them [the joumalists] Iyd have at my back in fight" 

(70). In fact, Pollock downplays the role of the press as it specifically related to Walsh. 

Walsh \vas the target of vast amounts of criticism in U.S. newspapers, not merely those 
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such as the Helena Herald (Montana) which might have been expected to be rabidly pro- 

Custer, but also from joumalists in the east, particularly in Chicago (MacEwan 170). 

The Act ends with Sitting Bull's official decision to remain in Canada (76). From 

here, the presence of the Sioux is solely Walsh's responsibility. The dialogue between 

Walsh and Louis which ends the scene clarifies the implications of the current situation: 

LOUIS: 

Louis ûust da Major to do da right thing .... Dis is da month when 

da green grass come up, da rnoon of makin' fat; dis is spt-ing .... 

Can da Major make da spring come for da Sioux? What can you 

do for Sittin' Bull?" 

WALSH: 

Everything within rny power. 

LOUIS: 

How rnuch is dat? 

WALSH: 

Say what you mem, Louis. 

LOUIS: 

Louis choose to trust, but da Indian can do nothin' else but trust .... 

Trust ... or die .... Sometime, trust and  die .... Can da Major make 

da spring come for da Sioux? 

WALSH: 

You trust in me ... and 1 trust in those above me .... Quite simple, 



eh? Now let's get on. 

He goes to leave: 

LOUIS: 

Da Indian Say he would tnist da Great White Mother more if she 

did not have so many bald-headed thieves workin' for her! 

WALSH slops and iurns. 

WALSH: angrib 

The Sioux have a case ... a strong case ... and I shall present it! 

LOUIS: sofizy 

Who stands behind you dere? 

WALSH: 

Honourable men! 

LOLllS sptis. (77-8j6 

Pollock gives no  false hope. Walsh's tmst in the honour of his superiors will become the 

focal point of the second act until that trust is completely eroded. 

Walsh's letters to his wife allow the audience to see more of the private man than 

is often the case in the English-Canadian historical drama. Pollock stages husband and 

wife physically distance4 and interweaves personal reminiscence with meditation on 

duty to develop a picture of Walsh as a man who cannot, in any circumstances, forget his 

obligation to duty. The exchange is decidedly nor a dialogue; husband and wife speak in 

alternate lines, but they do not converse. As M q  Walsh muses about how she is getting 

older, James laments the "gross and continual mismanagement of the S i o ~ ' '  that has 
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happened "across the Line." He directly voices his own confusion: 'Yhey ask for some 

son of justice ... which is what 1 thought 1 swore an oath to serve!" (88). It is significant 

that Mary becomes ccdi~tanf' at this point and the lights begin to fade on her. Even in his 

most private moments, Walsh cannot let go of his sense of duty, nor escape the cod ic t  

he feels over what.he perceives as a shifi in the very essence of that to which he had 

dedicated his life. 

Walsh's confrontation mlth his immediate superior, Colonel MacLeod, raises 

another compl ication. Walsh has circurnvented "proper channels" in dealing with his 

Amencan counterpart on local matters (9 1 ). Walsh, it is alleged, is privately comtering 

his public statements, short-circuiting his duty to encourage the Siow out of Canada just 

as he short-circuited the chain of command in approaching his American counterpart 

directly (92). The cornplaint is, as MacLeod suggests, merely a fomality; the real 

problem is the perception of the United States that Canada is impeding the process of 

Amencan Justice by "giving sanctuq to those responsible for the Custer Massacre" 

(93). Walsh's reaction is yet another refrain of Pollock's theme: "Custer was responsible 

for the death of himself and his men! For Christ's sake, speak the tnith" (93). 

Slowly, the truth does sufiace: the US.  and Canadian govemments are not in the 

least concerned with individual cases, or the specifics of the Sioux claim. Each 

govemment wants to hear only confirmation of its own chosen course of action, its own 

version of events. MacLeod hints at the practical consequence of this truth: "You play 

chess .... Sometimes a pawn in sacrificed on one side of the board to gain an advantage 

on the other . . . . It might be possible to consider Sitting Bull and the Sioux as pawvns" 
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(96). When Walsh refuses to cooperate, insisting that the Prime Minister is responsible 

for explaining the whole import of his orders to îhose who must cany them out, 

MacLeod diagnoses exhaustion and conveys the Prime Muiister's orders: stop feeding the 

Sioux and apologize for breaching the chah of cornmand Once more, Walsh is faced 

with a challenge to his personal comprehension of duty. He has followed his orders, as 

he repeatedly insists, yet doing his duty has brought hïm to a point at which he stands in 

danger of being forced to resign because of dereliction of duty (99). 

Alone wlth Harry, Walsh confronts the meaning of what has happened to him: 

"Ike always thought of myself as a man of principle .... Honour, truth, the lot .... They're 

just words, Ha-. They don't exist. 1 gave my life to them and they don't exist" (1 02). 

Hany's response is an uncharacteristic moment in Pollock's othenlse generally 

consistent use of the character as an interpreter of events to the audience: "Ain't nothin' I 

can do" (103). Perhaps Pollock intends nothing more here than to suggest we can al1 

become part of the problem. 

There remains only the physical confrontation with Sitting Bull which has been 

foreshadowed in the Yukon prologue. Sitting Bull, pained by the necessity of the action, 

requests "provisions for bis] people" (1 1 1). Walsh gives the official government 

answer: "Your provisions wait for you across the line." When Sitting Bull presses the 

issue, Walsh loses his temper: "God knows Iy ve done my damndest and nothing's 

changed. . . . Cross the line if you're so hungry, but don't, for Christ's sake, corne 

beçijng food from me!" Sitting Bull stands on his dignity as "'the head of the Sioux 

nation" but Walsh aggravates him further, saying "1 don't give a goddamn who you are! 
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action in mm moves Walsh to physical violence, twisting Sitting Bull's a m ,  throwing 

him to the floor, planting a foot in the middle of his back, and "sending him sprmhg" 

(1 12). The incident (mentioned but not documented in the historical record-cf. 

Manzione 1 18, MacEwan 149) is merely a graphic representation of what has already 

bern done, emotionally and morally, to the Sioux nation. The subsequent deparhue of 

the Sioux, the incarceration of Sitting Bull in Fort Randalldespite Amencan promises 

that "nobody'd be punished" (123)-and the final report of his death are all anticlirnax. 

Pollock uses the activity upon which Walsh is engaged when the news of Sitting 

Bull's death reaches him-staging a mock Indian attack to celebrate the opening of the 

railroad-not only to critique the force as a parody of itself in its own time but also, one 

suspects, to cal1 into question al1 aspects of cerernonial celebration that continue tu draw 

resources from the addressing of real problems. As Sitting Bull, from beyond the grave, 

voices a death lament in tenns which echo the Bible, Walsh removes his gun and tunic, 

placing them on his de& and then, lifting his hands above his head, dams thern dowm on 

his desk (128-9). It is an inarticulate, ineffectua1 gesture, much too little protest, and far 

too late. 

Pollock's development of historical events into dramatic fom difiers in one or 

two important respects from cornmon practice. Firstly, there is almost no exieme 

resistance in this play. If we read Walsh as protagonist, the most extreme resistance 

offered the protagonist is his eventual transfer to Qu'appelle, away from the irresolvable 

tensions of Fort Walsh. He is opposed, in keeping with the theme of the play, 
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bureaucratically. Even if a case is made for Sitting Bull as protagonist (a case which 

does not really seem plausible), extreme resistance to him personally, by extension to his 

people, happens offstage, reported only in Harry's epilogue, and imposed by the United 

States forces. 

Secondly, despite having perhaps more docmentary evidence upon which to 

draw than any other piaywright under discussion in this chapter, Pollock employs a 

surprising amount of invention, as weti as manipulation of the extant record. Ken 

Mitchell has discussed the need for invention at the private level in most historicai plays. 

But Pollock is more fiee fiom that need than most of her peers. She has at her disposal, 

for example, letters fiom Walsh to his wife fiom which to draw some sense of the private 

individual, as well as many letters written by Walsh in the course of his professional 

duties. That Pollock invents characters to help b a t i z e  particular ways of thinking is 

not at al1 musual; what is s~rpnsing are some of the points at which she veers h m  the 

received record. 

Her most significant invented character is Clarence Underhill, a lad fiom 

Glengarry who might well have waIked out of the pages of Ralph Connor. Clarence 

begïns the play as a raw recnùt, repkte with al1 the standard Eastern prejudices against 

Indians that corne from parochial upbringing, fùeled by even the most cosmopolitan 

media reports on conditions in the Wild West. Entering the play convinced that he and 

his feltow officers are al1 in danger of imminent attack and hoping for his chance "to kill 

the man who killed Custer" (24), Clarence is welcorned to Fort Walsh with the advice 

that he should keep "@tk] eyes, ears and mind open" and "Bs] mouth shut" (26). As 



Clarence experiences his new sumoundings and meets acîual members of Sitting Bull's 

camp, his prejudices slowly fade. Talcing instruction from Louis, McCutcheon, and - 
Walsh, Clarence eventually becomes an even greater supporter of the Sioux cause than is 

Walsh himself During the Nez Percé evacuation, Clarence gives his overcoat to a pair 

of child refugees (62-3), then attempts to help another woman and her baby before 

discovering that 50th are dead He listens to Sitting Bull explain the Medicine Wheel 

(65-7), and begins to fonn a fondness for Simng Bull's young son, Crovi6oot. It is 

Clarence who voices incredulous reaction against what will eventually become 

covemment policy: "You don't let people starve to death, do you? Just 'cause you wlsh - 
they'd move someplace else" (85). Later, he gives Crowfoot his knapsack (104), 

discusses the tribe's troubles with Sitting Bull himself (1 04-07), and screams in protest 

when Walsh physically opposes Sitting Bull (1 13). Clarence has practicalfy to be carried 

off in order to follow the order he has been given by Walsh in the wake of the incident 

( 1 1 3 ,  and rnust literally be carried off when later, dru.& he reacts very badly to hearing 

Ham. announce "the end of the Sioux nation" (123). 

Clarence's d e  in the play is clear. He demonstrates a principal challenge to the 

audience: confront your prejudices by making actual contact with the people involved. It 

is interesting, then, to consider that Clarence is an anomaly among the NWMP, that the 

historical record suggests that any character in his position would far more likely have 

gro\\n less sympathetic to the Sioux cause as events unfolded. Manzione observes that 

as the years of Sitting Bull's exile in Canada progressed "the police officen' attitudes 

. . changed. Synpathy turned to toleration, and then to mild contempt, an evolution 
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that reflected changes in attitudes and policies in Ottawa" (1 1Q7 The path that Pollock 

dramatizes through her development of Clarence is the reverse of that suggested by the 

historical record. 

Other variations on the historical record are less obvious than the sustained 

development of Clarence- The character of "Pretty Plume" seerns to be an invention. 

Grant MacEwan mentions the presence of "a squaw" at the conference between Sitting 

Bull and General Terry, and Mamione identifies her as Flying Bird. Whereas Pollock 

presents the woman as the sole voice of the S i o e t h e  bearer of our children" is our 

speaker, asserts Sitting Bull (72)-it seems that Sitting Bull himself did most of the 

talking in the meeting with Terry, assisted by several other headmen of the tribe. Flying 

Bird made one representation to the cornmittee on behalf of the women and children, 

who outnumbered the braves approximately five to one (Manzione 4 9 ,  and MacEwan 

suggests that her presence was "a premeditated insult to the Arnencans" (127); but there 

is no sense that Pollock's portraya1 of the woman as the chief negotiator for the Sioux 

has an- basis in the historical record. An early indicator of Walsh's faith in the good 

intentions of the Sioux is probably absent from Pollock's version of the story because of 

the difficulty inherent in staging it: Walsh took advantage of an offer to rest by taking a 

nap in one of the Sioux tents, perfonning one of the more impressive acts of trust- 

sleeping in a stranger's presence (MacEwan 79). Another incident missing fiom the play 

which appears in the histoncal record adds a level of complexity to the bureaucratic 

negotiations that Pollock probably (and, one suspects, rightly) felt would confuse the 

lines of antagonism drawn: Pollock makes a great deal of Walsh's disgust with Ottawa 
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for sending shipments of fanning equipment to help the nomadic hunting tribe (22-3,25- 

7, 36-8). Conditions had so changed by 1879 that when Sitting Bull's nephew, Watogala 

(who does not figure in the play) appealed to Ottawa to send farming assistance, Sir John 

A. Macdonald's governrnent, more concerned with settling the situation in the West than 

Alexander Mackenzie's previous administration had been, refused the request (Manzione 

134). Al1 these variations from or omissions of elements of the received record simplify 

Pollock's thematic developrnent. 

Pollock is somewhat more subtle than many of her peers, censuring less 

frequently and less stridently, but she does present the same general portrait of our 

ancestors as that found in most English-Canadian history plays. Particularly repellent is 

one of Louis' anecdotes conceming the "mighty nice tobacco pouch" he saw belonging 

to an American, "made from breast of Indian woman he killed at Sand Creeli" (52). It is 

not surprising that several of the play's most pointed criticisms are voiced by Sitting 

Bull. In a long speech describing his "good friend Crazy Horse of the Oglala" (56) 

Sitting Bull creates a portrait of that farnous warrior, notorious for the intensity of his 

resistance to the white man, which stresses his loyalty and his sense of family far above 

his reputation for violence. The death of Crazy Horse is presented in graphic terms: "his 

arms were pinioned by his red brothen and a white soldier pushed his bayonet into Crazy 

Horse's stomach! It took one night for him to die" (55). White men still point to the 

"oreat - gouge gone from the wall" behind where Crazy Horse was stnick and "laugh and 

joke" about the old cliche of the best kind of Indian (55-6). Clearly, the Sioux have no 

monopoly on violence-either physical or emotional. Describing the plight of the Nez 
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Percés, another Arnerican triïe attempting to seek refuge across the northem border, 

Sitting Bull says: "As we speak, Nez Percés are rotting, their bodies full of bullet holes, 

their heads smashed in with p s t o c k s  and bootheels. Would you term this a natural 

death?" (59).  Faced by Walsh with the tribeys choices, Sitting Bull reflects: "'1 know 

man' who took the white man's promise. . . . 1 would ask their-guidance, but al1 of them 

are dead" (75). Sitting Bull's most direct criticism is also his simplest: ""How does the 

white man sustain himself beneath the weight of the blood that he has shed?" (62). 

Most significantly for Canadian audiences, our much-vaunted "peace, order and 

good governrnent" appears, in part, to have been achieved by a triumph of expedience 

over justice. Walsh reports on a case he has tried: "1 sentenced that Sioux to six months 

imprisonment and fined him twenty dollars, for that is the law! But where's the justice in 

it?" (109). Even more overt is HW's condemnation of bureaucratic procedure that ends 

the play: "Sir John A.'s policy for dealin' with the Sioux was an al1 round wimer ... beats 

Custer al1 to hell! Not half so messy . . . . Quiet, simple and effective . . . . Do not delay 

in retuming to the United States, for that course is the only aitemative to death by 

starvation" (1 24). These challenges, when added to those voiced by Sitting Bull, create a 

climate of guilt and responsibility in the play which situates it squarely within cornmon 

practice. The theme of white responsibility unites al1 the variety of plays about the 

subject-even, perhaps especially, those *tten by First Nations playwrights. 

Pollock's W'als uses the specific and well-documented details of the relationship 

between Walsh and Sitting Bull as a microcosm of the relationship between Canada and 

its abonginal population. Confused and stressed by conflict between good intentions and 
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practical reality, between national will and international politics, Walsh fails. Given 

Pollock's belief that "much of our history has been rnisrepresented and even hidden fiom 

us," and that "[ulntil we recognize ou .  past, we cannot change our fùture" ("Playwright7s 

Note," The Kornugafa Màni Incident n-p.), it seems clear that she is charging her 

audience with the responsibility to recognize its own failure. 

In many ways, Daniel David Moses' play Almigl-y Voice and his Wfe  unites al1 

the foregoing discussion. Moses employs both naturalistic and symbolic structures to 

address confrontations between white and native systerns of authority and spirituality. 

He examines the consequences of confrontation both in the historical setting of the 

events dramatized and in the present, arguing that audiences must accept responsibility 

both for self-interrogation and for right action toward others as a consequence. AI1 these 

are approaches and themes shared with the other drarnatists here considered. 

But in one significant way, Moses' play does something that none of the others 

addressed in this chapter do: it treats the historical moment and its consequences from a 

First Nations perspective. Though there is little distance between Moses' play and those 

already discussed, particularly in the conclusions each reaches conceming responsibility, 

it is important to the evolution of the drama at large that stones should be told from al1 

available perspectives. In one crucial sense, then, Moses' play is significant because, at 

last, a play from the native perspective has found a way into the cultural dominant of 

contemporary theahcal practice. 

The first act of AImighty Voice ami hzs Wfe  is naturalistic-so conventionally 

naturalistic that some early reviewers were annoyed by its slow pace.* The scenes and 
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dialogue seem conventional to the point of seeming stereotypical. The narrative is 

strictly chronologïcal. Only the punctuation of scenes by projected titles seems a device 

of the contemporary theatre, an intrusion of 'movies' into the world of "the 

Saskatchewan prairieT7 of 1895 to 1 897 (64). Only as the second act unfolds, with its 

complete and utter contrast to the style of the first act, do we realize just how many alarm 

bells that first act should have set ringkg. Part of Moses' ski11 with this play is the 

manner in which he provokes his audience to question stereotypes by first subjecting 

them to a panorama ofpsirive prejudices and cliches. The discomfort thus aroused is, at 

least in part, intentional. 

Where most early reactions to the plzy stopped was at the point of recognizing the 

discomfort; few seemed to consider why the ostensibly tedious, stereotypical, 

uncornfortable first act should so appear. The play is stnictured and developed with 

precise logic. Moses' play is a rnirror, and like any mirror it does two things: reverses 

images and reflects them. The first act is a reversal, demanding reflection on the part of 

the audience. The second act is a reflection, demanding of the audience reversal of the 

ease with which many either accepted the stereotypes of the first act or reacted 

neçatively to them because they were bad theatre and not because they were biased 

treatment of aboriginal culture. 

Follo\Mng the first scene, "Her Vision," a visual anticipation of the death of 

Almighty Voice, Act One follows strict chronology until it reaches its end in scene nine, 

"His Vision"-Almighty Voice's 'deathbed' vision of his child. The story of Almighty 

Voice's courtship of White Girl, their wedding night, his arrest for the theft of a cow, 
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their subsequent flight, the killing of the NWMP officer Colin Colebrook (significantly 

unnamed in the play), the increased pursuit of Almighty Voice, their last moments 

together, and, very abmptly, his death-al1 pass without chronological rearrangement. 

At the moment of Almighty Voice's death, at the end of Act One, one might expect the 

play to end. Indeed, Len Peterson's play AImighty Voice ends at just that moment. It is, 

afier aI1, the 'end' of the story. But Moses' theme, in part, is that the death of Almighty 

Voice is nowhere near the end of his story; it is merely the end of Almighty Voice's life 

in the flesh. 

The protagonist of the play is nominally its title character. As with Pollock's 

IlXih, however, a case can be made for Alrnighty Voice (and his wife) being interpreted 

as ~nicrocosmic representatives of Canada's aboriginal people. Particularly as the second 

act develops, it seems clear that Moses is exarnining far more than the interaction of two 

lives, far more than even the syrnbolic value of Alhighty Voice as the last 'Indian' 

officially killed by police in the line of du@. Through the manipulation of stereotypes, 

Moses suggests by the end of the play that Alrnighty Voiceys death is greater than the end 

of one man's life, and that the action of the play addresses the whole panorama of 

Aboriginal-European interaction. Thus the 'outsider' statu of the protagonists becomes 

that of aboriginal, perennially outside the European-Canadian garrïson-perhaps never 

more so than after the walls disappeared and the weapons were stored. 

Normative authority, like eveiything not of the world of the protagonists in this 

play, is voiced but never seen. Representatives of white order, fiom "that Sergeant over 

at Duck Lake" (67), to the "stupid Seqeant" who pursues them (69), to the "mounties, 
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soldiers, famers eveiywhere7' who surround Almighty Voice at his final stand, are al1 

seen through the eyes of the protagonists (72). Even auth0nt-y within the tribe-parents 

and visionaries alike-exist as Almighty Voice and White Girl speak them for us. Al1 

stereotypes of representation are still present, but reversed. Contrary to the conunonplace 

of never seeing any but the white English-Canadian way of doing and thinking, the 

audience is s h o w  the opposite extreme: a world in which al1 things white exist only 

through native representation. 

The conflict mirrors that of every play which treats the subject, but once again is 

reported from the native perspective. Now the dense ones, the ones whose "stupid faces 

[all] look the same" (67), whose theology is infantile (cf. scene 3), who cannot seem to 

think for themselves, who show a herd mentality, who are "so stupid they keep their 

mernories on stuff like s n o ~ v ~ ~  (71) are the whites. Residential schools and the lies told to 

the children taken there-"they said everybody here had died of smallpox" (66)-sustain 

the division between native and white. The sundry white authority structures attempt to 

impose their ways of seeing and their guarantors of identity on the native people. White 

Girl is told that she "could live'forever, but [she] had to marry their g o d  and take "the 

name of their god's mother" in order to make that happen (66). AIrnighty Voice rnust 

identiQ himself as "John Baptist . . . one of their ghosts" in order to collect his treaty 

money from the agency (66). AI1 of these strategies are repeatedly called "stupid (66) 

and when White Girl insists that they use the white names, she does so in order to fool 

"that god," who "won't know it's us if we use their names" (67). Even the act of 

accspting the white appellation is a gesture in rejection of the purposes behind the act of 
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renaming. 

The charisma of the protagonists is, again significantly, exactly in h m o n y  with 

common practice. Their language is endearing; there is a roguish chami about both 

White Girl and Almighty Voice; they are a young couple in love. The absolute normality 

of their jealousies, their sexual energies, their habits of conversation serve to stress al1 

that they have in common with their audience-their mutual hurnanity. Their ingrained 

respect for elders, the matter-of-fact manner in which the experience of previous 

generations is consulted and incorporated into daily life, also attracts audiences. White 

Girl seeks Spotted Calf s advice because she wants them "to make her a grartdchild" (69) 

and her mother-in-law will know "how to get ready. Woman stuff' (69). Almighty Voice 

%as iistened to [the] fathers and heard what they say" (69). He is "a warrïor who makes 

the mounties face their own stupidity" (7 1). Spotted Calf "still remembers" traditions 

and proper procedure for fasting and meditation; she manipulates the priest into giving 

news of her incarcerated husband while he thinks he is converting her. But, as White 

Girl says, "she sees through him . . . and his glass god" (71). They are intelligent, 

connected to their myths and rituals, and resourceful, able to use the whites' unshakeable 

faiih in their owm superiority to subvert white authority. Most sirnply put, they seem to 

know themselves. That confident sense of identity, while so much around them assails it, 

cannot help but elicit sympathy. 

Moses carefblly employs the simplest of diction to develop a picture of the most 

cornmonplace elements of white civilization as alien. "School's a strange place," says 

White Girl, "Al1 made out of stone" (66); audiences must confront the use of the word 
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"strange" in the description of something so familiar. Inside the school, White Girl is 

told she m u t  "marry their god" in exchange fotetemal life. This god is "a jealous god 

. - . . like a ghost . . . . Or a white bird" (66), descriptions and tropes common to 

Christian discourse. To Almighty Voice, however, a husband you cannot see is "a stupid 

husband" and the insubstantiality of the Christian deity is rnocked (66). But god is also 

like glass, %lie a rock you can see through. . . . Some of the wdls at the school were . . . 

waiI[s] you could see through" (68). Their god is "like the glass. He's hard. He cuts you 

dow"  (69). Soldiers "have these clear beads they look through. Far away cornes real 

close. All the walking in between seems to disappear" (68). When the mountie finally 

catches the hgitives, his spyglass is momentarily mistaken for the eye of the glass god 

(69). Later, in custody, White Girl mocks "that tame little flame" which the whites 

%an)- in that tin and glass pot" (70). Al1 this defamiliarization through diction creates a 

vaguely Brechtian effect, at once conveying the sense of how Almighty Voice and White 

Girl might actually have felt during their encounters with white culture while challenging 

audiences by putting them in exactly the same position-having to decipher the meaning 

of familiar items described in unfarniliar ways. 

The alternative posed by Act One is the usual one: the appeal of the 'lost' tribal 

way o f  life. Sharing, strençth, courage, and loyalty-especially White Girl's unceasing 

support of her husband (68,69-70)-are al1 lauded. Similarly, the potential for such an 

ideal is immense. It appears to the contemporary audience as a mode1 of how things 

could be. The staggering contrast of Act Two is al1 the more effective in this regard. 

The cost for established authority of accepting the alternative view is also consistent with 
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al1 the plays we have so far seen: namely, white culture would have to reirnagine itself 

cornpletely. The current dominant is maintained through the usual mixture of mitd and 

extreme resistance, the milder foms in Moses7 text ofien taking the form of teasing. 

The teasing, however, is rnisinterpreted at one cmcial juncture-Almighty Voice is told 

he will hang for stealing a cow that belonged to the White Mother (67)-and the 

resistance shifis f?om mild to emerne in consequence. Once again, e?rtreme resistance is 

militaq and legal, backed by weapons, and the ultimate fate of the protagonist is death. 

If Act One were al1 there was to Moses7 play, it would not merit much attention. 

It would be 1 ittle more than a common piece of theatre employing a varie'. of stock 

situations and developing by way of predictable complication a plot that ends 

tragically-al1 merely restating everything that went before it. But Act One is 

deconstructed by Act Two, and everything that is stereotypical, sirnplistic, and 

straightfonvard about Act One suddenly cornes under intense scrutiny as Moses employs 

the devices of vaudeville to examine and condemn the way the twentieth cenhiry has 

employed 'the Indian' for entertainment. 

Act Two is entitled "Ghost Dance" and the motif of the dance unifies the act, as 

did the motif of visions in Act One. There are, however, two decidedly distinct dances in 

operation. Almighty Voice's Ghost attempts spiritual celebration of his life, but is 

compted, mocked, and thwarted by White Girl-now in the role of the 

Interlocutor-who leads him through every stereotype and cliche of twentieth-century 

representation of 'the Indian.' The action takes place "on the auditorium stage of the 

abandoned industrial school" (64) which played such an important role in White Girl's 
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expenence in Act One. The decrepit, abandoned setting is thematically relevant: the 

white project, the civilizing of the savage as directly named in the plays of Hardin and 

Pollock, is now derelict, but the stereotypes it created and sustained have survived the 

machines. of the era and stiil thrive. 

When the Ghost is first addressed by the Interlocutor, he responds in Cree and 

continues to do so until the Interlocutor addresses him by a bevy of narnes: 'Warnes, 

names, they're al1 the same. Crees al1 Wear feathers. Dead man, red man, Indian. Kisse- 

i~.(ctrîirou-LVqozc, Almighty Voice, Jean Baptiste! Geronimo, Tonto, Calijah! Or most 

simply, Mister Ghost" (73). The paralleling of the names by which Almighty Voice has 

been h o w n  in Act One with three twentieth-century names, two of them white 

inventions and each associated with white stereotypical representations of the native, 

imrnediately casts the Ghost as a stereotype, undermining the dignity of his death. When 

he reacts to "Ghost," the Interlocutor responds "Now we're speaking English" (73). 

Indeed we are. 

The initial exchange between the Ghost and the Interlocutor sets the tone of the 

whole second act and is worth examining at length. 

Interlocutor: Boo! Almighty Ghost, Chief. Now we're speaking English. 

Ghost: What? Who are you? 

Interlocutor: Wow! You7re supposed to Say How. How. You know. 

Hey, Pontiac, how's the engine? Can't you stick to the script? You're too 

new at this ghost shtick to go speaking ad liberatum. 

Ghost: Let me go. I don't know you. Let me dance. 



Interlocutor: Here here. Stop, I Say. 

do T have to remind you this colourfül 
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How dare you! Don't you know, 

display, these exotic ceremonials 

belong later on in the program? Listen to me- Chief. One doesn't begin 

with a climax, an end. Unmitigated foolishness, 1'11 have you know. If 

you begin at an end, then where do you go? Do you know? No. Dare you 

tell me? Well? What have you got to say for yourself? 

Ghost: How- 

In terlocutor: That's more like it! 

Ghost: How did T get here? What's going on? 

Interlocutor: What's going on! The show. The show! These fine, kind 

folk want to know the truth, the amazing details and circumstances behind 

your savagely beautiful appearance. They also want to be entertained and 

enliçhtened and maybe a tiny bit thfilled, just a goose of fnghtened. They 

want to laugh and cry. They want to h o w  the facts. And it's up to you 

and me to try and lie that convincingly. And since al1 the rest of the 

Company is late for the curtain, this is your chance, your big break for 

certain. 

Ghost: No, 1 won't dance for you 

Interlocutor: But you have to toe the line, Chief. We al1 do. 

Unless-here. Let me smell your breath. Bah! Like death wamed over. 

I've wamed you before. You choose to booze and you're back on the 

street where I found you. 



247 

G host:, Leave me alone. Go away 

loterlocutor: Don't you realize you could be intemationally known, the 

most acclaimed mapic act of the century? 

Ghost: What do you mean? 

Interlocutor: The Vanishing Indian! (73) 

The passage employs virtually every stereotype in the white cultural repertoire. 

Also significant in the foreçoing passage is the direct addressing of audience 

expectations. Echoes of Cook's Ringmaster (and of Tom Stoppard's ~ l a y e r ) ~  are present 

in the role of the Interlocutor, as well as in her words about the task of presentation to an 

audience. Moses follows comrnon practice in ascribing to the audience a measure of 

responsibility for what they see portrayed. Stereotypes persist because people continue 

to employ and believe in them. These "fine, kind folks" want entertainment from the 

Indian, as well as enlightenment, perhaps, and titillation certainly. Just as Cook's 

Rin-master directly calls his musings on the evolution of the conqueror "lies" (27)' so 

Moses' Interlocutor describes the task of presenting "the facts" to the audience as the 

presentation of convincing lies: This is the first of several direct challenges to the role 

and self-perception of the audience in Moses' second act. These challenges will 

accumulate and fuse in the climactic moment- 

The Ghost first refuses to be led by the Interlocutor. He returns to reconstruction 

of his death scene in memory and, despite the Interlocutor's interruption waming "the 

ladies in the audience" that "the details of the following story may not be for the faint of 

heart" (73)' he continues his recollection. The Interlocutor keeps up a ruming barrage of 
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undemines the dignity of each of the Ghost's memones. When he recalls his fuial 

meeting with White Girl, the Interlocutor mocks his Cree name: 'Xissy Kisse-Manitou- 

bkyou? Did you give her some tongue?" (74). As the Ghost speaks of his first 

knowledge of the birth of his son, his tormentor counters with "Your last meeting, your 

last touch. . . . Was it savage love? Did you throw her a fuck? Did you have a last 

quichy?" (74). Spotted Calf s death Song is mocked as M e r  evidence of both the 

musical talent in the family and its predisposition to manic-depression (74). The 

Interlocutor closes the scene by direct address to the audience-'Wow don7t you thid- 

this is just too touching, ladies and gentlemen?"-and then 'Wze changes the titIe 

pktcal-tf' (74). Even in this small way, Moses makes clear the manipulation of the ïmage 

of the Indian. The titles of Act One were projected, reminding the audience of cinema; 

in Act Two, they are handled directly by the Interlocutor, reminding the audience of the 

estent to which white culture perpetuates native stereotypes. The Ghost will be led. 

As each subsequent scene unfolds, another mechanism for white definition and 

dismissal of the native is satirized through a combination of terrible puns, parodic songs, 

and direct confrontation. Songs appear as they will in the varie@-show tradition, but each 

features sarcastic or stereotypical lyrics Sung to well-known white tunes. These songs are 

doubly damning: they skewer the styles and stereotypes of the early twentieth-century 

music hall-the foundation of 'Canadian' theatre for several decades-and they also 

seem to parody the conternporary convention of using songs as didactic and humorous 

intervention in otherwise tragic narratives. 
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In scene two, the Ghost slowly begins to play along with the vaudevillian 

representational format. The first Song starts as an Interlocutor solo but grows into a 

duet. It is folIowed by "the latest dance craze," the "Buck and Squaw," perfomed ''10 a 

verse of the C~zarleston" (74). By the en4  the Ghost attempts a kiss, but the Interlocutor 

refuses. As Black minstrel show stereotypes are evoked and added to the mix, it is the 

Ghost who changes the scene placard; the show is starting to get out of the Interlocutor's 

control. The sqmbolic weight of Moses7 parodic structure is increasing. 

In the third scene, the Ghost casts Mr Interlocutor in the first of several 

stereotypical roles. Her protests against k i n g  so cast are rapidly overwhelmed and she 

proceeds to skewer local politics by delivering the speech of "Mister Drum, a loyal 

citizen of our temtory-- (75). Mister Drum addresses "the Indian pr~blern'~-in essence, 

the fact that those "pampered red skins" are not content with al1 that we whites have 

already given them (75). Moses exposes clearly the commonplace rhetoric of controlling 

'theml to benefit 'us.' Puns and old jokes end the scene, foregrounding the way in which 

language is often employed as an escape from responsibility. 

Scene four addresses the use of the rnilitary against the native population. To the 

Irish tune of "Derry Down," the Ghost and the Interlocutor perform the longest Song in 

the play, "in honour of al! Our heroic boys in uniform7'-a piece of conventional rhetoric 

immediately undermined by the Ghost's offer to "even honour those boys out of 

uniform" (75). With crude rhymes-"That wit who usually performs Mister Bul1shit"- 

rwersals of expectations-"one little, two little dozen mounties"-and a rundown of the 

usual supporting cast-"the crowd of concemed civilians, including the disappointed . . . 



farm instructor and his fnend the ever hopeful . . . missionary priest7"%he scene is set. 

But when the Interlocutor asks the Ghost to consider re-presenting himself, to re&act 

his own death, the tone changes abruptly: 'Tuck you! I'rn not going through that again 

for your entertainment" (76). Though the line is ostensibly addressed solely to the 

Interlocutor, it con-stitutes an uncornfortable moment for the audience. 

The Song marshals al1 the rnethods of state control, ideological and repressive. 

Words, pens, Iaws, blan!.!ets, mm, newspapers, guns, and the Church al1 find their way 

into the lyrics. It is a hymn to white supremacy, underscored by the constant threat of 

violence: 

We have the guns, the guts, the wit. 

We h o w  that you are stinking shit. 

We did it to the buffalo. 

W-ant to be next? Yes or no? . . - 

We are the men, oh let's Say it again, to kill 

them d m  dead Indians. . . . 

We have the bucks and you do not. 

Ts it a wonder you got shot? . . . 

We h o w  that treaties are for fools. (76) 

The Ghost finishes his portion of the Song feeling like a newspaper-"read al1 over7'- 
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which leads to the final punch of the scene. "Better read than met," says the Interlocutor- 

"1 have never in al1 my days had the displeasure. Newspapers are our bastions of tnith." 

Tmth cm be obtained without dirtying the hands; white understanding of native life can 

be transmitted without any inconvenience such as visiting the reserve. The newspaper is 

the bible; "is it any wonder you got shot?" (77). 

Over the Interlocutor's protests that it "is not a regular part of the programme," 

she is pushed into singing "Sioux Me"-to the tune of "Amazïng Grace." The Song hints 

at exploitation of native women through alcohol-aggravated prostitution. 'l  Its final verse 

challenges all the romanticism of the first act, and by extension al1 larnenting of lost, 

idealized history: "How beautifid/ A place the past! / We are where we are" (77). 

Insisting that she knows "the order of the show" and that "the show must go on," the 

Interlocutor seizes control once more, shaking off the pathos of the preceding moment, 

which might have produced "a real tear . . . washing the war paint" (77). 

Scene 6 presents the mock-melodrama, "a short drarna of spiritual significance." 

It presents the exploitation and near-rape of "Sweet Sioux" by '?he villainous Chief 

Magistrate." As in the cases of civilian (scene 31, military (scene 4), and sexual (scene 5) 

oppression of the native, the white legal system is cormpt, violent, and exploitative. The 

Ghost, playing the Magistrate, introduces himself: "Give me sorne rum or 1'11 shoot you 

in the bum, I need fire water for a starter. Then off 1 go on a hunt or to court. Order, 

order, I Say to the buffalo. Right between the eyes I warn the prisoners." Corning to 

collect the outstanding money for the deed on the land, the Magistrate atternpts 

seduction. When that fails, Sweet Sioux only saves herself from rape by revealing 
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herself to be "Corporal Red of the Mounted Police" in disguise (78). This nick of tirne 

salvation is barbed at best, as the m o d e  kills the magiskate and marries the "real" 

Sweet Sioux-presumably rescuing her £iom being Indian. Phrases such as ''Indian 

piver" keep white repressive discourses foregrounded as, once more, self-perceived 

generosity and spiritwlity are shown to be selfish and carnal(78). 

Moses begins to draw his many foci of satiric criticism together in the final 

scenes. The Ghost approaches the audience directly, seelcing some "new fiends in the 

pit" (79). The irony of the theatrical terni reminds the audience that Almighty Voice 

couid well have used some new fkiends in that other pit in the moments leading up to his 

death. "Will o u  help me  do^??' the Ghost asks, directly irnploring the audience to let 

him out of the role-playing, to rneet him as a person. The Interlocutor cajoles the Ghost 

into a final Song. The subject is the moon as a female syrnbol of protection and potential. 

That it is sunp to the tune of "God Save the Queen" is almost a gesture of understanding, 

if not forgiv-eness, in spite of everything done to Canada's natives (and some of those 

from the U.S. as well) in the name of that queen. 

The rnamage of the traditional Song of closure with new lyrics of a different 

closure segues into a reminder that marriage is an institution, just as an insane asylum is. 

The momentary rapport that seemed to exist between the Interlocutor and the Ghost 

vanishes under a barrage of stereotypical bad jokes. "How many Indians does it take to 

screw in a light bulb?" asks the Interlocutor. "What's a light bulb?' the Ghost responds, 

triggering another Stream of invective: 

You, sir, you, I recognize you now. You're that red skin! You're that 
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wagon burner! That feather head, Chief Bullshit. No, Chief Shitting Bull! 

Oh, no, no. Blood thirsty savage. Yes, you're primitive, uncivilized, a 

cantankerous canniial! Uruuly redman, you lack human intelligence! 

Stupidly stoic, sick, demented, foaming at the maws! Weirdly mad and 

dangerous, alcoholic, diseased, dirty, filthy, stinking, il1 fated degenerate 

race, vanishing, dying, lazy, morti@ing, fierce, fierce and crazy, shit, shit, 

shit shit ... (80) 

"What's a light bulb?" the Ghost repeats. The response, open to interpretation, provokes 

the conclusion of the play. 

In an echo of so much Canadian literature, suggesting nothing so much as a 

kinship existing among everyone rooted by any ancesm in this country, the play closes 

with a question of identity. 

Interlocutor: Who are you? Who the hell are you? 

Ghost: I'm a dead Indian. 1 eat crow instead of buffalo. . . . 

Interlocutor: Who am I? Do you know? 

Ghost: 1 recognized you by your eyes. 

Interlocutor: Who am I? 

Ghost: White Girl, my White Girl. 

Interlocutor: Who? Who is that? 

Ghost: My fierce little girl. N'weegimagun. (My wife). (80) 

The dialogue finishes in Cree. The Ghost wipes the whiteface makeup from the 

Interlocutor's face. "He removes one glove and ~ h m w s  il on the deadjire, she does the 
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other. The fire kindles" (80). The Ghost, finally, begins to complete his 

"The Interlocutor removes the rest of the white face and costume and 

becornes White Girl ugain She crodles the costume in her arms us the sporlighr drifs 

a w q  ro beconre a full moon in the night. White Girl Zifis  her baby-shaped bundle to the 

uztdience us the Ghost's dance ends" (80). They have rediscovered and embraced their 

identities. The "baby-shaped bundle" held to the audience should be understood as a 

significant challenge to audience responsibility. Vit is read as representing a child, the 

challenge is to accept the child on its own terms, to allow it to find its own identity 

instead of bearing a yoke of stereotype strangling it fiom birth. If, however, the bundle is 

understood rnerely to be the costume White Girl has just taken off, her gesture of holding 

it up to the audience parallels the Ghost's earlier effort to meet the audience directly; it 

says to the audience: "Here. These stereotypes are yours. We have no use for them. 

Please take them back." 

Moses demonstrates the historical nahiralistic style as seen in Ursell, the critique 

of racial stereotype as entertainment as seen in Cook, the manipulation of theatrical 

conventions to make anti-conventional points as seen in Hardin, the analytical 

comprehension of the historical forces at work as seen in Pollock, and the awareness of 

the bleak, bitter reality of twentieth-century consequences following fiom their 

nineteenth-century foundations as seen in plays such as Carol Bolt7 Gabe (1976). 

Almighp Voice and his W f e  contains elements of every play so far considered, and 

employs those resonances to make a staternent that none of the other plays could make: a 

staternent of reconciliation and acceptance of self fiom within the native population. Ln 
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that regard, its challenge to non-native audiences is profound. 

The English-Canadian history play is perhaps nowhere so likely to voice profound 

chaIIenge and nowhere so likely to fall into cliche as it is when considering the 

interaction of the European settlers and their descendants with the aboriginal peoples and 

theirs. There is, it seems, one simpIe explanation for the emotional resonance these plays 

in particular create: it has been a long time since behaviour such as that dramatized in the 

various Donnelly sagas was cornmonplace; it has probably been only seconds since the 

last tirne some of the repressive strategies employed in the plays discussed in this chapter 

were 1st used. 



Chapter Four 

Iconoclasm Compromised 

The choice facing any iconoclast is a simple one: resist normative authority by 

external opposition or join it and attempt redefinition from within. Though in theory any 

a m  of authority would be as suitable as the next from within which to launch a challenge 

to the extant system, in practice al1 subdivisions of normative authority are Iinked to and 

under the direction of the political state or government. Accordingly, the iconoclast who 

chooses to oppose authority from within alrnost exclusively chooses to do so through 

some aspect of the political process. One consequence of the adoption of the political 

process is that such an 'iconoc~ast' becomes less iconoclastic. In general, no figure 

opposed to the status quo pursues the political process as a means of instigating change 

~lthout ,  in some respect, becoming part of the structure being criticized. The 'Trojan 

Horse' method of resistance demands that the attacker be received within the structure 

under attack. Inevitably, then, there is compromise. A second, more encouraging, 

consequence of  adoption of the political process as a means to rebellion appears to be 

that one has greater chance of achieving at least some of one's iconoclastic aims. In the 

following group of plays, three of the five protagonists, unlike most of those who choose 

other methods of resistance tû authority, seem to achieve a greater degree of success. 

That feature separates these piays from the main body of English-Canadian historical 

drama. ' 
That said, it will be observed that not al1 who follow the political route achieve 
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success. Even Riel was an elected mernber of the House of Commons, as Macdonald 

wryly observes in Mitchell's Davin, the Politician (77). This chapter will begin with 

consideration of two figures whose embracing of political action did not bring about their 

desired changes in the structures of normative authority. Both Nicholas Flood Davin, as 

~vritten in Ken Mitchell's Davin. the Politician, and Emma Goldman, as wntten in Carol 

Bolt's Red Emma, pursue a form of political action to achieve their aims, and each, 

ultimately, fails. 

Davin's public career was a curious mixture of aggressive individualisrn and 

political naivete. His stance regarding the integrïty of his role as member representing 

his district led km, ironically, into situations in which he opposed bis own party.' He 

thus frequently undermined his chances of firther advancement within the Party 

hierarchy by antagonizing most of the men who might have helped him rise. As a 

Western Canadian MF in days when the future cities of the west were still little more 

than tent parks, Davin was an outsider despite belonging to the party in power; the 

interests of Ontario and Québec tended to dictate the political agenda in Ottawa. During, 

Davin's later years in Ottawa, he was a member of a ruling party which was spiraling 

into disintegrated confusion over leadership and direction. His last terms were served in 

opposition. In a very important way, then, Davin's failure was not solely a consequence 

of his abiding sense of independence, but was inextncably connected with the fortunes of 

the party to which he belonged Nonetheless, Davin must be seen to bear some individual 

responsibility for many of his more controversial stances assumed over the course of a 

lengthy public career, as well as for his persona1 fate. 
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Authonty for Davin issued fiom the upper echelons of the federal Consewative 

Party. Davin is "a rebel," always on the edge of dissent in relation to his own p q ,  and 

his ego is always open to exploitation by the opposition (56). Davin's disagreements 

with Sir John A. Macdonald and his successors dramatize the (still extant) tensions 

between Canada's eastern and western interests. "In the West action counts!" insists 

Davin; "You must understand thai, if you want to hold the voters" (57). As Mitchell 

develops Davin, it becomes clear that Davin's own impatience, "defiance" and 

"arrogance-' are his strongest enemies (76). They are the driving forces behind his 

"monumental self-delusion" (1 03). 

Tkough in general true of each iconoclast here considered, it seems especially 

obvious in the consideration of the political icono.clast that what is charismatic to one 

person may be neutral or actively annoying to another. Davin's charisma recalls that of 

the Donnellys. Davin is, in many respects, a stereotypical stage Irishman. G m l o u s  and 

bibulous to a fault, he simultaneously possesses the poetic vision necessary for initiating 

change. He believes that "SrnaIl talk has no place in a big land!" and that "Words are 

like coins-they'll get thin fiom overuse" (14). Davin also has the necessary enthusiasm 

to share his vision convincingly, as he shows both in anticipating Macdonald's desire to 

see the first issue of The Leader (IS), and in his firmly-stated belief that the west is "the 

promised land," a place where can be created "a new society" (20). He is a myth-maker: 

his description of the cow which "fioze where she stood" last winter and has 'been 

[milked . . .] for ice-cream ever since" (21) is reminiscent of the legends so frequently 

embroidered by many of Robert Kroetsch's fictional westerners. Davin is a celebrator of 



259 

the potential of western life, a devoted supporter of the rïght of the west ?O respect-both 

self-respect and respect from the established east 

Davin's loquacity is sometimes irresistible, as observed when he talks his way 

into Kate Hayes Simpson's literary salon despite her initial reaction to his amval (24-7). 

He advocates alteration of "the deplorable state of women" (3 1). He enjoys creating 

controversy for its own sake, as he says directly upon hearing that Québec and Ontario 

are at loggerheads over his editonats in ?Xe Leuder concerning Riel (35) .  Davin insists 

that his newspaper "is not a mouthpiece of Ottawa" (361, and his initial status as M.P. is 

free of the taint of perceived ineffectiveness often vaguely shrouding long-tem 

backbenchers. Above all, Davin recognizes the extent to which appearances often 

sustain faith and confidence, as is shown both in his disguising himself as a priest to 

interview Riel on death row (37ff) and in his agitation, once in Ottawa, for "new 

courthouses immediately at Medicine Hat and Regina" because ''there is no belief in 

justice served up in tavern or livery stable" (57). 

Reckiess c h m  and relentless \Mt serve Davin reasonably well in public life, 

though neither without risk. I&s reckless cham is epitomized by his political survival 

following his release for publication of a report on one of his speeches filed before he 

actually delivered it (58-9). When a storm prevents him from delivering the speech, his 

pre-filed report of its triumphant reception sees pnnt anyway-in the play through bad 

timing, and in history through ambiguous communication of instructions on Davin's own 

part. Somehow, Davin sunives the embarrassrnent created. MitcheIl highlights Davin's 

relentless \vit throughout the play, perhaps nowhere more amusingly than in his apology 
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for using an improper mode of parliamentary address: '?)id 1 Say 'that man,' Mr. 

Speaker? 1 apologize to the Honourable Member. 1 am sorry 1 caIled him a man-and 1 

retract my thoughtless remark" (108-9). These assets carry him a long way, but never far 

enough. 

Davin's alternatives are attractive. Starting in 'untouched' temtory, Davin 

proposes to avoid al1 European errors, to build on the lessons learned fiom the mistakes 

of others. He agitates for full democracy, insisting that "there is room for honest 

conflict" within party r a d s  (32,57). Davin insists that the needs of individual ridings 

must at least be given a hearing, be allowed the opportunity to challenge party policy. 

Further, he insists on trying to keep questions of language rights separate fiom questions 

of religious faith: "We can protecr French rights without becoming slaves of the Roman 

Church!" (95). Though voiced in stereotypical Protestant terms, the foundation of 

Da~in's approach to protection of minority language rights is valid As well, 

contemporary audiences recognize Davin's efforts to answer a question which, like so 

many other questions addressed ui English-Canadian histoncal drarna, remains 

unanswered. Davin's alternatives are at least sufficiently attractive as to win a degree of 

support from contemporary audiences, for whom many of his radical proposals now seem 

very much like common sense. 

But also in harmony with the general development of proposed alternatives to the 

dominant nom, Davin's proposals are in part based on false premises and in part too f a -  

reaching for his contemporaries easily to accept. Davin's insistence that ""the North-West 

is not tainted with . . . bigotry9'-both as carried over fiom Europe and as practiced in the 
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east-is plainly false (95). Though he tnimpets the creation of "'a new society-without 

five centuries of bloody war behind it," Davin is immediately reminded of the concems 

of native peoples (20-1 ). The "outrages in Manitoba" (2 1) evoked by Stanley Burroughs 

remind audiences that the North-West was already past the point at which it could fairly 

be described as 'untouched' before Davin took his first turn on the hustings. 

Despite the odds against him, however, Davin g r a d d y  achieves some of his 

goals and, for a time, his reputation grows. Soon, The Leader is quoted in northem U.S. 
c. 

newspapers (69), and Davin publishes a collection of his verse. His disparagement of 

Ottawa "pomp and ritual" (55) rnakes Davin seem pragmatic. He challenges Cabinet 

"dead wood'" but does it in the House, appearing to support the opposition, and accusing 

Macdonald of "using his power against" the ordinary poor homesteader (61). His earliest 

actions in the House upset his colleagues but do not, at first, totally alienate them. 

Especially important to his early survival is Davin's agreement with Macdonald 

conceming French language rights (65). Even after Davin annoys, distances, or actively 

opposes most of the party hierarchy in Ottawa, his popularity in his own constituency 

remains high. As Kate Simpson tells km, he cannot be defeated in politics "as long as 

[he has] the people with bim]" (77). This popularity may be accounted for, in part, by 

the assertion Mitchell makes in his preface that "extremists and 'disturbers of the 

excrement"' are common in Saskatchewan and that "feisty and defiant attitudes toward 

the world" are arguably characteristic "of the province, or of the Prairies" (xiii). 

As ever, the cost of punuing the iconoclast's proffered alternatives is held by the 

current dominant to be too great. Conventions of parliamentary procedure and party 
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solidarity wouid have to be thoroughly reconsidered and rewritten were Davin's 

approach to be adopted. By promising, in the name of the govemment, concessions that 

he has been given no authority to extend DaWi loses federal Tory goodwill (52). 

Invariably, it is Davin's greatest strength, his self-confidence, which is also his Achilles' 

heel. Gradually, Davin alienates even those who began as his supporters. In his refusal 

to accept the inevitable decline of his political success-attributable in some aspects to 

forces beyond his own direct control-Davin demonstrates a characteristic common to 

most of the protagonists here examined: the inability to recognize the cyclic nature of 

power, the inevitable necessity of one's eventual departure from the public sphere. 

Maintaining the status quo pleases the more powerfid Ontario and Québec interests. 

Deep-seated prejudices-religious. linguistic, and geographical-combine to establish 

farniliar EasüWest, EnglishErench walls of opposition (92). While much of what Davin 

espoused made sense, and while some of it has subsequently become common sense in 

Canadian politics, in his own era, dominated especially in the 1890s by the steady 

disinteption of the federal Conservative party following the death of Macdonald, his 

views were in the minority. Though Davin argues that a political party "cannot give in to 

this baying for blood from every damned bigot in the counrry" (92) it seems that the 

exigencies of political balance do force a certain amount of yielding to bigotry in the 

electorate. The suggestion is one of the several that Mitchell develops which challenge a 

contemporary audience's comprehension of its political heritage. 

Among Davin's supporters is Endo Saunders, who begins the play Young, 

ideal istic, and naive, and grows progressively more disillusioned as the years 
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pass-though remaining more loyal than not, to the end. Kate Hayes Simpson at first 

opposes Davin on aesthetic grounds: his Irishness is the antithesis to the cultural 

development which she hopes to bring to Regina. Soon, however, Davin has charmed 

Simpson, and their personal relationship forms the main source of private conflict of the 

play, the level at which Mitchell, in accordance with his own stated principles of 

dramatizing history, is allowed the greatest fieedorn of invention. The federal Minister 

of Justice, Stanley Burroughs, is also an early supporter. Eventually, for a wide range of 

reasons, Davin loses al1 these allies. The gradual erosion of Davin's support reaches a 

~ y n b 0 1 i ~  and literal zenith when he is opposed for election by Walter Scott, a former 

supporter and editor of Davin's newspaper. 

The tensions of the play are familiar to contemporary audiences. Politically, the 

west repeatedly demands more support and respect fiom Ottawa. When that support is 

not immediately forthcoming, Davin's impatience allies him with opposition critics; his 

"railing against his own goverment'' draws praise fiorn Liberal newspapers (62). For 

Davin, the perennial Conservative/Liberal opposition is irrelevant. They are just 

labels-words, not actions. The conflict between Catholic and Protestant also informs 

the public tensions of the play (30-2), epitomized by Davin's reporting on the case of 

Louis Riel (33.' In private, as will be seen in most of the plays discussed in this chapter, 

there-are tensions concerning individual morality and commitrnent, differing standards of 

"correct" behaviour which cause otherwise sound public alliances to falter. As the 

rel ationship between Davin and Simpson develops, her concern for the health of their 

personal reiationship begins to affect Davin's public presentation of self Simpson's 
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refusa1 to become "Mrs Davin" (446) establishes a tension which will haunt Davin to his 

last moments. As is fiequently observed, romantic tension will exacerbate most other 

tensions, as in Walter Scott's efforts to convince Kate Simpson that Davin is less than 

she deserves (63-4). Ultimately, Kate Simpson's refusal to marry Davin is rooted in her 

refusal to be directed, to have major aspects of her own life decided for her. Ironically, 

her stance with respect to Davin mirrors his own stance with respect to his federal Party. 

The cyclic interconnectedness of private and public tensions, as Mitchell suggests in his 

preface, admits of no easy separation. 

As is common in the cases of those who sought change by working within the 

system, Davin faces no truly extreme resistance. He experiences moderate resistance in 

rnerely getting in to see Macdonald, let alone getting the Prime Minister to Iisten to his 

idsas, or take thern seriously. The cornmittee system of parliament, the necessit. for 

patience with the slow and involved means by which ideas are disseminated and debated, 

impedes Davin, not least by aggravating him into frequent losses of temper and public 

criticism of his own colleagues. The recalcitrance of his peers to push for faster action 

on matters of vital importance to Davin adds to his dissatisfaction with the system. He is 

unable to bend to Macdonald's dictum: "Here you get what you want by compromise" 

(67). Consequently, Davin is shut out of Cabinet, bypassed in favour of former govemor 

Edgar Dewdney ( 7 4 4 ,  and he loses credibility by embracing radical reform platforms, 

such as female surnage (80-1). Davin faces his greatest resistance fiorn an electorate 

w-hich, afier eighteen years, tires of both him and his party (99). The only physical 

violence Davin faces, however, is fiom his own hand (121). 
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Mitchell is scrupulous with his dramatization of the known facts. As Mitchell 

indicates in his preface, Stanley Burroughs is ' a  fictional person" created in order to give 

Davin a single "political confidant . . . throughout the play" (7). Other slight variations 

from the received record include Davin's drarnatic offer to "take the pledge" in the midst 

of an election campaign (97), the suggestion that Davin's intransigeme in the House 

directly causes Macdonald's final fatal decline (78-9)- and the use of Walter Scott as the 

returning officer who casts the single vote which returns Davin to the House for his final 

session. Davin did take the pledge on the campaign trail, but not as his own idea; the act 

was on the insistence of "Daniel Mowat, president of the Regina District Liberal- 

Conservative Association," and was performed not in the midst of the Moose Jaw speech 

but in the pages of 77ze Leuder some days later (Koester 109). Though Macdonald's 

health could not have been improved by Davin's disturbances, there is no record of the 

drarnatic moment of Davin shouting "1 am prepared to divide this House!" while 

Macdonald "slztnips in his seul, ilr' (78-9). B y contrast, Davin's apparent1 y heartfelt 

eulog for Macdonald (79) is wvell-documented- Sirnilarly, his r e m  to the House with a 

one-vote majority in the 1 896 general election is a fact, though the retuming officer in 

question was not someone so closely involved with Davin's earlier career as Walter Scott 

had been.' 

Generally, Mitchell's handling of the received public facts accords wlth his basic 

stance in the text-sympathetic to Davin but not falsifiing his record. Davin the 

Politician challenges its audience in a number of ways. From the start, Mitchell asks his 

audience to consider where anyone's story truly begins, to examine the limitations and 



266 

inclusiveness of every life stov (13). As might be expected in a play about a western 

regionalist poiitician, there is little love for Toronto expressed in the te-; particularly 

humourous is the early scene in which Saunders, Burroughs, and Davin drinli celebratory 

toasts, al1 very enthusiastic until Saunders proposes "To Toronto" following which "there 

is un emburrcrssed rnunzble" before they grudgingly drink (1 7). Denigration- of Toronto in 

tests from the 'rest of Canada7 is nothing new, but its presence here is significant to 

Davin's sense of self- Davin voices some controversial assertions: Riel wiIl need to start 

a war "before Ottawa wakes up to the problem" (28); the North West Mounted Police are 

"little more than a pnvate amy" whose "officers preside in total ignorance of the law" 

(32); few MPs "cm satisQ both" loyaity to govemrnent and to constituents (65). In his 

capacity as aspiring poet, Davin even offers some. Iiterary theory: poetry is a "way of 

seeing" but is designed for appreciation and not as an engine of change (1 O4,S 1). As this 

view of poetry is itself contained within a work of conceived by its author as 

addressed to "opinion moulders, the people who determine cultural values" (6),  one 

suspects that Davin's own views do not, in this case, coincide with those of his author. 

The play presents Iittle in the way of challenge to criticism. As do so many 

English-Canadian historical plays, Duvin, nze Polzliciun employs songs-at times to no 

apparent benefit beyond facilitating a technical change backstage. "Rielys Song" (37) is 

a good esample; it seems to exist solely in order to allow the actor playing Davin 

suficient time to don the "robe and hat . . . false beard and . . . large silver crucifix7' (37) 

of Riel's confessor, "Père André." Perhaps the greatest challenge fiom a play which 

suggests that poetry is not an agent of change is the occasional suggestion that literature 
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may have political value. This is nowhere more apparent than at the publication of 

Davin's book of poems, which Scott considers 'of more political than literary value," its 

launching an "occasion to announce his candidacy" (89). DaMn argues that politics "is 

the only instrument of change7' (3 1 ). His assertion, repeated withio a work of art which 

questions the value and role of art, reminds us that art may be consciously political in 

nature. 

Accordingly, Duvin. rlze Politician presents one of Mitchell's most deeply held 

political beliefs. Burroughs advises Davin that "caution is a virtue" (1 8). Davin's 

response-"Spoken like a mie Canadian"-reminds us that impulsive enthusiasm is also 

"truly Canadian" and that Canada might benefit fiom considering the advantages of both 

means of proceeding. As Kate Simpson suggests to Davin, one must not "fear being 

laughed at" o t h e ~ i s e  one will "never succeed in poetry, or politics7' (33). Success 

involves risk, despite the frequent words of the successful in praise of caution and 

prudence. Put another way by Riel, a "land of extremes" needs some "extremists" (39). 

Davin's failure, as Riel predicts (40), is to attempt too much, to be unable or unwilling ?O 

recognize limits-both those of his own character and those imposed on him from 

without. 

Recognizing limits imposed from without is of crucial importance to analysis of 

Carol Bolt's Red Emmu (1976). Emma Goldman's most significant limits are those 

iinposed by her author. Sandra Souchette States that Bolt wrote the play for a specific 

performer in the role of Emma (12). In consequence, Bolt does not attempt to treat 

Goldman's whole life (as, in contrast, New York play\r+ght Martin Dubennan attempts 



to do in his 1991 play Mother EarrIz). As Souchette explains, "Bolt was far more 

interested in Emma the adventuress than Emma the revolutionary. Eschewing the 

dictates and concems of political drama, she calls the play a romance, allowing . . . a 

belief in heroism to supercede the intncacies of political argurne~f (12). Boit's 

fascination with the romantic aspects of the story leads her to dramatize only Goldman's 

later teenage years, generally oversimplimg the political issues prevalent in Goldman's 

ethos. Bolt presents a one-dimensional Emma, a naive, charmingly enthusiastic youth 

whose political education is almost irrelevant in cornparison with her romantic 

adventures. The result is a play which, in words used to describe Emma herself, is 

"eizdeoringly naive" (1 76), yet, paradoxically, more faithful to Emma Goldman the 

person than its free and easy approach to her political allegiances might suggest. * 

Emma Goidrnan, whom Boit labels "Queen of the Anarchists," is a teenager 

attempting to promote her as yet barely-comprehended political views in a capitalist 

world dominated by middle-aged men. Goldman's political rnarginality, whenever it is 

foregrounded, is attached to her love life. It is, in fact, in the one moment in which she 

attempts to use her sexuality in support of a political agenda that she is described as 

"enJL.wing/' ~mive." Red Emmu, I would suggest, then, has little to do with either the 

history or the politics of its protagonist; anarchy and history serve biology and 

psychology. 

Normative authority in the play is embodied in the police, Pinkerton agents, 

politicians, tycoons-such as Henry Clay Fnck-and their henchmen, and apologists for 

anarchy. Al1 are male. The anarchists, male and female alilie, are categorized as 
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foreigners espousing foreign ideals. The essence of the conflict is that set forth by Marx 

and Engels: worker vs capital. The current dominant, capitalism sustained and protected 

by violence, remains so for the usual obvious reasons. Anarchisrn needs money to fight 

money, and there is never enough support. Interna1 squabbling also weakens the 

anarchist cause, and the audience early perceives that each revolutionary believes himself 

or herself to be the one t . y  committed to anarchy, while the rest of the comrades 

struggle with imperfect comprehension of their political stance. Helen Minkin's cnticism 

of Goldman late in the play provides an effective description of virtually every 

character's sense of self-capitalists and anarchists alike: "You think no one understands 

anything but you" (167). Thus, despite there being some important questions posed in 

the play conceming the manipulation of power-as, for exarnple, when a disenchanted 

Berkman accuses Most of only leading the revolution because he wants the paver 

(1 %)-the dominant order remains so not least because its opposition never mounts a 

concerted attack against it. 

hlthough Bolt's decision to portray Emma Goldman only as teenaged adventuress 

limits an) serious consideration of Goldrnan's political ideals, there remains some sense 

of the attractiveness of the protagonist's proposed alternatives. Goldman and her coterie 

promote (though do not always live by) principles of individual and gender equality. 

"We are al1 equals," Berkman pronounces; "We are comrades in anarchy" (133). "Tell 

Most he's equal," responds the etemally pessimistic Fedya. "If you can get him off the 

grandstand (133). Similarly, though Most begins his relationship with Goldman on a 

political footing, he is, iinmediately, patronizing (though, to be fair, apologetic for it). 
- 
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Soon, Most is plying Goldman with wine, finding her ccinrensity overpowering," calling 

her "my young naive lady," and expressing to her his deep "need of ardent fiiendship" 

(138-40). Many of us talk a better game than we play, and intellectual comprehension is 

often challenged by biological impulse. It appears that Bolt would like audiences to see 

the vimie of the ideals while avoiding being too judgmental when the characters who 

voice those ideals cannot quite manage to live by them- 

Goldman herself seems to have an ability to discem the real value in individuals, 

to find and encourage people's strengths. A variety of cLbackwards'7 praise settles on the 

'~unarcltisf kids" (144)-a sort of praising with faint damns-when their o\vn petty 

squabbling and hormone-driven rants are seen in cornparison with the rhetoric and 

methods of their capitalist adversaries. Compared to the narrow-mindedness (150-1 ), 

obtuseness (133-5)' and positive eagemess for violence (1 5 1) seen in Frick's ''giggling 

md leering7' henchmen (1 55), the "children" are benign. Goldman undeniably has a 

sense of serious purpose, seen especially in her growing awareness that al1 the anarchist 

theory she has learned is almost totally irrelevant to the real worker (159), but that vital 

qualiîy is ofien undermined by her naivete, as in the discussion with Fedya over posing 

nude (l60), and in her later argument with Most (168-9). That Goldman is sufficiently 

self-aware to recognize some of her own naivete is also a positive element of her 

character (1 74-5). The charisma of the protagonist is, virtually always, a facet of 

individual personality, however, and, unlike that observed in rnany other protagonists 

within the genre, is only obliquely related to her political ideals. 

The alternatives proposed include Full equality of gender (again, though, with 
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iittle indication that it is likely to be practised, even within the anarchist movement), 

along \rith the central plank of the anarchist platform, the destruction of capitalism. 

Goldman is afforded two important public speeches (and, almost de rigeur, one song) to 

espound her Mews. In each case, it is her personality and not her intellect that attracts 

attention. Though her second major oration, ending Act One, on the importance of equal 

tights and conditions for women, is vitally important, Bolt's habitual method of 

portraying "Emma the adventmess" makes one less impressed with the content of the 

speech than surprised by the character's sudden ability to speak in such a mature marner 

( 160-1 ). Like Dr Johnson's notorious observation concerning women preachineC'A 

woman's preaching is like a dog's walking on his hinder legs. It is not done well; but you 

are surprised to find it done at al1"-the ovenvhelming impression lefi by Goldman's 

most important speech of the entire play is not the basic aptness of its therne but rather 

the sense that Goldman must have copied it fiom someone else's writings, so little does it 

accord with her level of expression elsewhere in the text. 

Goldman's allies range from the stereotypically idealistic to the pragmatically 

pessimistic. Alexander Berkrnan-"Sasha," whose stated aim is to be "more than 

anyone else" (1 32) in his devotion to both the anarchist cause and the satisfaction of his 

biological appetites-is Goldman's most important ally, not so much for the power he 

holds but for the importance of the role he plays throughout her life. Johann Most, 

somewhat older than the others and, at first, a role-model and political mentor, is another 

ally whose physical desires undermine his public stance. The third man in Goldman's 

circle is 'Fedya' (the nicknarne of Berhan's cousin, Modest Stein), a plain-spoken, 
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pessirnistic, pragmatic artist, whose role in the play seems to be that of corrective 

commentator on romantic extremes. Though Fedya is usually openly critical of his 

'family,' familial affection informs the tone of his criticisms. They are the cautions of a 

concerned uncle, with the aesthetic and intellectual welfare of his 'younger' relatives at 

heart. Fedya is also Bolt's strongest ally in the play, as he is (paradoxically, considering 

his status as artist and aesthete) the only anti-romantic voice heard for any length in the 

script, and, in the end, the audience's guide to reading the playwright's stance vis-à-vis 

hsr protagonist. Rounding out the group is Helen Minkin, whose cornmitment to anarchy 

and revoIution is always in doubt. Her presence in the play, apart fiom its provenance in 

the historical record, seerns only to fulfil the need for a female foil, an alternative to 

Goldinan with whom each of the men can interact, each in tuni stimng Goldrnan's 

jealousy. 

Each of the male supporters displays strong personal feelings for Goldman, and 

such emotions often conflict with avowed political agendas. Debates ensue over proper 

"revolutionary ethics" (141). n i e  resultant intemal tensions seem to guarantee failure 

fiom the start, as each member of the anarchist circle can never manage to separate 

sesual impulses from political ones, as epitomized by Minkin's relentless mockery of 

Goldmanos vocalizations in the heat of passion-sufficiently loud, according to Fedya, 

that "the neighbourhood overheard (152-3band by Most's public breakdown over 

Goldman's refusal to "choose between" himself and Berkman (1 68-9). Though sexual 

relations can be politicized, once again Bolt does very little with the politics of her 

subject, prefening instead to foreground Goldman's sense of romantic adventure. In 
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Bolt's view, Goldrnan's anarchism seems merely a facet of her romanticism. 

At first, it is dificult to detennine Bolt's tone. She seems to wish to expose a 

pretentiousness at the root of anarchisrn, using stage directions to indicate gaps between 

appearance and reality: 

MOST: Don't cry. Are you crying? 

Of course she isn 't crying. 

EMMA: Yes 1 am. (149) 

Similarly, Bolt clearly shows narrow-rnindedness on the part of anarchy's primary 

proponent. Most, unwilling to hear a word in praise of his sexual rival, Berkman, 

dismisses his comprehension of the worker's struegle as irrelevant: "We are against Me 

struggIe for the eight hour day]. We don? have to understand it" (149). The insistence 

that anything outside the anarchist platform is so insignificant as to be irrelevant seems to 

bespeak a wi11 to failure. Most appears to believe that ignorance of one's opposition is 

superior to comprehension of it-sureiy not a premise upon which most major battIes, 

military, political, or intellectual are wisely fought. 

As the play progresses, the anarchist cause is rarely showm in a positive light. 

Goidman is repetitive, jingoistic, even occasionally hysterical. Her lament for her 

inabil i-  to bear children, almost certainly a contributing factor to her disposition toward 

fiee love, is particularly dramatic, but is criticized by Fedya and Minkin even as 

Goldrnan delivers it (165-6). And Goldman is not the only character to display hysterical 

outbursts of emotion. Unable to convince Goldman that "Love isn't sex, Sex isn't love" 

(168), Most ' C ~ ~ ~ e o n z s  and fulls ar her feet" in the street, attracting attention fiom the law 
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(169). Their alliance falters because of sexual irnrnaturity on the part of both; that 

immaturity has the effect of sapping any hope for the political benefits which their 

combined stren-ghs might have brought about. 

Efforts to act on anarchist beliefs in the political sphere also fail. 8erkman7s 

bomb finles (1 72-3) and his attempted assassination of Frick fails to do much more than 

send him to prison (178). On trial, he unwisely attempts to serve as his own defence 

counsel: he is unable satisfactorily to convey his own sense of artenrat-in part, of 

course, because "translation is inadequate," but aiso, one suspects, because Berkrnan 

himself does not yet fully understand the distinction he is attempting to make in his own 

defence ( 1  79, 180). It seems possible that, even before a sympathetic audience who 

understood his native tongue, B e r h a n  would still be unable to articulate his position 

clearly. 

Yet, as Souchette insists, Bolt has no desire to condernn Emma Goldman; if 

anything, Bolt wïshes to celebrate Goidman's spirit. Accordingly, despite the many 

rxamples of anarchist weakness in the play, there are also moments of strength, points at 

which the cause of Goldman and her comrades rises above their internecine squabbling. 

The strongest moments of support for the anarchist cause in the play corne when the 

ideals espressed in the public exhortations of Most and Goldman are juxtaposed with the 

violent tactics of Frick's thugs. Parks' treatment of Fedya during Most's speech on the 

mechanistic, soul-denying nature of capitalism, promotes the anarchist cause, via the 

extreme negative example of its opposition. Despite having had his whip taken away 

from him by Frick, Park believes himself justified in using violence to combat "godless, 
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murdering Bolshevik" propaganda (1  52). Havine challenged the essentially pacifist 

Fedya to "step over that line" and being met with utter indifference, Parks then uses a 

Zack of violent resistance as an excuse for instigating violence hirnself. Parks crosses his 

owvn imaginary demarcation line and, as Most addresses the audience, saying "Capitalism 

denies your humanity," hits Fedya on the head ''~2nd beats him down to the ground," 

kicking and punching the play's most pragmatic voice into blackout (151-2). 

Another significant example of Bolt's 'bacbard-compliment style7 is seen 

during Berkman's trial. Though Berkman's self-defence may seem hopelessly naive, the 

audience must also confkont the appearance, if not the fact, of an equal naivete-or 

willing blindness-on the part of the justice system. When B e r h a n  is tried for the 

atternpt on Fnck's life, his statements to the court are repeated in translation. Bolt uses 

the historical fact of Berkman's relatively poor English to drarnatize the discrepancy 

between his presentation of himself to the court (made in the play in English) and the 

representation made to the court by his translater. Each statement is skewed, over- 

simplified, or decontextualized by the act of translation (1 SO), al1 of which suggests that 

B e r h a n  received nothing like his constitutionally-guaranteed fair trial. 

In harmony with common practice, 801t presents both moderate and extrerne 

resistance to the alternatives proposed by her protagonist. Moderate resistance in Red 

Emma takes the fom of spying (1 40), negotiation in bad faith (167-8), and police action 

(pussim), of which the eventual jailing of Berkrnan following his attempt on the life of 

Frick is a relative1 y benign example (1 78-9). Extreme resistance takes the fom of 

violence, including killing. Frick's bodyguards and assistants beat and kick members of 



the anarchist group during demonstrations. Near the start of the play, we are reminded of 

the role of the Haymarket riots, and the five deaths there, in awakening Goldman73 

"political conscience'? (135-7). In a bookend relationship to the Haymarket incidents, 

toward the end of the play, protesters on a walkout at Frkk7s Homestead Steel Mills are 

fired upon in panic-the first casualty being a "nine-year-oid boy"-prompting an 

exchange of violence that leaves "seventy-five dead," with casualties recorded on both 

sides of the conflict (1 74). While violence involving death should not be glibly 

dismissed as irrelevant, it must be observed that physical violence and threatened loss of 

life do next to nothing to change the minds of the anarchists. Each violent opposition is 

merely greater proof to them of the rightness of their o\m position. The most destructive 

opposition the anarchists face is their own imrnaturity. 

For al1 its weaknesses, the play does challenge its audiences and its critics. 

Because the revolutionanes are almost al1 teenagers, a fact made clear early on, the first 

major challenge to the audience concems how to 'take' the characters. Their ideals, 

when we hear them, are provocative and sometimes attractive, but they are always 

filtered through teenage sexual politics. The infighting in the group, over everythng 

from interpretation of doctrine, "the catechism of the Russian Revolution" (166), to 

disparagement of each other's intellectual capacities (167)' which ultimately descends 

into the 'playgound politics' of narne-calling (171), may lirnit audience sympathy. Each 

character seems to be motivated by a desire to exploit others for selfish ends, as 

exemplified by Most's courtship of Goidman (138-9). Goldman professes her desire to 

"love everything" (144)-an admirable aim, but a naive one, which once again 



challenges the audience's perception of the character's setiousness. Goldman is 

undeniably sincere, but fkequently also uodeniably ccsillyyy (153). Fedya's incessant truth- 

telling pessimism-anal yzing with bl unt precision Most's strategic interest in Goldman, 

for instance ( 1 4 7 t i s  another ambiguous value: to audiences who accept the romantic 

direction of the play, Fedya may seem hopelessly negative; to audiences expecting more 

political seriousness, Fedya serves as the only corrective to the extravagances of the 

romantic perspective. 

Another level on which audiences are challenged has to do with character 

consistency. Goldman directly challenges the audiences through her set-piece speeches 

on the need for the workers to control the meaas of production (154-5) and on the 

necessity for gender equality and female independence (160-1). Her awareness of the 

meaninglessness of words when action has h i k d  shows that her naivete is mder siege 

(156). However, the apparent maturity she reaches on occasion is usually undercut by 

relapses into romanticism. Fedya's final slstrnary of her charac tG 'You are pure and 

fine and gullible" (1 8 3 h s e e m s  entirely fair. 

Even the capitalist baron Frick voices some challenges to the audience. Part of 

the rhetoric of the play is that al1 sides have their own slogans, their own favowite bits of 

sentimental self-indulgence, and their own views which make a certain degree of sense. 

Following Goldman's first major speech, Frick confronts her (anonyrnously) asking for 

further explmation. During the course of their discussion, Goldman asks his identity. T t  

doesn't matter who I am if I'm telling you the truth," he responds (155), suggesting a 

separation of mith and teller which the anarchist group never quite manages to achieve. 
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Even more ironically, as Act Two opens we see Frick rehearsing in his office for his 

portrayal of Czar Alexander II for the Philadelphia Light Opera Society's "benefit 

performance for c h a m '  (163). c'Reforms corne from above," says Frick, reading from 

his script (1 63). Bolt presents a double challenge here: the audience is asked first to 

recognize a philanthropie strain in "the enemy" and then to recall toward the dose of the 

play the irony of Frick's inability to learn from the character he portrays. Unwilling to 

initiate r d o m  from above, Frick becomes the victim of an attempted assassination- 

Goldman criticizes Helen M i k i n  early in the play: "You analyze too much. . . . 

your approach is too intellectual" (1 45). Though motivated by a specific impulse- 

Minkin's insistence on trying to understand Goldman's belief in her ability tnily to love 

a11 the men in her life at once-the cnticism reminds both audience and critic that BoIt's 

intent was not to drarnatize the political aspects of Goldman's life, nor to wony 

escessively about fidelity to biographical detail. The play is more about Goldman's 

willingness to believe than it is about any specific thing she might believe in. 

Still, there is M e  or no gratuitous invention in the play. As her own stage 

directions indicate, Bolt made rninor alterations to the received facts of her subject's 

story: the pronunciation of Most's name is altered to make it "less confusing in English" 

(1 33), and the anarchist flag is red, "more exczting tlzarz the correct black" (135)- 

Similarly, when drarnatic interest is heightened thereby, the specific context of an 

incident may be changed, as in Goldman's attempt to prostitute herself to raise money for 

Berhnan's assassination plot. Though her biographer records the incident as fact (Falk 

3 3 ,  it did not happen, as Bolt presents it, with Frick as the intended customer (176-7). 
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Exaggeration also plays a part: Falk records the death toll in the Homestead incident as 

thirteen-a far different figure from the "seventy-five" named by Frick in Bolt's text 

(174). As is comrnon prdctice, "the dramatist is contemptuous of surface details which 

stand in the way of a powerfirl story" (Mitchell 2). 

Although Bolt's choice to dramatize only the earliest aspects of Goldman's career 

rnight logically lead to a presentation of Emma's coming of age, a theatncal 

bildungsrornun, Bolt seems to have eschewed that option also. The fate of the 

protagonist in Red Emma differs h m  that ofso many others exarnined in English- 

Canadian historical drama in that this protagonist is nowhere near reaching her fate. This 

play covee events which are but prelude to a lengthy revolutionary Me lived both in 

public and in private by iconoclastie principles. Emma Goldman finishes Bolt's play 

with one of the increasingly ubiquitous songs that pepper English-Canadian historical 

drama; she is alone, exhausted, apparently having Zeamed nothing from what has 

occurred, but still-and this, for Boit, is the important point-dptimistic and self- 

confident (183-84). It is the fact that 'Red Emma' does not seem to change as a 

consequence of her experiences which Bolt presents as a hiumph of individual heroism 

over political rhetoric. 

Goldman h a  the necessary courage to hold firmly to her own sense of herself in 

the face of frequent ideological disappointment. Her steadfastness rnight equally be 

interpreted as wilfulness, or as deliberate naivete. When we consider Candace Falk's 

sumrnary of Emma Goldman's attitudes across the span of her life, we must at least grant 

the possibility that Bolt, in choosing to portray only the earliest years, has nonetheless 
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shown al1 the most important qualities of her protagonid Falk asserts: "the thought that 

such frailties" as jealousy, personal anger, and aggression "mi-ght be part of the human 

condition was temmng to her." Goldman would often Say that "given a choice she 

would rather do without reality than give up her beautifid ideal" (522). Considered fiorn 

the perspective of Goldman's completed life, Bolt's choice to present only an early 

fra-ment of that life is not as quixotic as it at first seems. 

Red Emma is also an example of the Canadian dramatist's effective use of non- 

Canadian history. The Canadian playwright does not treat any of her subject's Canadian 

espenences. Though Goldman did spend some time living in Canada, Bolt asks her 

audiences to confront only events which occurred in the United States. Goldman's 

ability to cling to a sense of self in the face of repeated ideological and personal - 

disappointments is a praiseworthy characteristic which, entirely appropriate to the 

movement Goldman embraces, transcends artificial limitations such as geographical and 

political borders. 

Frorn the relative failures of Davin and Goldman, we turn to a pair of apparently 

undeniable successes, William Lyon Mackenzie King and NeIlie McClung. In Alan 

Stratton' s R a y !  and Diane Grant's Whar Glorious Times They Had: NelZ~e McClurzg, the 

protagonists deinonstrate unconventionaI behaviour and, to greater or lesser ex<ent, 

impose their unconventional views on the extant political order of their eras. Our 

comprehension of McCIung, in particular, however, must be affected by the subsequent 

cultural evolution of her rebelliousness into 'the nom.' Mackenzie Kihg's case is in 

soine ways iess important; his iconoclastic peculiarities are more persona1 than political, 
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thus have not been adopted as the required n o m  for participation in politics, unlike 

McClung's securing of female enfranchisement. Mackenzie King's case, however, 

supports the assertion that Canadian history plays do not, of necessity, have to be about 

Canadian history, if only in that the concept of the cult of the personality with respect to 

political leadership is internationally h o w n  and observable. 

In virtually al1 respects, the character of William Lyon Mackenzie King as 

represented in Re-y! seems not to conform to the conventional practices of English- 

Canadian historical drama in establishing a protagonist. However, on closer 

examination, a case can be made for considering King as a character still consistent with 

the noms of the genre despite his eievated position in the chain of command. The 

relationship of the politician to the electorate is an important reminder to al1 audiences of 

where the true centre of normative authority ought to be. 

Generally, the protagonist of the English-Canadian history play is an outsider of 

some sort, set in opposition to the nom. While no one could easily cal1 William Lyon 

Mackenzie King the nom, he can be seen as an unconventional outsider. Holder of the 

hiçhest elected political office in Canada for the longest accumulated duration, King is as 

inside the structure of Canadian normative authority as it is possible to be. Yet King 

remains unconventional, both in persona1 beliefs and habits. Furthemore, despite King's 

success within Canada, he is marginalized and manipulateci by Roosevelt in the United 

States and Churchill in England. Thus King might, without too much levity, be seen as 

the patron saint or demiurge, of sorts, of the English-Canadian historical play. Responses 

to King, nationally and intemationally, coincidentally parallel many responses to 
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Again unlike the majority of protagonists in the genre, King does not face - 

opposition fkom the forces of normative authority. In many respects, of course, he is 

nonnative authority. King's opposition (again in common with al1 elected oficials) 

cornes fiorn the elected members of other political parties, the media, and, at times, the 

electorate-as well as, of course, fiom other national leaders. The basic nature of King's 

conflict is more obviously in harmony with conflicts faced by other protagonists in the 

genre. King's greatest conflict is, arguably, one shared by the majority of humanity: the 

need for comprehension and mastery of self Stratton foregrounds King's faith in 

seances, as well as his fascination with instruction through the interpretation of dreams, 

and his reliance on prostitutes-in the play, the source of one of his most important 

political decisions (107, 135, 148-53). In the public domain, King's challenge is to hold 

the diverse elements of Canada together through a national crisis. He faces resistance 

from his top military men and smiggles to find a way to avoid the fissure he knows 

conscription is sure to drive through the country. Though King's tensions balance 

between private and public, disturbance in one sphere often prompting action in the 

other, the nature of his private concerns is decidedly uncomrnon. 

Charisma is, in the case of King as with the others in this chapter, ambivalent. 

King's loquacity and eccentricity are the foundation of his charisma, yet they alienate as 

well as attract. Consider by way of example chief British liaison officer, Lord 

Riverdale's description of King as "an absolute bastard. . . . difficult, dangerous, and 

maddeninglly obtuse" (131). There is a certain naivete in King's easy acceptance of 
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Rattes fiorn figures such as Roosevelt which might also endear him to some audiences 

while alienating others. Sirnilady uncertain in effect is his sense of self, which wavers 

between endeanng and annoying (cf. 13 1). Also, King demonstrates great loyalty, but 

indiscnminately; his greatest loyalty seems to be to his dog and to his farnily 

dead-which group the dog joins during the course of the play. Even his loneliness will 

be read sympathetically by some and disparagingly by others (148). 

=na's alternatives are consistently drïven by compromise. From full neutrality 

for Canada in World War Two, King moves through promotion of volunteer service, then 

conscription for home defence only, al1 in the hope of holding Canada together as a 

country by appeasing both the generaIly isolationist French Canadians and the generally 

bellicose English-Canadians. Undeniably, his alternatives have an attractive component. 

With neutrality, no one dies in wu; with volunteer service, at least nobody isforced to 

n s t  life; with conscription for home defence, a contribution to the war effort is seen to 

be made, but made in a nationalistic vein. 

The protagonist's alternatives must be in some sense costly. Full neutrality risks 

a completr break with Britain, as well as the amoyance of a large portion of the 

Canadian electorate. As the war progresses, King is even more precanously balanced 

between the United States and England, al1 the while w n g  to preserve Canadian 

interests. Further, Allied necessities begin to supersede-national concems as setbacks 

increase pressure for greater Allied cornmitment. No matter what King decides to do, 

then, a sizeable body with power of its own to affect the course of Canada's future will 

be anything from annoyed to violently offended. 
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King's loneliness has been alluded to. Though obviously not without supporters 

dunng his record-setting tenue as Prime Minister, he seems, in Stratton's play, 

increasingly alienated fiom everyone-or, at least, everyone still living. In Reg)!, the 

protagonist's support is primarily found in the voices of the dead-King's mother, and 

his materna1 g-randfather, William Lyon Mackenzie "the Rebel" (109). Those of King's 

close supporters who are still 'on this side,' are, like his charisma, ambivalent. Stratton 

uses Joan Patteson as the embodiment of al1 King's living personal fnends: she 

celebrates King's achievements and involves herself in his spiritualism, but is also the 

first formally to question King's sanity (142). Roosevelt, too, especially in the earliest 

scenes of the play, seems to value King as a confidante and political alIy, but, as events 

unfold, it becomes more likely that Roosevelt has,merely strategically employed King's 

vanih. for his own interests. The paradox that the most successful politician in national 

history is also almost entirely alone cornes poignantly home. 

As is common in plays treating iconoclastic protagonists working within an extant 

political hierarchy, the protagonist of Re- . !  faces little that can be considered extreme 

resistance. Debate, resignations, and propaganda signal opposition to King's strategies- 

The U K  expecis support to be given on its own terms, and Churchill and Roosevelt tend 

to freeze King out of significant Allied conferences on the \var effort (1 53); but there is 

no violent opposition, certainly nothing of the sort seen peripherally in Red Emma. The 

most drmoralizing thing that happens to King through the coune of the play is that the 

Canadian troops overseas are anxious for his visit, but only so that they can mock him 

( 1 55-6). Even that incident is given a positive spin by King upon his return to Ottawa 
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(1 57). Moreover, King is spared the fate that awaits Churchill at the end of the war: King 

wins the pst-war general election in Canada, despite having finally introduced 

conscription. Once more it seems that entering the political process shelters the 

iconoclast from the intensity of extreme resistance which some others have faced. 

The play is laden with challenges to audience perceptions, both of King and of his 

historical moment. Am Saddlemyer, in her introduction to Stratton's Canada Splir, 

provides perhaps the most concise reading of the play's method, suggesting that, despite 

King's "pomposity and pettiness," he is rendered with syrnpathy, "his private loneliness 

balanced against his vision of his role as saviour and mediator" (8). Saddlemyer 

contends that Joan Patteson's role in the play is to "maintain that balance" as well as to 

provide "an apparentIy more rational foi1 to the fmi ly  ghosts surrounding [King] by 

treating his eccentricities seriously; thereby encouraging us to find them somehow more 

endearïng than dangerous" (8). The play ''recognizes King's efforts to keep the countq 

united, while at the same time clearly revealing the dubious means (and sorne of the 

pettier reasons) by which he achieves it" (9). She concludes that, because King 

"emphasizes Canada's independence and procrastinates in the name of Canadian unity," 

audiences are "inclined to be indulgent and forgive him" (9). Her brkf summary of the 

play foregrounds succinctly al1 its major tensions and challenges to contemporary 

audiences. 

King's early views on Hitler, for example, show that he understands the man well, 

but also (w-ith our benefit of hindsight duly noted) that he is wrong about how best to 

deal with him (1 02-3). King consults the spirit of 'The Rebel" on the subject of Hitler 
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and consequently believes that there is nothing to be feared. The idea would be laughable 

if it were not so terriQing in its misjudgment (100). Similarly, King's aggressively 

independent stance in response to Britain's expectations of Canadian support (103)- 

voiced in imperial/colonial terms as far as King is conceme&would Likely be entirely 

admirable if observed in another context or, even more importantly, if examined more 

carefully in its own context-i.e. spoken long before anyone outside Europe and most 

inside it had even an inkling of the extent to which Hitler and Nazism would go. Again, 

hindsight inescapably infonns our comprehension of King's views with howledge that 

King himself could not possibly have had. 

In his debate *th Lord Riverdale, King echoes the sentiments of Kate Hayes 

Simpson: "1 won? be assumed (105). Part of what renders him sympathettic to some 

audiences is that, despite his adamant declaraiion of this principle, he is "assume&" and 

with increasing regulan'ty as World War Two continues. Again, hindsight is fiawless: 

knowing the histoly of conscription in Canada, as well as the consequences of the 

decisions King is here dramatized in the process of making, audiences must accept that 

there is logic in his position-even if that position is not, in itself, supported. The 

succeeding half century, ~ 4 t h  its catalogue of increased tensions between French and 

English in Canada, affects audience evaluation of the nghtness (or wrongness) of King's 

intense efforts to hold both extremes in union by compromising through the middle. 

King is not only "assumed" by the U.S.A. and the U.K., then, but also by contemporary 

audiences who know as lived experience aspects of French/English tensions in Canada 

which King might have found too incredible to believe even had his seances suggested 
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them. 

One chalIenging aspect, beyond the obvïous, of King's seances is the extent to 

which history influences his decision-making process. Once again, he stands as the 

harbinger of the evolution of the English-Canadian history play, doing precisely in his 

personal Iife what Our p l a ~ ~ ~ g h t s  have spent at Ieast forty years encouraging Canadians 

to do more often: re-examine the events of the past and re-consider some options 

previously not pursued. King's lineage, his reiterated identity as "the Rebel's grandson" 

(109), îs but one way in which, for him, history is actively present. Looking at his 

rrrandfather's dock, and obseMng the hands at 8:10, King sees "the wings of a bomber" u 

and insists to Pearson (over whom actual bombers are currently at work) that we must 

"leam f?om the past" and avoid antagonizing Québec conscription (1 f 4). 

Consistent with the whole tone of the play, this incident is either laughable or laudable 

depending upon one's perspective of the whole conscription issue. Similarly, alone in 

his office once the adoption of conscription has finally been forced on him, King 

apostrophizes Laurier, lamenting the similarities in their circumstances (160). It is either 

a moment of historicaIly-infcinned self-knowledge or a moment of maudlin self- 

aggrandizement. Strâtton allows the possibility of either reaction throughout the play. 

One of the ways in which Stratton keeps King's eccentrïcities fiom wholly 

dominating perceptions of his character is by presenting several scenes in which King's 

political acumen is show to advantage. King insists that Canadian contributions to 

Britain's war inust be decided in "our Parliament and our Parliament alone" (104). He 

atteinpts in al1 his dealinp throughout the war to steer by this 'ourselves, by our 



288 

authority, at our pace' credo, despite reactions such as Riverdale's: "we're looking at the 

apocalypse and al1 you can see is a bank balance?" (120). King's entire political life is a 

balancing act, perched precariously on a wire drawn taut between national independence 

and legitimate daims on allegiance. Aware though he is that "political controversy is the 

last thing we need'' (123), he is also aware that any step he takes will stir up some f o m  

of political controversy- 

Balancing the image of King in action as an astute, even shrewd analyst of the 

complexities of national feeling is his naivete in international affain. Roosevelt calls 

King his "lynch pin" (125), flattering King's ego and employing him as a go-behveen to 

open talks with Churchill. n i e  audience perceives immediately that Roosevelt and King 

are engaged in similar political manoeuvenng with respect to national interests vis-à-vis 

international affairs, despite the fact that the United States remains oficially neutral at 

this point. Roosevelt's compliment that King's mind is subtle, "a veritable beaver trap" 

(1 27) draws attention, however, to the fact that the Canadian Beaver is walking into a 

trap made in the U.S.A. When Roosevelt and Churchill meet without King, his reaction 

is entirely logical. King cornplains that the other leaders are taking an incredible risk 

travelling to meet at such a time; he is right, but the audience sees wounded vanity more 

than it sees astute pragmatism (134-5). King insists that "at the bottom of this whole 

fiasco is vanity" (1351, ironically proving Roosevelt was right in saying that it is 

"amazing how very bright people can't see what's staring them straight in the face" 

(1 24). The play is redolent with similar observations on human folly and on the dificulty 

of right action. "Appearances are dl," King insists. "Appearances are all." As long as 
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he appean to Canadians to be part of the Allied decision-m&<ng process, his political 

statuç at home rernains high no matter how personatly galling being shut out of the 

process may be (145-46). 

Stratton consistently presents King's inconsistency, jwctaposing scenes of erratic 

and bizarre behaviour with scenes of great seriousness and simple yet profound political 

insight--acasionally combining the two. King cries to the spirits of his dead mother 

and his dead doç to teach him "the secret of heroism" (147), a c q  immediately followed 

by a conversation with his dead grandfather conceming how "power cormpts the will" 

(118). It is a moment of important insight conveyed by suspect means. The dialogue 

with "The Rebel" is followed directly by King reaching his next important political 

decision through pillow talk with "Enid, the whore" (148-52). 

As conscription approaches political inevitability, King impedes its unavoidable 

introduction by the most democratic of means-calling a plebiscite-once again 

achievin~g selfish aims through public policy (1 57ff). The results of the vote illustrate 

that King has not been exaggerating the sense of division which he has been stxuggling 

against throughout: "English Canada 'Yes' four to one; Quebec 'Non7 four to one" (158). 

The oppositions evinced by the statistics authenticate some of King's earlier reasoning, 

making his recalcitrance, intransigence, and manipulative arrogance appear, if not 

forgivable, at least adequately motivated. King insists that people "don't understand that 

more is accomplished by preventing bad action than by doing good" (160). That position 

might be inore easily accepted were it not for its echoes of Chamberlain and 

appeasement. 
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Even with the results of the plebiscite known, King manages firther delays by 

mani pulating Colonel Ralston out of the de fence portfolio, employing Ralston7 s earlier, 

once refused but cunningly preserved, letter of resignation (1 15-6, 165-6). King replaces 

Ralston with McNaughton, himself earlier forced into retirement at the insistence of the 

British War Office (1 66). Among McNaughton7s conditions for taking on the job 

include taking ' a  stiff broom to the entire department" and perfonning &'a review of al1 

defence positions to date" (164). So effectively has King manipulated the oId soldier's 

persona! pnde that he does not even need to order McNaughton to proceed slowly; 

McNaughton himself insists on the necessity of taking time to do the review properly. 

Ultimately, King exhausts al1 his delaying tactics. Ironically, when finally forced 

10 face "his personal terror" of alienating Québec (167), King finds that a public 

admission of failure to his own caucus results not in loss of support over the broken 

promise but instead in increased support. He is applauded, as Joan Patteson puts it, by 

"the English because he'd brought in conscription and the French because he'd won so 

much tirne-' ( I  67-8). UnIike Churchill, King is re-elected in the first pst-war vote and, 

as Patteson again summarizes, it "seemed he could escape from anythingW (168). 

Interestingly, Stratton does not end the play with King's final election victory. 

There are hvo things frorn which King naturally cannot escape: mortality and himself. 

Facing death, King also faces both the reality of his international position and the 

essential selfishness that has motivated him for so long. "You kept us united," Patteson 

says, comforting King in his fear of dying. "1 constnicted a niins," King replies, "1 turned 

histoxy into the shape of my mind. . . . In my dream 1 see God quilting history, and I am a 



29 1 

scrap of material in his hands" (1 69). King has not been the saviour of Canada, nor the 

lynch pin of the Allied war effort. He has been a bit player in a large drama, rather than 

the artist he so desired to be. ''1 ~111 be remembered like an old photograph in a 

cardboard box," King concludes as he prepares to join the spirits of his family. "But I 

wï11 be remembered" (1 71). Stratton allows King's final speech to evoke a mixture of 

hard reality and fairy tale, to write the man into his country and its history. It is a far 

more lenient conclusion thm easily might have been reached- 

The most challenging aspect of King as Stratton presents him, then, is neither his 

unconventional private li fe, nor his persona1 beliefs, but his political insistence that 

"priorities . . . corne before principles" (138). His priorities are usually reasonable but 

his rnethods may provoke debate. Inescapably, the impression is that al1 King's poIicy 

\vas about his own survival-no matter how beneficial to Canada, or to individual 

Canadians, any part of that policy might coincidentally have been. Stratton's play 

suçgests that as it was in King's own best interests to concern himself with national 

interests, accordingly much of King's policy is selfishness wrapped in nationalist 

packaging. Given that he held the office of Prime Minister longer than any other, his 

policy was at least a persona1 success. In conversation with Ralston, King states: 

"Nothing hurts more than when situations become personal and one's own position is 

misinterpreted (1 53). One saspects that a wholly honest King could not be hurt by this 

play- 

Even more so than Mackenzie King, Nellie McClung is a figure outside the n o m  

for the English-Canadian histotical play. Though Grant's play does conform to many of 
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the other protagonists in the genre. Put simply, McClung wins. Though King, 

Smallwood, and Davin win, and fiequently, they also lose in crucial respects. Perhaps 

the worst thing that can be said to have befallen Nellie McClung, either during her 

successful struggle or in the posthumous evolution of her reputation, is that it took rather 

longer than it shouId have to get a statue erected to her memory. 

McClung's outsider statu is rooted in her gender; she is a woman in a world in 

which men hold all public authority. To be fair, it should also be observed that McClung 

is a "social reformer, novelist, and sufiagist" (ES). Her political marginality as the play 

begins is not solely on account of having been bom female, though that rhetoric will 

surface from tirne to time in the reasoning of normative authonty for opposing her yiews. 

The authority with which she cornes into conflict is the exclusively male world of 

political rights and action, epitomized by the figures of Manitoba Premier Sir Rodmond 

Roblin and his parliamentary secretary, P.T. Fletcher, and echoed in every stratum of 

social order-adveàsing, publishing, insurance-which automatically classifies 

McClung and her various cornpanions in revolution as second-rate, Iess desenring, less 

intelligent, deluded, or such by reason of being female. The play begins with Roblin 

reciting the law of the province of Manitoba conceming right of suffrage: "No woman, 

idiot, lunatic, or criminal shall vote." hed i a t e ly ,  McClung opens her challenge: 

"People stilf speak of womanhood as if it were a disease" (E7). The battle lines are clear 

from the first words of the play. 

Among McClung's well-mobilized supporters are E. Cora Hind, Frances Benyon, 
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leader TC. Noms become allies, the former at Least in spirit. Hind is "an agriculture 

expert and journalist" (ES) whose no-nonsense approach to everything makes her at once 

an inspiring figure and a stereotypical one. The Benyon sisters also practice joumaùsm 

and, as portrayed, bring optimism and enthusiasm to the suffiage fight. Adelaide 

Roblin's sympathy to the cause introduces personal tension for her husband, whose daim 

to represent the best interests of the province in promoting the status quo is undermined 

by opposition from his own kitchen. Noms, of course, provides the sine qua non for 

success: support from an elected male. McClung and her supporters challenge the 

government on the gap between enacted legislation and enforcement of its provisions. 

They throw Iight on govemment's hushed scandals. Most importantly, they agitate for 

their owm nght to be included in the political process. 

The tone of the play is generalIy light-hearted, its lightness inviting doubt as to 

the aptness of subtitling it "a satire" (El). Satire is often characterized by bittemess 

toward its target. This play, largely, l a cb  such b i~emess .~  It is difficult to determine 

precisely what Grant understood the play to be satirizing. Certainly it is not McClung 

herself, nor her efforts. The women of the play do satirize male strategies for refusing 

them the nght of suffrage, particularly in the Mock Parliament scene, but this is satire 

being used by the characters within the context of the events dramatized, not the play 

itself being a satire. Arguably, the play might be said to satirize a social order in which 

the women's efforts were necessary, but even that possibility is somewhat undermined by 

devices such as having Roblin join in the final chorus of celebration. Fletcher might be 
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understood as representing the 'average' male and common male assumptions about the 

role of women; but even though he speaks some of the play's most gender-biased*lines, 

he fades from importance as the play progresses. Fletcher makes no Ralston-like stand 

on principle, no Davin-like confrontation of his leader-there is merely a duet followed 

by a quick exit (E67-8). Perhaps his very ineffectiveness is the satincal target. There is 

no clear reason for calling the play a satire. 1 would argue that it is, instead of satire, a 

celebration of the successfùl efforts of its historical protagonists, satire being merely one 

of the dsvices employed by those protagonists on their path to success. 

The chansmatic qualities of the suffragists are obvious throughout the play. Cora 

Hind's early chat about the quality of bu11 semen explodes ail manner of stereotypes and 

supposed taboos (E 1 9-20); Lillian Benyon' s enthusiasm is infectious, particularly in the 

early going (E 16-9); and Frances Thomas provides the cal1 to order so regularly needed 

in al1 revolutionaq contexts-like Fedya in Red Emma, Frances serves to anchor the rest 

of the çroup, to keep the struggle for change focused on important issues and to remind 

the others of the necessity of staying organized. Predictably, her role being cautionary, 

Thomas may seem at times to be a stereotypical nag but since part of the way in which 

Grant's play treats its subject is to accept the reality of rnany stereotypes and to show 

how the stereotypical qualities in question can also be quite useful character attributes, 

when Thomas nags she is usually seen to be doing so with reason. 

McClung herself is, as one might expect, more fully developed than are her 

supporters, and her own individual charisma is the strongest in the play. Her 

unshakeable belief in her own essential rightness transfers easily to audiences. She is 
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articulate in defence of her own rationality (E22-3), adrnirably effective in undercutting 

Fletcher's sexist propaganda (E64-5), and both provocative and convincing in her public 

speeches-not only in setting the scene directly at the start of the play @7), but also later 

in addressing the convention of in~urance men afier the discovery that women's 

documented tendency to hysteria invalidates most insurance policies (E34). Nowhere 

more than in the Mock Parliament-Lillian Benyon's most important contribution to the 

battle-is McClung7s charisma so clearly seen. Her speech as "The Premier" (E52-4) 

reveals the gratuitous selcimi oFordÏnary male represeutation of wornen by simply 

discussing men in precisely the same marner. 

McClung7 s alternative appears to most contemporary audiences to be common 

sense. Equally, however, as the play does make clear, the cost to the current dominant 

order is immense-not in money but in requiring a complete reconceivirig of the way the 

world works. Previous assumptions conceming 'proper' male and fernale spheres of 

influence had to be razed and reconsidered Fom first principles. SmaH wonder, then, 

that Fletcher grasps at straws in trying to advise Roblin, wondenng whether or not the 

s ~ g i s t s  are "withholding their conjugal rights," while Roblin himself "mnor  corne to 

gr@s wcth the new politicu[pic.fure7' (E65). The men get d d ,  Fletcher managing 

barely more than monosyllabic interjection while Roblin reminisces about his 

accomplishrnents (E67). In this scene, Grant approaches satire. In cornparison with the 

sharply focused efforts of the women, this male wallowing in nostalgia and despair is 

particularl y paîhe tic. 

Resistance to the protagonist is, of course, more extensive than that presented by 
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the alcoholic moam-ng of two men in an office in the process of lamenting their 

incomprehension of the inevitable. As is cornmon in the political action subgrouping of 

the genre, there is little or no extreme resistance offered. ïhat  assertion might be 

debated, however, on the grounds that it presumes physical resistance to be more extrerne 

than emotional or mental resistance. Part of the challenge that McClung's group faced, a 

challenge that would be echoed in uîterly different circumstances during and after World 

War One later in the decade, was the difficulty in convincing many people, regardless of 

gender, of the actuality of emotional wounds. Sufice it to Say that the opposition offered 

the suffragist movement as Grant portrays it is almost exclusively ideological; physical 

violence does not play a rote. 

Opponents of the suffrage rnovement early invoke scriptural precedent-a 

common device employed in a number of contexts to oppose iconoc~astic behaviour 

(E 1 1 )."e opposition makes similar use of physiology to promote maintenance of the 

status quo (El 2 j. A woman's sexual history is used as a device to exclude her fiom the 

protection of the law (E17). As note4 Fletcher, more than any other single male figure, 

scrapes the proverbial bottom of the barre1 for methods of resistance to the proposed 

changes. He reverts to the dismissal of individuai daims by disparaging the entirety of 

the group (E37), accuses McClung of being a paid servant of the opposition party (E64), 

and finally sinks to disseminating gossip about her 'weakness' as a mother and her 

"atrocious" and "homble" fashion sense (E64). Roblin, at least in public, rests his 

antagonism towards McClung's political agenda on the premise that separate spheres of 

influence for each gender are "the best traditions of civilized humanity" and that well- 
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intentioned women wishing to "share in the arduous task of government" are 

"sacrificing' these traditions and "sell[ing] their birthright" (E65). Though less vile in 

tone than Fletcher's campaign muckraking, Roblin's speech shows hùn to be no less 

repressive. He clings to the last to the notion that "the woman who rocks the cradle rules 

the world" (E65) but cannot seem to see any possi%iIity that a man might share in the 

rocking of the cradle, or a woman share in the niling of their own srnall corner of the 

world. 

The pIay is reasonably faithful to the received record Little is exaggerated, and 

in scenes which are a matter of public record, dialogue is occasionally verbatim. If 

anything, some elements worthy of satiricai treatrnent are minimized, as, for instance, in 

the scene describing conditions in the factories (E30-33). As Mary Hallett and Marilyn 

Davis have demonstrated, conditions there were brutal (1 10-1 1). Fidelity to some of 

McClung's recorded comments concerning her trip with Roblin through some factories 

would have noticeably darkened the tone of the scene. In Grant's tex-t, the scene ends 

with a song. The Song is a lament, tme, but, as is so often the case with music used in 

this genre, the medium cushions the severity of the message delivered. AIso in keeping 

with the generaI light-heartedness of the play is that Roblin hirnself joins in the final 

chorus of the old temperance song "Win Thern, Win Them, One By One" (E74). There 

is no indication of such magnanimity in the historical record. The Manitoba 

Conservative Party, in opposition and under a new leader, voiced a tepid endonement of 

the changes to the Elections Act, but there is nothing like the sense of unity shown by the 

play's final scene. Once again, a happy, uptempo song is employed, which distances 
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audiences fiom harsher reality. 

The key scenes in the play are îhose in which the Political Equality League puts 

its case I'Ur female suffkage-fist, formally, to a cornmittee of government, then 

satirically in the form of a play featuring a Women's Parliament-an echo of 

Anstophanes' Ecclesiazusae but, predictably given its author(s) and intent, much more 

favourable to the women involved-that makes its critical points by simple reversa1 of 

basic values. These scenes form the literal and philosophical centre of the play, and 

though they Vary slightly fiom the received record of what actually occurred, they are 

dramaticaliyfùiz to play-vidence that the plapvright's other roles, director and 

protaynist, rnight have strongly infiuenced the writing of the scene. 

The prelude to the Mock Barliament is "The Delegation" scene in which the 

inernbers of the Political Equality League meet with representatives of Manitoba's 

eovernment to discuss the issue of the vote for women. Convinced that they will "be 
Y 

turned down flat," Liilian Thomas suggests that they use this meeting to research the 

aovernment's rhetorical style for the purposes of immediate mockery: "We coutd put on rC 

our own Wornen's Parliament nght after the delegation-right afier Sir Rodmond t u s  

us down. What an opportun@ for satire! Think of the publicity" (E43). The notion of 

turning a sure defeat into a further weapon in the battle is one of several admirable ideas 

displayed by the women of the league, clearly proving that they have the necessary ability 

to manage politics. Thus it is that the actual meeting in which the Political Equality 

League puts its case for the women's fianchise to the government is much shorter than 

the fallout which follows its failure. lt is the only segment of the play which seems 
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successfuHy satiric in tone. 

Responding to the ofi-voiced sentiment that women should not get involved in 

politics because it '5s too cormpt," McClung challenges the governent (and the 

audience) with the assertion that "'the politician who says [politics] is compt is admitting 

one of nvo things--either that he is a Party to the corruption, or that he is unable to 

prevent i t" (E47). To Roblin's assurance that, as everything else in Canada is modelled 

on British examples, thus surely sufiage will eventually corne, there is no response. His 

belief that "woman suffrage would break up the home" and 'Ihrow children into the arms 

of the servant girls" is even applauded "vigorous~' by the women (E48)- It seems, from 

the "Delegation" scene, that the Premier's arguments have convinced the wornen to 

surrender the fight. The audience, armed with the knowledge that the women fully ' 

sxpected to be ignored at this meeting, understands the applause that leaves Fletcher 

'perplesed' and Roblin staring: they are not applauding the content of the Premier's 

speech, but applauding the platforni he has built for their attack. 

The premise of the 'play-within-a-play' is simple: "for the next short while, 

positions in society will be reversed. The women will have the vote and the men will 

have to beg for it" (349). McClung' s announcement is immediately followed by 

Thomas' reading of the revised definition of the electorate: '-No idiot, lunatic, criminal or 

man shall vote" (E49-50). Reversing the order, saving the worst for last as it were, 

merely serves to stress the absurdity of the grammatically equal yoking of severe 

exceptions to the mle of huinan intelligence with the simplest biological division of the 

race. The women immediately begin with a round of gossip about fashion and other 
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women's behavïour-conspicuous so far by its general absence. Once again, 

stereotypical expectations are foregrounded to be mocked As debate ensues, the 

documented inadequacies of the male of the species are raised. The "well-hown fact" 

of the intractability of the male child as compared to the female suggests a similar 

difficuity in "training men in parliamentary procedures." Their "minor biological 

difference," it is averred, should not prevent them fiom participation, but that assertion is 

countered by reference to the corruption men would wreak on the "finer sensibilities" of 

women were their "cigar smoke. . . . brandy glasses. . . . [and] spittoons" to become 

comrnon in hallowed halls "echoing with niald laughter." Also of concern is ';the 

suggestive nature of male attire-the coloured waist-coats, the embroidered suspenders, 

the bay m behind the ears, the waxed ends of moustaches and the tight trousers" (E50- 

1 ). The most important objection 1s raised by Thomas in her role as a government 

member: "My husband doesn't want the vote. He's the power behind the throne. That's 

good enough for himo' (E52). The application of al1 these objections to men serves to 

highlight how irrelevant each actually is; that similar things have al1 been said by men 

earlier in the play also helps focus the criticism of male strategies for exclusion and 

control. 

The scene is completed by the arriva1 of a "delegate" seeking "' Votes For Men ' " 

(E52). McClung, as Premier, "compliment[s] the delegation on its splendid gentlernanly 

appearance," accompanied by a "wo(fwlzistley' from al1 the women in council (E52). Her 

speech following is a direct parody of that given by Roblin in the previous scene, raising 

precisely the same sort of meaningless objections in the same rhetorical style, 
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culminating in the observation that "politics is an unsettling business, and unsettled men 

rnean unsettled bills, broken funiiture, broken vows and divorce" (E54). What the 

parody most obviously achieves is the timely reminder that everyone, regardless of 

gender, has the potential for failure-or for success. As a final humourous aftershock, 

we see the reviews of the performance the next moming as read by Adelaide Roblin, who 

senses her husband's discornfort but cannot refiain fiom saying "we might get the vote 

afier all," prompting her husband's anguished reaction: "What do you mean, 'we'?" 

(E55). 

This 'epilogue' to the Women's Parliament demonstrates the extznt to which 

Roblin is out of touch with the mood of his electorate. From the moment the Premier's 

own wife is seen to be more sympathetic to McCIungYs position than to her husband's 

(he who has often claimed his wife's complete support and satisfaction with the statu 

quo), the play relentlessly moves towards an affirmative ending: "Today= January 27, 

19 16, the Elections Act of Manitoba has been amended to extend the fianchise to 

women," announces new Premier TC. Norris as the play closes (E73). McClung and her 

allies, alone of al1 the iconoclastic individuals and groups here considered, achieve their 

radical aims, see their outsider position redefined as belonging inside normative 

authority. Even Laura Secord, the most conventionally successful protagonist of those 

thus far addressed, does not succeed on the same terms as McClung and her group. 

Secordys intent was fundamenîaIly conservative. Though she challenges stereotypical 

expectations conceming what women can achieve, Secord's goal is not the rewriting of 

common social practice. 
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It is the nature of the sauggle and the size of the group to which the protagonist 

belongs which make the resolution of the conflict in this text so different fiom the nom. 

Though Nellie McClung is an individual she is not fighting an individual cause, nor a 

minority cause. Nor is she pioneering when considered in an international contefi. As 

Roblin indicates in his much-mocked speech, women's suffrage agitation was by no 

rneans limited to Manitoba McClung had the odds in her favour far more than did the 

Donnellys, the Beothuk, or even the male politicians considered elsewhere in this 

chapter. McClung7s constituency and her historical moment combined with her 

undeniable individual strengths and efforts to ensure victory. Grant's play belongs in this 

analysis, however, despite its ex-centricity in relation to common practice, precisely 

because it dramatizes a conflict between alternatives that existed at an historical moment 

in Canada. Every clash of alternatives dramatized in English-Canadian historical plays 

cam-ed with it in its own time at least the seeds of possibility that the radical alternative 

might succeed. That the alternative does succeed in this case should only invite closer 

esamination of the possibilities inherent in the alternatives that, in so many other 

examples, do not succeed. 

The final pairing for this chapter addresses two different views of the same 

figure. From the musical revue, with its multiple roles played by a handful of actors 

punctuated by Song and dance, to the monologue, the increasingly popular one-person 

performance piece, the same characteristics of the protagonist emerge. The treatment 

afforded Joseph R. (Joey) Smallwood in Rising Tide's collective Joejt (198 1, 1996) and 

Tom Cahill's monologue T e  Only Living Futl~er (1 991, 1997) bnngs to light the most 
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important aspect of any evaluation of political success: the judgment of poste*. 

J.R. Smallwood conforrns in dl respects to the proposed paradigm. Smailwood 

was an exemplary outsider for most of his life-arguably even while at the peak of bis 

success and persona1 power. Born in a ruml outport but raised in a small city, 

Smailwood was always too 'tovmïe' for sorne and too 'bayman' for others. Even during 

his schooldays, Srnallwood was an outsider, the only boy with a local address to board at 

his school. In early adulthood, Srnallwood was a nomad, embracing socialism in the 

midst of a fundarnentally conservative politicai clirnate, like Goldrnan moving to New 

York to be closer to the centre of political evolutionary and revolutionary thought, and 

like Davin a regionalist before the word was in common usage. His history before 

bzcoming the first Premier of Ne~foundland is a.staggering record of mediocrity and 

failure, untiinely alignment with the 'wrong' political forces, and exclusion+ven from 

the centre of the causes to which he initially devoted his efforts. Somehow, this 

quintessential outsider happened, like McClung, to be in a position at the right historical 

moment to use his one undeniable and indefatigable asset, his persuasive loquaciousness, 

to vault hirnself from obscurîty into political fame and a degree of political success. 

The authority to which Smallwood always saw himself opposed was the condition 

of privilege. One theme uniting the whole of Smallwood's public career is his belief in 

irnproving the ordinary living conditions of the "toiling masses" (Rising Tide 242). The 

extent to which a small handful of influential businessmen controlled both governrnent 

and money in Nemfoundland IS well documented. SmaIlwood's densive references to 

"the twenty-one mil lionaires" (Rising Tide 25 1 ) and the "twenty-nine dictators" (Rising 
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Tide 25 1, Cahill28 1, Noel 254) during the National Convention on the future of 

govemment in Newfoundiand (1946-48) are situation-specific, but simultaneously give a 

fair picture of the minuscule size of Newfoundland's administrative elite fkom the first 

days of settlement. The foundation of Smallwood's e v e n d  success was that he 

appealed, by a combination of high reco-pition factor fiom his early days as a radio 

journalist and entertainer and his evidently sincere willingness to pay attention to their 

problems, to a majority of Newfoundland voters, some of whom had been so 

marginalized and disenfianchised from the political process that they were unaware a 

process existed. 

The central conflict of Smatiwood's career was the debate over Newfaundland's 

political future in which he fought successfully to have confederation with Canada added 

to the list of options Newfoundlanders would consider in their first democratic vote after 

six-een years of Commission of Govemrnent. Though both Rising Tide's Joey (1 98 1, 

1996 j and Tom Cahill's ïïze Onlv Living Fadzer (1991, 1997) deal at length with 

Smallwood's twenty years as Premier, al1 that happens in those years is consequence to 

this moment of cnsis. As in much Shakespearean drama, the crisis point of Smallwood's 

life, hence of these plays as well, occurs in the middle. The political situation is unique 

both in Canadian history and in the dramatic literature which examines it: there was no 

established govemment. Smallwood did not face an ensconced, o p p e d  govement  or 

official opposition Party; the foundation of the debate was not merely who should 

govem, but how govement itself should be carried out. None of the protagonists who 

chose to work within the system to promote their iconoclastic views had such an 



opportunity to define the precise nature of what that system would be.' 

SmalIwood7s alternative, then, unlilce many of those proposed by the sundry 

protagonists of English-Canadian historical drarna, is proposed not as an alternative to an 

existing system, but as one of the ways in which a political vacuum might be filied. His 

stniggle, at first. is merely to get his alternative put before the electorate (Noel 254). 

That Srnallwood was able to take codederation from absence to (slim) majority 

acceptance in the space of four yean is his greatest personal triumph. The question of 

whether or not the personal triumph was also a public triumph is the foundation of the 

plays which examine the Smallwood story. As the second half of each play dramatizes, 

once Smallwood had achieved his goal of confederation-especially the advantage of 

membership in the Canadian social safety net (Rising Tide 247,254)-subsequent - 

alternatives, such as "develop or perish" (Cahill289), fieedom from the fishery as the 

sole natural resource sustaining the provincial economy, and, eventually, too late, 

reorganizing and restructuring that fishery for its own protection and survival (Cahill 

290): fail, most of them miserably. 

The key component of Smallwood's success, the dominant feature of his 

personality, was a charisma that convinced voters of his sincere interest in their well- 

being Indeed, as some of the more troublesome initiatives of the Smallwood 

govemment came into effect in the 1960s, there was a wave of feeling, stated overtly in 
C 

hg), that Small wood hirnself must be unaware of popular disapproval: "'Joey don? know 

about this" (274). As people began to discover that they were 'small fish3-so small as 

to slip through the rnesh of the social safety net-they clung desperately to the belief that 
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Joey was still not only in command of the ship but also constantly mending the damage. 

It took several years before a majority of the electorate began to first suspect, then 

accept, then finally get angry about the fact that the policies they abhorred were Joey's 

creations. Smallwood's charisma, rerniniscent of Davin's in many respects, took him far 

further. 

The most important component of that chansma was Smallwood's loquacity, the 

"@fi CI of gab" evoked in the opening scenes of both plays (Cahill26 1 ; Rising Tide 239). 

As Noel suggests, SmaUwood was a master of self-presentation, particularly using the 

medium of radio, and his voice was already well-hown to Newfoundlanders before he 

began to use it in political campaigning (251). His Barrelman shows, in the 1930s, used 

stories sent in by listeners, edited and mixed by Smallwood, then read "with much flair 

and a natural sense of dramatic timing" in a rnanner guaranteed "to rekindle the battered 

national pnde of Newfioundlanders" (Noel 25 1 ). Rising Tide dramatizes a moment of 

house to house visitation on the campaign trail in which Smallwood is recognized with 

enthusiasm by the wornan of the house, who has been listening to him "on the radio with 

the Convention" and with even greater enthusiasm by the man once he realizes it is the 

famous Barrelman here in his own kitchen (254). As the National Convention was 

broadcast around the island, thousands were open to considering Small~vood's political 

ideas simply because they knew and loved the trick of that voice. 

Among the supporting cornponents of Smallwood's charm, particularly as he is 

dramatized, are a capacity both for mild self-deflation and for self-aggrandimment, a 

sense of order and organization sbills, a confidence that translates easily to others, an 
' 



apparent belief in the worth of every individual, a youthful radicalism tempered to 

pragmatism by experience, and, ultimately, self-knowledge. 

The fact of his birth on Christmas Eve was a source of humour for Smallwood 

(Rising Tide 239, Cahill26 l), and occasionally for his critics. Smallwood's capacity for 

self-aggrandizement is displayed irnmediately by Cahill: "Some enemies later suggested 

that being bom on the same day as another distinguished personage 1900 years earlier 

made me thinli 1 was Him. Anyway, 1 ended up in the s m e  business He did, trying to 

Save the world. Or at least rny part of itY7 (26 1 ). Equall y important, however, is 

Smallwood's ability to recognize his own self-inflation, and, sometimes, to work against 

it. Examining his potential for attracting suppon, he wonden who would support "a 

cnpto-communist, lefi wing radical pig famer" (Cahill 278). This characteristic of self- 

inflation lravened with self-deflation became both a target for satire and a defence 

against it as his career progressed. Having alienated al1 his closest initial suppo~ers, he 

contemplates apology to Greg Power: "I've finally realized I'm not Joey the 

revolutionary, the people's leader, the little fellow from Gambo any more. It's Joey the 

little tinpot dictator" (Cahill 295). That Rising Tide aIso dramatizes a failed attempt at 

reconciliation with Power suggests that the basis of this essentially private moment has 

its mots in fact. Both plays suggest that Smallwood's inability to commit to action based 

on any seriously reconsidered vision of himself is at the root of his eventual failure. 

Smallwood's capacity for organization is clearly demonstrated in both plays. The 

history of his efforts to unionize railway and pulp and paper workers long before the 

confederation debate (Cahill 268-9) sets the ground for his insistence that, in order for 
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the confederation campaign to succeed, he m u t  "organize and conaol every last detail" 

of the campaign, "be a dictator, o r .  . . the one and only strategist; tactician, coordinator" 

(Cab11 283). As is so often the case with those iconoclasts who choose political 

involvement as the means to make their ideas heard, Smallwood's strengths can and do 

become weahesses. Though the unified approach of the pro-confederation campaign 

may well have been the main factor ensuring its success, Smallwood found himself 

unable to govern by any means other than those by which he had first organized his Party. 

One effect of Smallwood7s self-confiidence was to inspire similar confidence in 

himself (and in themselves) on the part of his supporters. -4n even more important aspect 

of his self-confidence was its capacity for steamrollering any opposition. From his early 

acquaintance with Gregory Power (Rising Tide 249-50; Cahill 282) and Harold Horwood 

(Cahill282) through to the end of his career, Srnallwood ofien drew support sirnply 

because he believed he could and he did not mind fostering confidence based on surface 

impression, even when that impression might be unfounded. Rising Tide dramatizes 

Smallwood being challenged by Power on the subject of the ternis of union with Canada: 

JOEY: Mr. Power, 1 have the Tenns of Union right here in my breast 

pocket. 

GREG: You do not. 

JOEY: Well, they don't know that. (249) 

Cahill, usually a little kinder to Smallwood, portrays a more brutal example of his 

steamroller confidence and manipulation of impressions. Entering the last round of 

cain paigning before the final referendum, Small wood begins to act on the princi ple that 
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b 

Greg, the Responsibles are trying to dump Peter Cashin, so let's help 'em 

alonç. Spread the worci heYs dnnking again. I know, 1 h o w ,  but spread it 

anyway - 

(He reacts to the startled 200k.s on the faces of the cornmittee. and 

rours out zo the fiont of fhe table.) 

Irving, we need money. Get a list of everyone you think who's interested 

in becoming a senator or a judge. The charge is $20,000 an appointment! 

Fim! (285) 

Smallwood's relentIess insistence on having supporters immediately obey orders 

becomes a notorious characteristic, resulting in a common perception that his cabinet 

ministers were utterly incapable of acting on their own or of reacting against a 

Smallwood 'suggestion.' Rising Tide presents the following brief moment fiom the mid- 

1960s: 

JOEY: Rossi, did you fart? 

ROSSI: No, sir. (Shorr pause) Do you want me to? (276) 

It is sirnultaneously crudely f m y  and reasonably accurate as regards perception of the 

individual integrïty of Smallwood's ministers. 

During the National Convention, Srnallwood's insistence that he "never opened 

[his] mouth without speaking to the people, Fis] masters who sent [hirn] here" (Rising 

Tide 25 1 ) \vins him a great deal of popular support. "1 speak to the people through you, " 

Sinallwood says to the C~~nvention, "therefore you are the most honoured men in this 
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country today" (25 1 ). Repeated appeal to his status as gras-roots man of the people, use 

of the very outsider statu that had once plagued him in his youth at school, creates a 

picture of Smallwood in the rninds of the electorate as a new kind of politician. As with 

the way in which his confidence sways party worken and govemment memben, so his 

ability to market this image of himself convincingly swayed the electorate for two 

decades. 

The attractiveness of Smallwood's alternative was evident, but always, too, were 

its drawbacks clear. The confederation debate divided the population of Newfoundiand 

and, fi@ years after the fact, the issue remains contentious. Perhaps the single rnost 

important factor which made Smallwood's confederation alternative attractive to 

New+oundlanders was also the only factor not directly attributable to Smallwood's 

packaging of its appeal. As S.J.R. Noel indicates, American military use of its granted 

territory in Ne~~oundland during the Second World War had introduced to 

Newfoundlanders "a tantalizing taste of a standard of living they could not really afford 

(263). The economic boom of the war years, coupled with the novel proximity of 

Amencan cultural assumptions' and noms, made many believe that alliance in sorne 

fom or another w i t h  the rest of North Arnenca was the only "realistic economic 

alternative" (Noel 260). As there was never serious question of union with the United 

States, Canada became, ahos t  by default, the only viable choice. 

What Smallwood did effectively manipulate to gain support was the extant social 

safety net of the Canadian Federal government. Joey demonstrates Smallwood's 

characteristic employment of the social safety net while on the campaign trail: 
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Sir, madam, I'm sick . . . and do you know what I'm sick of? I'm sick of 

poverty, I'm sick of disease. And do you know the one way out of it? Sir, 

how many children do you have? Five, five times seven is thirty-five 

times twelve is four-hundred-and-twenty. How much did you make 

fishing last year? Fifty dollars? Sir, your children could bring you in four- 

hundred-and-twenty dollars a year. And, of course, if there are any old 

people around, there is the old age pension, and if you can't find work, if 

there's no work to be ha4 there's the Unemployment Insurance. (254) 

This scene illustrates more than just Smallwood's use of Canada's financial attractions. 

Though one of the plays under discussion here is a monologue, this is not that play. 

Smallwood's confidence is evident in his speaking style, as is his habit of controiling 

these campaign interviews. If the answer to any question is crucial to his purpose, 

SmaIIwood linows that answer before asking the question-evidenced above by his not 

ivaiting to hear how many children the man has. Again, via this rather simple device, 

Smallwood convinced many of his absolute sincere interest in their welfare. It was as 

though he was a friend; he already knew so much about them. 

Cahill's monologue presents similar evidence: 

How many children do you have there madam, eh? Yes, you-How many 

children? Eight, you say? You have eight children, al1 under sixteen? 

And do you have trouble keeping them in boots and shoes and clothes for 

school? Yes, indeed, don't we all! Then, let me tell you something 

madam. Three weeks after the twenty-second of July coming, if you vote 
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for Codederation, three weeks afier that date, you'll receive a cheque in 

the mail fiom the government of Canada, for five dollars for each of these 

eight children. And five tirnes eight is forty, so you'll receive a cheque for 

forty dollars. And you'll get that money every month of every year for 

every child until the child passes sixteen. (286) 

Typical of Smallwood's effective style here is an inte jection such as "don't we all" 

which positions him as one with the people he addresses. His repetitive, accumulative 

rhetoncal habit is also noticeable. Finally, observe that both excerpts Smallwood 

takes no chances: he does the math himself. 

Smallwood faces the usual mixture of tensions. Somewhat wcommon, though, is 

the extent to which private life is excised fiom Smallwood's character as his public life 

becomes more successful. No matter how weII Davin was doing, there was always an 

element of his ongoing relationship with Kate Hayes Simpson informing the play; 

similady, behind every victorious public moment for King stood the oddities of his 

private life. Bolt's interest in Goldman is such as to almost erase herpublic life fiom the 

forepround of her play. Even in McClung's story, elements of her private life infonn her 

earliest efforts. Perhaps because Smallwood, alone of al1 îhose here considered, was still 

alive during the writing of these plays and, for at least some of Rising Tide's 

performances, actually in the audience, the dramatists used less of their subject's private 

life than is common practice. Another possible explanation, however, one suggested by a 

number of treatments of Smallwood across several genres, is that there was very little 

private life to dramatize, that Smallwood became so much a public figure as to be almost 
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without an existence outside the public eye. 

Cahill treats Smallwood's family background briefly, alluding to his father's 

alcoholism and his family's early poverty (262). His time at school is similarly treated 

(264-5). Smallwood's own reputation as a somewhat flaky business failure associated 

with previous and corrupt public administrations before his own nse to power hovers 

over the first half of each play. Cahill also shows how Smallwood remained to the end 

doeged by allegations of povemment comption (291). Rising Tide adds to the pnvate 

foundation of the public image his early interest in Lillian Zahn during his time in New 

York (241-3), including what he learns fiom Zahn about a sense of 'his' people, one's 

own place in a national heritage. Beyond these primarily early, formative details, there is 

next to no pnvate Srnallwood to be seen in either script. His marriage, for example, 

warrants but a paragraph fiom Cahill (269), and is not mentioned at al1 by Rising Tide. 

As is conventional for the iconoclast within the system, Smallwood faces no 

extreme opposition. The standard devices of politics, reputable and less so, are, of 

course, brought to bear against him, both in the fight for confederation and during his 

tirne as Premiec but, as he was a master of al1 such oppositional techniques himself, 

there is never any sense that Smallwood faces concerted resistance that is somehow 

unfair to him or more powerful than he is. As mentioned, the resistance that Srnallwood 

first faced was that confederation w& not initially an option in the national consideration 

of viable alternatives for the political and economic Iife of pst-war Newfoundland. The 

initial vote of the Convention, 29-16 uguinst including confederation as an option on the 

upcoming ballot mereIy provided Smallwood wi-th the ammunition he needed to 
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campaign against the old practice of vesting the welfare of Newfoundland's future in the 

hands of a small elite (Rising Tide 252-3; Cahill281). As Cahill, in particular, makes 

clear (285Q, Smallwood's reaction to resistance was always to increase the pressure and 

the rewards involved-by any means necessary-until his side won. 

Such rutHess insistence that "anything goes" (Cahill285), that, if necessary, a 

"holy war" will be fought (Rising Tide 258), is one of the most significant challenges 

presented by both plays. To audiences familiar with the events portrayed, there are 

personal and familial considerations affecting their evaluation; to a 'disinterested' 

audience, Smallwood's strategies may cal1 into question al1 'successfül' politics. As 

observed, particularly in consideration of the Donneilys and the First Nations peoples, 

audiences are presented with a picture of their current stability and common sense 

assumptions as having been founded upon highly questionable behaviour. NeIlie 

McClung's observation concerning corruption in politics quoted above is not so shocking 

in its concept as in the extent to which her summary seems to apply to our political 

history. Certainly, it is one major contention of both these treatrnents of Smallwood that 

he became that which he initially opposed. Both plays bring us to question the extent to 

which ideals are sacrificed in the pursuit of the power needed to put those ideals into 

public practice. 

Other aspects of the plays are equally controversial, presenting to audiences 

aspects of history that interrogate our sense of who we are in the present. Among the 

challenges that Rising Tide develops in Joey is a critique of the simplistic yearning for 

the 'good old days when we had our independence7-a motif still sounded daily in 
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Nemfoundland. Audiences are reminded that the much-vaunted independence of 

Ne~foundland in the years before confederation may have been idea1 rhetoncally but 

brought little benefit to daily living. Having lost another imperfectly consmcted boat, 

found maggots in the flour, and nin out of well water, Eli Morgan-throughout Joey the 

epitorne of the struggling fisherman-says: "There you go, no flour, no boat, no water, no 

fsh. Thank God we're independent, best kind of life" (254). Another character, 

unnamed and representative of thousands, reviews his options at his father's graveside 

before the vote: 

Dad, 1 uish you were here now. You had twelve youngsters and 1 can 

never remember goin' hungry 1 got five and it kills me to see them 

wïthout enough food in their stomachs. 1 know it's Our birth-ght. There 

kvas your grandfather and your father and you. 1 don't want to be the first 

to Say that I'm not a Ne\ÿfoundlander, but 1 can't see my youngsters go 

hun-g-y. (258) 

The involvement of the Roman Catholic church in opposing confederation ako 

cornes in for criticism as "Father7' visits the home of Eli and Mary Morgan, surpnsing 

them in the act of debating confederation. His impromptu sermon concludes: "1 feel that 

the placing of the Confederation issue on the ballot at this time is nothing short of a 

political crime against the fieedom loving people of this small island of ours" (257). His 

status as priest already makes this statement far more than one man's expression of 

poIitical opinion, but when the Priest continues by reminding Eli of his need to be 

"heading up the line" for weekend confession, he clearly abuses his position. Equally 
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challenging to audiences who understand the implication of the line is Eli's speech 

directly the Pnest has left: 

ELI: Mary, you could have shown a little respect talking about the baby 

bonus when he came in here. 

MARY: And how, in the narne of God, did 1 know the man was coming in 

at the door? 

ELI: Couldn't you smell him comin'? 1 could. (257) 

The stance of the playwïghts vis-à-vis the integrity of the Roman Catholic church could 

not be clearer. 

After confederation, challenges remaùi. Joey's second act begins with a parodic 

--confederation: before and after" scene (26 1-3) which humourously balances reminders 

of the significant changes in basic health care and education brought about by alliance 

wïth Canada with the intellectual redefinition of the Newfoundlander as Canadian: 

JEFF: Well, b'ys, how does is feel to be Canadian? 

BRIkN: Don't feel like nothin', b'y. (261) 

Though the arnenities of daily life have, in many respects, change& the sense of self has 

not. Ironically, loss of Newfoundland identity was one of the more significant 

feannongering p l d s  of the anti-confederate platform during the referendum debate 

(253' 260). Post-confederation, Newfoundland identity becomes, if anything, 

stronpr-sometimes as the butt of humour that would be called racist if i t  did not 

usually involve white people mocking other white people-and many facets of the 

political process change only to the extent that the same general practices are continued 



under new names. 

Cahill's The Only Living Futher confirms this perception, going into more 

specific detail in certain aspects, most notably the purchasing of support through 

promises of pst-confederation patronage (285-6) and Smallwood's own willingness to 

reveal the extent of his use of patronage as a means of consolidating his own power. 

Faced with dissent arnong supporters at his assumption that he will be Premier, 

Srnall\vood "threatened to blow the lid off the whole campaign strategy. Tell how they'd 

al1 sold out to Confederation, for a price" (288), showing once more how well he 

understood public image. He h e w  that the average voter would be more offended by the 

person who took the moneÿ than by the person who offered it. 

The plays present several reasons for Smaliwood's eventual defeat, not leasi of 

which is, as with Davin, that the electorate eventually tires of vïrtually every politician 

who prolongs a successfid career. In Joey, while pursuing a dizzying van'ety of industrial 

projects designed to lessen Newfoundland7s dependence on the fishery as its only 

industry, Smallwood surrounds himself with a cabinet and advisers who are a collection 

of ycs-inen, dunces and criminals. Rossi's obsequiousness has already been documented. 

Fictional representatives Les and Teddy-who c m o t  count without using their fingers- 

f i I I  posts such as Finance and Education (266-8). Outside cabinet, Smallwood turns to 

Valdmanis (Rising Tide 268-71; Cahill290) and Planta (CahilI 292), both of whom let 

him down completely. NI projects fail. Even Churchill Falls, which Srnallwood unveils 

with a flourish of 'nationalist' pride, backfires by succeeding. "This is a selfish project 

we are opening today at Churchill Falls," Smallwood intones. "It's entirely, completely, 
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selfish. This is o w  land. This is our river. This is our waterfàll. It's Newfoundland first, 

Québec second, the rest of the world last" (Rising Tide 277). Despite the campai-like 

rhetoric involved in the opening speech, this solitary representative of Smallwood's 

mega-prcjects which actually survives primarily benefits Québec, owing to financial 

arrangements made with Québec to develop the project in the first place. "Once the 

construction jobs petered out," Cahill's Smallwood says, "we were in the sarne old rut, 

garnering a miserable pittance fiom our greatest natural resource while someone else 
c. 

raked in the profits" (294-5). 

Gradualiy, Smallwood alienates al1 his initial support, dispensing with the 

services of anyone who has the nerve to challenge him. His handling of the IWA strike 

in 1959 provokes the resignation of his last original partner, Greg Power, and is a crucial 

turning point. Smallwood, who in his early years had organized unions and embraced 

socialist politics, after weeks of officia1 silence finally intervenes in a labour dispute 

between loggers, represented by the N A ,  and the logging companies, AND and 

Bowater's. Ostensibly he does not want to break unions as such but to "fiee the loggers 

of Newfoundland from this foreign union tyranny." He proposes "'to give the loggen a 

union of their 04' (Rising Tide 272). The effect is much the same. As Richard Gwyn 

succinctly summarizes it, any intervention on Smallwood's part would support 

management and smash the strike (199). 

Power confronts Smallwood the morning after Smallwood dissolved the IWA in a 

radio address to the province. First quoting limericks in the style of the early pro- 

Confederation campaign (though decidedly anti-Smallwood in tone) and then directly 
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challengîng Smallwood7s position on the loggerso strike, Power tenders his resignation in 

tones which were unthinkable ten years before, but inescapable thereafter: 

GREG: It's not just the strike, Joe. The whole thing has gone sour. Years 

ago, 1 nearly died. 1 did not beat tuberculosis in order to help yes-men 

and. half-witted cabinet ministers, and fly-by-night promoters, lookng 

for handouts. Taste it Joe, it7s Sour. . . . Let's get it al1 back, Joe. Go on 

the radio tonight- Tell them you made a mistake. Give them one week 

to rati@ a contract. If they can't reach an agreement then bring the 

government in to arbitrate. 
5- 

JOEY: That strike had to be stopped. It's like a new religion, IWAism. 

They corne out of their rnidnight camp meetings with their eyes shining 

for Landon Ladd, the way they shine for me, Greg. 

GREG: Well you said it, Joe. You care more for yourself than you do for 

them, the ones who elected you, Joe, because you did care for them. 

And the truth is the more you glori@ yourself, the faster they'll sprint to 

the Landon Ladds or anyone else who puts their interests foremost. (273) 

Smallwood insists that he remains in control, but he has become, beyond doubt, captain 

of a sinking ship. Srnallwood would continue to win elections for more than a decade, 

but he was never again thought of as "the same old Joey Smallwood" (272) that he had 

been for the loggers before the stnkebreaking broadcast. Instead he becarne, as 

confederation itself had been for many, the least bad of several generally distasteful 

alternatives. 
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An important component of continued support for Smallwood is that, no matter 

what went wrong with his pst-confederation administration, he ha4 in general, 
-- 

improved conditions in NewfoundIand. Whether those conditions would have irnproved 

without him, without confederation, is unknowable. A significant portion of his 

continued success \vas attributable directly to the fact that he had been in office and been 

seen to be the direct cause of much good. When Murray Lander, representing the 

bureaucracy of Ottawa, chalienges representative fisherman Eh Morgan on the subject of 

resettlement, economic depression, and the sad history of Newfoundland politics, the 

fisherman's bitter response is also a corrective one: "You're too young to remember the 

hard times, but I'm not. . . . Ne~.foundland wasn't the only place in trouble them times. 

The entire world was in trouble. Don't tell me it was only us who failed" (274). The 

natural and pol itical forces that once caused Newfoundland to be settled as it was 

undenvent significant change once the nature of the fishery that had been the island's 

original foundation changed. Those changes were, in turn, provoked by changes in 

international trade and technology (cf. Noel). 

Resettlement as a matter of official policy may well have been a mistake, but 

resettlement as the only viable economic response was inevitable. As Rising Tide 

deveIops it, the resettlement issue is simultaneously SmaIIwood's final betrayal of those 

who elected him and the moment when he realizes his own fixedness in history. Initial 

reaction to resettlement as officia1 policy on the parts of many Nedoundlanders was that 
e 

it must be something Canada was demanding, without Smallwood's knowledge: 

ELI: Joey don't know about this! 1 guarantee you that. He would never 
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walk into this house, and tell me to me face, "EIi, you leave your home 

now, and move to one of me growth centres, 'cause if you don7t, b'y, I'U 

cut you off. There'll be no schools, no doctors, no mail, no nothing." He 

wouldn't do it. This Confederation now is really something, isr?'t it? 

More money than we ever drearned of and too jmor to stay where we are. 

(275) 

Immediately following Eli's lament cornes Smallwood's moment of cornprehension: 

JOEY: Why would anyone want to go on living there? Why ought they 

live there? They must disappear. Will they blame me? Will they think 

that 1 have failed hem? Some will stay. Some will fight to stay, for them 

it will be a great victory, yet it may be an empty victory. If a11 the iaws of 

God and nature point to the disappearance of something and something 

cornes along and delays that, isn't that an ernpty victory? (275) 

Like King before him, Smallwood must confiont "how silly we are not to know when the 

tiine has corne to go" (Cahill300). His comprehension of the plight of the isolated 

outharbour dweller, and the inevitability of the collapse of that way of life, does not 

extend to cornprehension of his own precarious hold on political power. Like the 

fishermen he forced to move, Smallwood too was, in his later stages, fighting and 

winning empty victoties, and eventually forced to move out of public life. 

The turning tide is captured in the appearance of a new generation. Just as 

esposure to American lifestyles had infomed the dreams of a nurnber of 

Newfoundlanders in the 1940s, influencing the vote for confederation, so exposure to the 
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rest ûfCar,âdz i i i fhxed their children in the 1960s about just how large a gâp codd exkt 

betwcen standards of iivins inside one country. Eli's son, Paf, discusses his parents' 

resettimmt with his Fiîther's fricriid, Captain Joe: 

CAPTMX JOE: I'm glad they tûok Joey's mmey for reszttliag! 

PAT: 1 wish some of that Joey's money w-ould go into makin' the fishery 

~ o r k .  

CAPTAEN JOE: Thoüght you w-erc goiri' to make it ivork by yerseif. So 

don't go say-in' nothin' bad about Jocy 

P T :  I m  n t  I wïsh they'd start îhirrkin' about us, the ones mâkin' a 

iivin' i n  Nedoundiand. Spendin' ail that rnoney on hospitsils, schooi and 

univeruities. We're supposcd to have thai. We'ri: a part of Canada. M a t  

about puttiti' niotiey itito the people-just doti't make sase-there's 

gotia bc anotheï W-ay- 

CAPTAIN JOE: Well if there is mûther way, J~2ÿ':i fifici it. He found 

Confcderâtion for us when L;mes wsre bad. 

PAT: Times are bad now and ail Joey can do is taik about the things we 

coi. Look around- Mum and Dad izivin'. Thzre's nothin' to show in 
Y 

Round h'afbûur for Confederation, for aaythiii' . 

CAPTAIN JOE: Times are bad nuw? Tw-enty years ago your niother and 

fâther woilld have had to stane to deaih here. Now they ggt the choice to 

gû, a d  get paid far it. Xo one begged p u  to corne back afi3 cornplain. 

PAT: Yes, Ciiptain Joe, I've Seen to Canada. I've seen what they got. If 
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we're a part of Canada we should at least have the same things they got. 

The m e  chances. The chance w work in your own home. (279) 

-Px . 
1 iic prvùieiri is iliat they are bath right. Captain Joe s drfemr of Smallwood typi fies the 

ïesptmses of many of his generation, just as Pat Morgan's criticisrns represenl the 

coiicems of the first generation to grow up Canadian. II wis worse; it could be bettcr. 

The stance of the plays vis-à-vis their protagmist is prrhaps beçt called one of 

corrective forgive~~ess, or skeptical endorsement. Thuugh neitlier avoids the very real 

problems Snisillw-ood poses to posterity (Cahill dues downplay such thirigs as 

-- - ~csttlernent and the I W  stnke), neither is utterly condcmnatory. The tone is 

ïciiiinisssnt of the ivay in which one swaps stories among fnends, al1 faults and foibles 

showri, no punçhes pullrd, srcure in the siability of the relationship. Crucial to the' 

uniiçrstanding of both plays is the overt sentiment voiced by Smallwûod in ~'uey: "1 can't 

imagine [what's in storz Tor i i i i  tonight] could bz too mean. . . . It's only a play" (237, 

23 1 ). 

Cahill's monoioyue employs distm~ing irony, dsvolops the histoy of the man as 

inextricable froin flic iiisiory oîiiis place, and allows Smallwood to defend himself. The 

Clrzb; Livirig Forhep ends with Smallwuod's self-evaluation: "1 think 1 W ~ S  a su~~ess f id  

plitisian, at kast. . . . Unfominatdy, l i k  most politicians, 1'11 probably be remembersd 

for my mistakes. Not for the bridges 1 built, the hospitals 1 openeà, or the hope 1 put in a 

hundrad thousand heaizs" (300-1). The approach throughout is best characierized as 

letting the man speak for Iiiniself, as he always d i 4  and letting the audience judge for 

thsmselves, without editorializing on the part of the playmight. 
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~ i . p -  ,.,, ' M c  apns with a similarly self-mzre irony, bat noves tuward a double 

conclusion: SmaIIwood as summarized h m  outside, and then in his ow-n voict. Captain 

Joe, a wics of rzason throughout the play, speaks the first sumrnary: T l 1  tell you w-hat 

we had," he say-s, refenïng to pre-Codederation days, "w had o u  name. I'm a 

Ne\ifoondlander, su I gor the right to die before my time. Pride-foolish, foolish pride. 

And Joey Smaliwood savzd US from that and Ihat's somethin7 you'll nrver have IO ho-w" 

(280). Soon afier, -30ey7 nses from the audience and intermpts the conclusion of the 

play just as hc dilçcted its opening: T m  not dead yet. I'm not dead yct. 1 did this and 1 

did h t .  I mâts this blunder and 1 made that blmder. (To the audience) But I don't 

m... 
~ ; t t C .  Because 1 ii.iI1 52 rcrnembercd. Others mi11 bc rernembcred bj- historians but 1'11 

bc nii-~émbered by Ihe niasses, by the raggéd-arsed artilleq7." (283). Joey dernands a 

verse of the "Ode to iirtwfoundland" to coriclude the performance. David Fox, now 

plqïng 'hiniself responds: "Came on. (Lauglriizg.) It's a prew comy ending for a play" 

(283). Jûey Uses whât he always &d: tokes it to the people for a vote. And, shwiv after 

show, audierices responded as they could safely be scripied IO respond, eten, perhàps 

es pscial i y, ~vlieii S niallw-ood Iurnseif was in tliat audience. Tlie "Ode to Newfouidland," 

--- W I  iticri by nilirig-class Brküns, laderi w-ith i m a g q  evoking the struggles and challenges, 

as ive11 as the blessings, of life on the island, closes the show with repetition of its 

entirely appropriate final line: "God guard thee, Newfoundland" (281). The example of 

Joey Smallwood leaves the audience singing, but perhaps also wondering who will guard 

the guards. 

As Smallwood's movemcnt h m  smialist to liberal msgzsts, success for the 
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iconoclast who chooses to attempt change from within the structures of normative 

authority is often dependent on the degree to which one is prepared to compromise one's 

original goals. Richard G y m ,  writing specifically of Smallwood, says that "once in 

power, every one-time revolutionary is bound, sooner or later, to be cMlenged by an 

individual or movement as radical as he once was and is no more"(199). In many 

respects, Smallwood is the 'typical' fi-mire. 'Joey,' from his cognomen on down, is the 

epitome of the iconoclast attempting redefinition from within. The degree to which he 

succeeded makes the exqent of his failure closer to tragedy than was Davin's, though 

Davin undeniabiy had the more bitter end. Even more significantly, for the purposes of 

this study, Smallwood's case (as \vil1 that of Bethune in the final chapter) stands as a 

mode1 for what historïcal drama offers its audiences: a means of exploring the extent to 

which our OWII daily judgments of success and failure, right and wrong, strength and 

weakness, and so many other polarized values, are constnicted by the exigencies of the 

time in which we live, by our o u n  inescapable situatedness in history. 

Consideration of iconoclasm explored within the common structures of authority 

yitlds no single incontrovertible theme. Davin and Goldrnan failed; King and McClung 

succeeded; Smallwood did both, sometimes simultaneously, in a way that only 

retrospect, informed by subsequent developments, can clearly dernonstrate. Undeniably, 

those rebellious figures who chose to rebel within the system tended to achieve more 

than those whose actions were frequently opposed to the wills of unyielding 

governrnents. Also, as is seen in the case of Goldman, the fürther one deviates from the 

'nom' the less one is likely to succeed. At the same time, there is suficient success for 
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the figures who pursue action through politicai means to prevent these plays from 

seeming to carry a wholiy conformist message: The historical subjects of the plays 

considered in this chapter differ widely fiom each other in their goals, situations, and 

degrees of success. One thing which does unite these figures is an attitude which al1 of 

them seem to share. Its clearest statement is attributed to McClung and, of al1 of them, 

only she seems to have practiced the approach to the wholly successfÙ1 achievement of 

desired goals- Regardless of the relative degree of success each achieved, the approach 

ta public Life \vas the same: "Never retracf never explain Get the thing done and Let 

them howl" (Grant E74). 



Chapter Five 

The Iconoclast as Icon 

"Canada has always been a cool climate for heroes," Northrop Frye observed in 

the mid-1970~~ in a summary of developments in English-Canadian literature over the 

years 2960-75 (3: 329) . The heroes to whorn he refers (semi-anonymously) are Prime 

Ministers such as Trudeau, Pearson, and Diefenbaker. If Canada is cool to the heroics of 

its Prime Ministers, it must seem positively fngid to those who are outside conventional 

centres of power. Citing George Woodcock's vision of the "Canadian poet as a counter- 

culture hero," Frye deveiops a contrasting vision, a distinctly Canadian counter-culture 

which defines the p e t  as "anti-hero." Frye continues: "It may be the end of the century 

before any real coherence will emerge fiom our cultural pattern" (3: 329). Now at the 

end of the century, we can see that a more coherent cultural pattern presents itseK 

Canadian literature has steadily grown to value what Linda Hutcheon, writing of fiction, 

calls the "ex-centric" (3) and "different" (ix), and what Neil Carson, writing of historica! 

drama, calls 'the defeated, the imptactical visionary, the defenders oflost causes, the 

faiIuresm (224). 

Canada tends to embrace that which best conserves a sense of social continuity 

and stability. Frye describes Canada as embracing the "[Ehund] Burke sense of society 

as a continuum." This ernbrace is "consistent with the pragmatic and conservative 

outlook of Canadians" (2: 342). Such an outlook is typified by "gentleness and 

reasonableness," ail its passions being "held in check by something meditative" (2: 358). 
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Unlilie the more individualistic "life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness" inscrhed 

directly as "self-evidenty' tnith in the constitution of îhe United States, nothing, argues 

Fqe, "has ever been self-evident in Canada" (3: 323). 

One major project of much contemporary EnglishCanadian historical drama is to 

make some Canadian cultural truths, if not self-evident, then at least more easily 

comprehensible in their historical context. The contemporary English-Canadian history 

play is, then, ofien practicing a form of discourse analysis. The principal discourse under 

analysis is that of sanity and its relation to social order. Repeatedly, the iconoclastic 

protagonists of contemporary English-Canadian drama are labelled with some variant of 

the word '-crazy" for espousing their alternative perspectives. Raman Selden and Peter 

Widdowson, in surnmanzing Michel Foucault's work on discourses of sanity and social 

order, suggest that "the rules and procedures which determine what is considered normal 

or rational successfully silence what they exclude" (159). Further, "individuals working 

within particular discursive practices cannot think or speak without obeying the 

unspoken 'archive' of d e s  and constraints; othenvise they risk being condemned to 

madness or silence" (1 59). The subject of the English-Canadian historical play is, with 

increasing fiequency, precisely those individuals who did not obey "the unspoken 

who were "condernned to madness [anddor silence" by their communities, 

and who were deemed fàilures in their own eras. 

Selden and Widdowson also suggest that "what is possible to Say will change 

from one era to another"; in Canadian historical drama, it is not so much "what is 

possible to say" which has changed, but rather about whom it is possible to Say such 
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things. The conventions employed to render sympathetic the individual visionary against 

or nithin the impercipient mass diEer little in contemporary Canadian historical drama 

from those conventions used by Shakespeare, for example, to render Henry V. What 

differs, as Neil Carson has suggested, is that the sympathetic "hero" of much 

contemporary Canadian drarna is the loser, or failure, the insane dreamer in his or her 

historical context, while the unsympathetic mass is embodied by representatives of such 

social stabilizers as the Church, the military, and the govenunent (224). 

Examining developments in the drama> Carson argues that what distinguishes 

many contemporary Canadian history plays fiom their predecessors is "a mood of 

questioning and inconclusiveness" (213). It is a mood distmtfid of any discourse 

cIaiming definitive answers to any of Canada's most troubling questions. It is Carson's 

view that these plays provide evidence of "a continuing search on the part of our 

play\-rights for a distinctively Canadian myth" (213). 1 argue that any such singular 

m'h is antithetical to the pluralizing impulse of contemporary cultural developrnent. 

M a t  Canadian histoncal drarna suggests to its current audience is that there should be 

no single distinctively Canadian myth, and that most of the visionaries and rebels 

chronicled (and, I believe, celebrated) in these plays meet defeat precisely because they 

rejected notions of a collective Canadian myth by presenting themselves as individuals 

outside community norms. 

Frye, discussing his theory of the gamson mentality, writes that "it can only 

tolerate the conservative idealism of its ruling class, which for Canada means the moral 

and propertied middle class" (2: 350). "The real terror," writes Frye, 
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comeswhen the individual feels hirnself becoming an individual, pulling 

away from the group, losing the sense of driving power that the group 

gives him, aware of a conflict within himself far subtler than the struggle 

of morality against evil. It is much easier to multiply garrisons, and when 

that happens, something anti-cultural cornes înto Canadian life, a 

dominating herd-mind in which nothing original can grow. (2: 343) 

The subjects ofrecent Canadian drama have been, almost exclusively, individuals who 

have resisted herd-mind tendencies at their various social levels, the sort of individud 

who, according to playwright Ken Mitchell, one of the foremost practitioners of the 

genre, defies "the Canadian blandness which normally prevails" ("Between the Lines" - 
27 1 ). 

Several plays demonstrate the amval of this iconoclast~rebel as the new icon of 

English-Canadian histoncal drama. Beginning with the almost 'anonymous' subject, we 

wi11 once again see demonstrated the key components of what 1 argue is paradigmatic for 

the contemporary English-Canadian historical play. Mitchell's treatment of the histoncal 

Tom Sukanen in the fictional&ed figure of Jaanus Karkulainen in The Shipbuilder (1984, 

1990), fumishes the starting point From SukanenKarkulainen, we will examine three 

international cases as considered by English-Canadian dramatists: American folk legend 

Liuie Borden (as developed in Sharon Pollock's Blood Relations [1981]), Chinese 

dissident and playwright Wu Han (as presented in Ken Mitchell's The Grear Cultural 

Revolzrtion [1980]), and Amencan p e t  and propagandist Ezra Pound (as examined by 

Timothy Findley in The Trials of ETCI Pound [1994]). Finally, we ml1 unite national and 
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international in consideration of the 'iconoclast's iconoclast,' Norman Bethune, as he 

appears in Rod Langley's full-cast script Bethune and in Mitchell's monologue Gone the 

Burnrng Sun. Opposition to the protagonists in al1 these plays is almost invariably 

voiced in discourses of insanisr and sacnlege, ranging from visceral, unconsidered 

reactions on the part of neighbours to actual legal efforts to have individuals declared 

insane- 

Mitchell's Jaanus Karkulairien is a Finnish boatwright who assembles an ocean- 

going s h i p i n  the middle of Saskatchewan. Karkulainen, like his historical mode1 Tom - 
Sukanen, firmly believes to the last that he can get the ship to open water and sail it to 

Finland. The play is included in this study, despite its choice to fictionalize its 

protagonist, both because of its definite historical antecedents and because 'Karhlainen' 

is such a classic esample of the type. Immigrant, loner, visionary, physically outside his 

community and rnentally even more distanced, Karkulainen refuses to be assimilated. 

Such a refusal, in essence, is the soul's first principle for al1 these diverse rebellious and 

iconoclastic figures of English Canada's dramatic history. 

Karkulainen, immediately Anglicized as J o h ~ y  Crook by his community, lives 

underground and builds a periscope to survey his territory. Brother Jukka (Yuki) and his 

wife Betsy corne to visit, Betsy already afraid of the huge man, considering him "like the 

very devil" (36). M e n  Karkulainen refuses to attend Sunday service-asking "1s God 

round only in your p u y  church?" (29)-his rejection of what his neighbours understand 

as religion (an& in Foucault's terms, sanity) is clearly stated. Almost immediately, 

brother Jukka cautions hirn that, in Canada, "more social responsibilitf is expected (29). 
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Before the end of the scene, Karhulainen has been warned about bis public image and 

has been told he is talking "like a fool" (32). All the basic components of exclusion from 

the noms of the comunity are in place, and, for his part, Karkulainen is perfectly 

wiiling to remain unassimilated (27). 

Karkulainen has his share of charisma, though he differs from many of those 

under study here in that he has no public agenda. He is not agitating for anyùilng except 

the individual's right to pursue his own vision, regardless of community disapprobation. 

Karkulainen is not even quite kin to the Donnellys in that, although like them he merely 

wants to be lefi alone to live life on his own terms, Karhxlainen never engages in the 

kinds of violent self-defence that eam the Donnellys, fairly or othenvise, their notoriety. 

Karkulainen is the strong, silent type-a living stereotype in many respects-who has 

amazing mechanical aptitude and engineering skills, tremendous confidence, and, above 

all- a clear sense of self In this country, known for its debates conceming identity, 

perhaps self-knowledge and certain@ concerning identity is a social sin. In The 

ShipbztiZder, at any rate, Karkulainen's self-concept is sufficient to cast him in opposition 

to his communiiy. 

Mitchell develops Karhlainen as an outsider, sorneone toward whom the Church 

orders sympathetic understanding, but also someone who would "have vexed the Lord 

himself' (33). He is called a "devil" (33)- "weird" (39), cccrackpot" (42), and "crazy" 

(43). Meanwhile, his closest, perhaps only, fnend in the community, Larry Bender, 

begins to embrace Karkulainen's anti-social approach. At first, Bender seems to support 

Karkulainen because he benefits fiom the Finn's mechanical knowledge. Later, it 
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becomes apparent that Karkulainen's charisma has at least partly won Bender's 

emotional faith. Told that Jaanus is crazy to be walking back to the US. in search of hk  

child, who is to be sent to a foster home, Bender responds that the walk is "no crazier'n 

wearin' out his knees in church" (43), once more voicing an overt challenge to dominant 

religious noms. Bender's comprehension of Karkulainen7s joumey as an act of faith is a 

recognition that the majority of the community cannot reach. 

Still refusing to acknowledge the name Johnny Crook, Karkulainen is three tirnes 

arrested for trying to reclairn his orphaned child, firn fiom foster homes, then fiom a 

reformatoq. Karkulainen is jailed and subsequently deported. Retuming to 

Saskatchewan, he begins to build his iron stearnship, telling Bender that the ocean is a 

mystery "deeper than God" (50). His diction is, again, in overt opposition to community 

noms. 

Soon, Jaanus is called that "crazy hennit" (55) .  He refuses to drink with the rest 

of the town's men-not ccnonnal" behaviour (57). Repeatedly, alcohol consurnption is a 

sign of normalcy in the English-Canadian history play, while sobnety or teetotalism 

signals aberration.' Hence the tavem speculation about Karhxlainen's building project 

arises from a setting as sane as the Church. That speculation includes the idea that 

Karkulainen is building "a Bolshevik Orthodox Church" (57). Politics, another form of 

institutionalized religion, cf a certain ilk, is thus added to the rnix of elements which 

combines relentlessly to label Karkulainen "other." 

As the play progresses, Jaanus is ccmad," "crazyYy7 "hated," "rnockeci"-md utterly 

unapologetic. Described as "out of his rnind" for thinking he is building 'Noah's Ark," 
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Karkulainen, in the eyes of his community, is irrevocably insane and irreligious-he is 

"mocking God," says sister-in-law Betsy (65,66). In a line characteristic of the genre, 

Bender quietly reminds those musing irreverently about Noah that the situation has 

"happened before" (68). The reminder that an iconoclast's behaviour often has biblical 

or political precedent has been a frequent feature of the English-Canadian historical play 

since Riel's case was compared both to that of Harnlet and Jesus Christ in Coulter's Riel. 

The townspeople, with increasing fiequency, cal1 Karkulainen mad, themselves 

using increasingly vulgar language both about and to the man. Like the riotous, drunken 

soldiers restoring order to Fort Garry at the end of Act One of Riel, the tomspeople of 

The Shipbuilder demonstrate increasing disorderliness in their efforts to promote order. 

The use of vulgar or obscene language by representatives of order is another common 

device of the contemporary English-Canadian histoncal play, one which might, with due 

sense of irony, be labelled the "stop the goddamn swearing" discourse. Put less 

irreverently, the voices which represent reIigion and social stability in these play tend to 

become increasingly strident-uncontrolled, impolite, offensive, and cruel-fiequently 

employing the very strategies and rhetorics which their words ostensibly criticize or 

condemn. 

Another common component of these plays is a speech by an apologist/fnend of 

the protagonist which reminds the opposing forces (anci, of course, the audience) that 

similar acts of ostensible insanity in the past are now revered as acts of visionanes. 

Bender compares Karkulainen to Columbus setting sail for the Indies, and to Sir John A. 

Macdonald building a railway across the Rockies (79-80). The plea (again, a rhetoncal 
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convention of the genre) is ignoreci, and, by the end of the play, essentially innocuous 

actions performed by a man pushed to his limits are read as dangerou, violent, mad (87- 
F 

9). Inevitably-, or so it seems when it happens, Karhdainen is institutionalized against 

his will, locked away as a danger to the cornmunity. 

The text is generally neutral toward Karhulainen hirnself. There is admiration for 

the scope of his vision, mingled with regret for its inevitable failure. The play neither 

mocks nor praises KarMainen; it is, instead, a celebration of the fact that such stones 

exist. The Shipbuilder, building quiet sympathy for its protagonist as antagonistic 

antipathy groows in his community, situates itself squarely within the increasingly 

traditional criticism of unquestioned tradition that is now the dominant of the English- 

Canadian history play. 

From a ship in the middle of Saskatchewan, we turn to an axe in Massachusetts. 

Sharon Pollock's BIood Relations examines the stôry of Livie Borden fiom an unusual 

perspective, doubly stressing thereby Borden's outsider status vis-à-vis her community. 

As Diane Bessai puts it, "history knows that Liuie was acquitted, but the questions of the 

case have been a continual source of fascination to writers since" (9). Pollock's play is 

both a flashback and a play-wïthin-a-play, and the double distancing effect-both in time 

and person as Liuie herself directs her 'acîress fiend" in the reconstruction of her 

story-reposits the questions of Lizzie's case to the audience, provoking reconsideration 

of the roIe of audience in al1 cases of judgment, whether legal or social. 

Like Mitchell's Karkulainen, Pollock's Liuie Borden is circumscribed to a large 

extent by what Bessai calls "the politics of the family" (8). Borden is "an oppressed 
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Victorian spinster," but her portrait is complicated "in the complexities of personality 

and the arnbiguities of fact." Lizzie, Bessai argues, "is the product and victim of the 

materialistic bourgeois social conventionality of her day that gives no breathing space 

either tu individuality or eccentricity;" and Pollock's play shows not so much whether or 

not she did commit the murders as "why she might well have done so" (9). That 

recognition naturally challenges audiences to recognize their sympathy for Liuie Borden 

in her circurnstances, and at least to imagine the possibility that, confionted with sirnilar 

pressures, we might follow a similar course. Blood Relations dramatizes a comrnon 

theme-asking its audience not for judgment but for careful examination of how anyone 

can possibly find grounds upon or fiom which to pass judgment on any other person. 

The action of Blood Relations occurs in 1902, ten years after the incidents for 

which Borden stood mal and was acquitted (13). Everythrng on stage \vil1 be a 

recapitulation through the imaginations of Miss Lizzie, "who will play BRIDGET, the 

Irish maid" and The Actress, "who will play LIZZiE BORDEN" (1 3). From the start, a 

double distancing is clear: we are removed in time fiom the events àramatized and we 

are seeing them not only represented through memory but performed in character. The 

action opens with The Actress rehearsing lines, a fact not immediately dear until she 

flubs one and cornes rudely out of character in acknowledging the enor. This device, 

too, reminds the audience immediately of levels of representation, of perforrners both 

performing the roles of other performers, and performing a play based on historical 

figures and events. The impossibility of getting to the unmediated tmth of the past is 

dramatically presented here, as even the one person who was 'there' is now ten years 
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removed from there and wïth a vested interest in controlling how her current status is 

perceived. 

In the first scene, The Actress reports hearing children outside her theatre 

chanting the familiar rhyme: "LiWe Borden took an ax : Gave her mother forty whacks, / 

When the job was nicely done / She gave her father forty-one" (16). She did not stop the 

children, nor point out that Lizzie had been acquitte4 but merely "shut the window'' 

( 1 7). It is a significant gesture. Miss Lime's comment-"a noble gesture on my behalf' 

(1 7)-indicates her own awareness that her position remains one of notoriety, despite 

formal acquitîal. As their dialogue continues, The Actress mentions news reports of the 

triai, and, as the): dance, leads Miss Lizzie toward the ovenvhelrning question which stili 

haunts Lizzie Borden: "Lizzie . . . did you?" (1 8). 

Mocking Miss Liuie's sister, Emma, and her own buming curiosity to know "the 

truth,'- The Actress tries to explain to Miss Lizzie why it matters: "1 think . . . that you're 

aware there is a certain fascination in the ambiguity. . . . You always paint the 

backgound but leave the rest to my imagination. Did Liuie Borden take an axe? . . . If 

you didn't 1 should be disappointed . . . and if you did 1 should be horrifie&' (20). The 

Actress's dilemma is the audience's dilernma: what is our fascination for cases such as 

Lizzie Borden's? What does Our fascination for such cases tell us about ourselves? It is 

for that reason that Pollock's choice to have Miss Lizzie nof portray herself in the 

retelling of the story is so important. The play is not about Lizzie Borden, but about what 

audiences make of her. 

Revienlng the details of her case is "a game," so Miss Lizzie says, a challenge to 
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have her repeat her own story one more tirne in the hopes îhat some hitherto unrevealed 

detail wilI slip out, which The Actress will "dine out on" (20)- There is no altniism in 

this compulsion to know the truth; it is a quest for potential profit. Agreed on exactly 

what The Actress's motives are, they begin the "game" of "paintring] the background" 

again, The Actress performing Miss Lizne's role while Miss Lia ie  plays her servant. 

The audience now sees the Livie Borden story represented and is invited to evaluate its 

facts. Pollock also tricks the audience, whether they like it or not, into evaluating its own 

evaluation: emotions, suspicions, leaping to conclusions-al1 the things we are, as 

audiences, prone to doing in receiving the facts of anyone's story. Because the play is a 

performance of the case, the audience becornes jury; because Miss Lizzie is not acting 

her own role, the jury in this case is on trial equally with the defendant. 

Pollock's stage directions clearly indicate that Livie enjoys guiding The Actress 

into performing her. The Actress enters "a trzj7e tentarive in the role of Lz==ie1 (23) and 

slowly settles into her role. Lizzie (now performing the servant girl, Bridget) "laugW 

and '-e?î/'oOvs rlze Acrress k i e  's cornmenrs as she guides lzer into her role" (24). When 

'Liuie' gets smali details wrong, 'Bridget' corrects her with "a subtle shake of the head' 

(24), and, as 'Lizzie' warms to the role and insults 'her' moùier, 'Bridget' is "loving it" 

and encouraging more. At first, al1 indications point to the performance being clearly 

under Miss Lizzie's direction. 

However, as the play unfolds there is less direction h m  Miss Liuie. Occasional 

scene transitions are managed while Miss Liuie, in her o w  persona, recollects her past 

(28-9,3 1 y 36,43-4,49,59). But the increasingly long scenes between these breaks make 
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it more dificult for audiences to remember that the Lizzie we are seeing in the story is 

not Miss Lizzie. Equally, we observe the role of gossip and hearsay, the extent to-which 

any community's life is informed by the stories it spreads within and about itself. 

Romances, scandais, intrigues, business propositions-all are the stuffof daily exchange, 

and al1 are ernbroidered wïth varieties of tnith, mahng any actual discernent of the 

facts in an- case nigh impossible. 

Having laid the foundation of cornmunity comprehension through gossip, the play 

begins to quote fi-om the court record, juxtapositioning varying views of the histoncal 

data with the dramatic reaIi~f that an agreed interpretation of the facts has already been 

entered as public record. The key line from the speech for The Defence once again takes 

the events of the play out of history and challenges audiences directly: "If this 

gentlewoman is capable of such an act-I Say to you-look to your daughters-if this " 

gentlewoman is capable of such an act, which of us can lie abed at night, hear a step 

upon the stairs, a rustle in the hall, a creak outside the door. . . . Which of you can plurnp 

o u  pillow, nudge your wife, close your eyes, and sleep?" (36). No one can. We are part 

of 'Lizzie's' world, and she is partly what we make her. Though The Defence is 

ernploying conventional rhetoric-woman as 'the weaker sexy-and attempting to sway 

the jury toward thinking that such an act is impossible, conternporary audiences must see 

the reverse. Such a thing is at Ieast possible h m  any snume. 

'Lizie' points directly ?O her perception of her own problea in her conversiticri 

with her f i e r :  T m  suppsed te be a miner. I'm supposed to reflect what you want to 

sec, but everyone wants iornething different. If no one lookc in the mirrnr, I'm not even 
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there. I don't exist!" (39). Perception is all-important. While Lizzie's statement has an 

element of passionate exaggeration, symbolically it is tnie; what-we see as we look at 

Lizzïe Borden is a mirror of what we are; and we want to see something, to understand 

something of ourselves fiom every scenario of this sort, every tabloid-selling upheaval 

that weekly 'shocks' us. Note also that this anguished line is delivered by 'LizzieY-i.e. 

by The Actress, the person playing the role and not the person who lived the role. The 

Actress, too, is looking in10 the mirror of Lizzie in search of something she can use tc 

understand herself. 

.Bridget7 advises 'Lizzie' that the best way to revenge herself on her parents is to 

"smile and get round them" (43), to take subtle revenges and enjoy secret laughter while 

letting them live secure in the knowledge of their own superiority. The moment is 

marked by what seems to be a power stniggle as 'Liuie' wavers sufficiently to draw 

'Bndget' out of character to contradict her. Pollock Ieads audiences towrds recognizïng 

the role playcd by hindsight in the evaluation of any mystery. We can al1 see it coming 

after whatever ir is has long been and gone. As the act ends, a combination of arranged 

romance, financial exclusion, and threatened violence have painted 'Lizzie' into a 

stifling corner. It is at this point that The Actress becomes 'psychiatrist.' Again, the 

audience is voyeur; we are always watching. 

In her o m  character, Miss Lizzie confronts her childhood moment of learning 

that "what you do on a farm with things that are different [is] kill them" (49). The 

growing perception that someone must be destroyed by the accurnulating private tension 

aggravates Liuie's sense of her own outsider statu. With her parents' plan to transfer 
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owmership of the farm well undenvay, her birds killed by her father in a fit of rage, and 

her sister angq with her, 'Lime' feels utterly alienated. Her actions become strained 

and tense. As Pollock puts it in stage directions, "Lizzze is trying ro fuljill other people's 

e.~pecrutions of 'normal "' (55) .  The audience is part of that normatizing presence; we 

are making her what we want her to be. 

Before 'Lizzie' reaches her crisis point, she must argue her own position to a 

logical conclusion. This she does by debating with Dr Patrick the sanctity of life. She 

relentlessly probes with questions conceming ethics in impossible situations, moral 

jud-ments conceming priority for treatment, and similar "games" (61). The doctor's 

reluctance to make a definitive statement goads 'Liuie' into her own clear vision: self- 

preservation dominates a11 (62). She decides that .''oot a11 life is precious" (63) and makes 

plans to act on her decision. 

Following her stepmother upstairs, L i u i e  makes conversation: "If I were to kill 

someone, 1 woutd corne up behind them very slovvly and quietiy. . . . They would be too 

fightened to tum around even if they heard me. They would be so afiaid they'd see what 

they feared" (64). The script is very clear: there is no sound to indicate that the killing 

happens. It is a mental comprehension, not a physical one. Similarly, though we see 

'Liuie' raise the hatchet to sîrike her father, just "as the hatchet is about to star1 its 

descent, rlzere is a blackout. Children 's voices are heard singing" the familiar r h p e  

(67). Pollock takes the audience to the point of each killing, but insists by betraymg no 

sight, no sound, no evidence of violence, that if the killing happens, it is perfomed in the 

minds of the audience. We must complete the message, interpret the signifying system. 
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The play concludes with a return to the present. The Actress, having played 

'Lizzie' to the point of the second murder, stands above the now ernpty chair with "rhe 

sound of slow measurrd heuvy breatlzing whzch 2s growing znto a wordess sound of 

hystericr" escaping her (68). The stress remains, as it has throughout, not on what Miss 

Lizzie has done but on what audiences across time make of her. it is The Actress who is 

at the peak of hysteria The noise they have made in their re-enactment has awakened 

Miss Lizzie's sister Emma, forcing a final confrontation (within the bounds of this play) 

over the same ground. 

Emma chastises Miss Lime for doing things which "inspire talk" (68). Her 

relationship with that 'actress who's corne up fiom Boston" (68) is adding to Miss 

Liuie7s already colourfùl reputation "People need so little in the way of inspiration," 

Miss Lime responds; "And Miss Cornelia's classes didn7t cover 'Etiquette for Acquitted 

Persons"' (69). The absurdity of the position is clear. Miss Lime, though acquitte4 

cannot live a normal life in her community. No matter what she does, she wiIl be looked 

at askance. Emma could leave Miss Lizzie behind, if only she knew with certainty. Her 

inevitable "Lizzie, did you?" sets the stage for the final confrontation of the audience's 

role in judgrnent. 

For the first time ailowing Emma to see the hatchet with which they have been 

performing their reconstruction, Miss Lizzie asks: "Did you never stop and think that if 1 

did, then you were guilty too?" (69). As Emma wavers under the onslaught of Lizue's 

accusations-"1 was like a puppet, your puppetyy (70 )-The Actress intervenes and 

restores cairn: 
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THE ACTRESS: Liuie. She takes the hatcherfrorn Miss Lizzie. Lizzie, 

you did. 

MISS LIZZIE: 1 didn't, B e  Actress looks to the hafchet-then to the 

audience. You did. (70) 

The Actress's glance trained on the audience during the last line makes the intention 

unmistalcable. Audiences attend various stones of Lizzie Borden to see how she might 

have been guilty after all. We don't go to see her acquittai; we go to see her kill. What 

we learn about Our reaction to Lizzie Borden's on-stage duality in Pollock's play is more 

important than what we learn about Borden herself. Though we are not al1 part of her 

family, we are al1 part of some family, and family politics plays sorne role in the way we 

understand and react to the world, 

Like Karkulainen, Lizzie Borden has no real public agenda. Her wish is to be left 

to live life on her own terms, a wish that, like Karkulainen's, cannot be granted whether 

she is tmly innocent or guilty. Borden's private life has become irrevocably part of the 

public record, and she will live (as she continues to, on stage and in film) under the 

scnitiny of audiences who want to know how she did it. Though her sense of self, her 

independence, her willingness to be unconventional (as her fiiendship with The Actress 

suggests), and her apparent clear-headedness might win audiences to see her favourably, 

Borden wi11 never be brought back 'inside' the dominant mode of her society. Criticism 

cannot determine the extent to which dramatizations of Borden's story waver fiom "the 

known facts" because several of the most crucial facts remain unknown. To audiences 

and neighbours alike, Lizzie Borden remains an uncornfortable figure, one who 
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Lizzie Borden and Jaanus Karkulainen are limited threats to their respective 

communities. They are objects of gossip and scandal, and they provoke much 

uncertainty in their neighbours, but neither is perceived as likely to go on a murderous 

rampage, begin killing on a whim. Liuie's violence (if it ever actually happened) is 

clearly attributed to highly specific family circumstances, and Karkulainen is a physical 

threat only to himself. The danger each represents to the community is a threat to the 

cornmunity's idea of self, perhaps best phrased in a cornmon cliche: this sort of thing 

cannot happen here. Tlze Shipbuilder and BZood Relations dramatize the inadequacies of 

comrnunity response when such a thing does happen here. The plays challenge audiences 

to examine their own reactions to the protagonists and their unusual situations. From the 

comrnunity threat, we turn to hvo figures characterized as national threats, whose actions 

were deemed harmfùl to the best interests of their respective nations. 

Ezra Pound, in Timothy Findley's The Trials of Ezra P ound2 and Wu Han, in Ken 

Mitchell's Tlze Great Czilrural Revolution, seem, on the surface, to be diametrically 

opposed. Pound is aI1 but a card-carrying member of a party antithetical to the fieedom 

of art, while Wu is anomalous in his own ethos by not being a Party member (Mitchell 

173). Pound is aggressively self-promoting, rambunctious, egotistical, and vain; Wu is 

self-effacing, quiet, apparently committed to the greater good, almost shy. Yet both 

believe that 'the system' as it stands is in need of a corrective, and both choose a public 

means of making such a corrective statement. Both also, in consequence, find 

themselves in dire trouble with authority-accused of treason to the state. Finally, both 
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men are united in their belief in the role and power of art. 

Pound, an expatriate Amencan already estranged fiom his native land, considered 

it, in the words he applied to his semi-autobiographical creation, Hugh SeIwyn 

Mauberley, "a half savage country, out of date" (2 19 1.6). Unlike his many peers, 

however, who generally restricted their criticism of the U.S.A. to their literary works (cp. 

Heqr  Miller's The Air-Condïtioned Nightmare), Pound, ostensibly for the money but, on 

the evidence, also because he believed in much of what he was saying, engaged in 

propaganda broadcasts from Italy during the Second World War. Following the war, 

Pound was imprisoned in Italy by the American forces, and returned to the U.S.A. to face 

hearings "to establish whether or not me] was mentdly fit to stand trial for treason" 

(Findley 7). Findley attempts to explore Pound's mindscape during this trial, combining 

excerpts from transcripts of his propaganda broadcasts with fia*ments from the trial and 

inventing an interna1 mental life for the man who, in the historical record, spoke ody one 

sentence at the hearings (7). 

. Findley7s attempt to bnng Pound's mind on stage is securely within Ken 

Mitchell's guidelines for invention in the histoncal play; Tlte Trials o f E m  Pound are 

those which happen in his mind, his Y m e r  stoxyy" as Mitchell calls it (2) .  The play 

presents a challenge to audiences and criticism alike in that great care must be taken to 

separate the majority of what Pound 'says' fiom the setting against which it is uttered. 

As Findley indicates fiom the beginning, and reiterates through the course of the script, 

most of what Pound 'says' occurs only in his mind. Findley employs the device of 

having a wimess chair, usually empty and spotlit, to signie, in entirely appropriate 
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reverse spbolism, the physical presence of Pound. The absent Pound wanders about the 

set, occasionally "broadcasting in passages drawn directly fiom transcripts of his Italian 

propaganda broadcasts, commenting disparagingly on various figures presenting 

evidence at the hearings and, fiequently, engaging in dialogue with his memory. Thus 

audiences are challenged throughout the play to keep two worlds separate, two worlds 

which CO-exist on stage and can only be signalled by changes in lighting. The difficulty 

in keeping details and persons separate is deliberate. 

Normative authority for Pound is embodied in doctors, the legal system, and 

representatives of govemment. Often, these are men with 'literal' minds-as is 

evidenced in Dr Muncie's early dialogue wïth William Carlos Williams (13)-men for 

whom Pound would have little patience even if there were no other complications. That 

his sanity is to be evaluated by these men is supremely galling to Pound's sizeable ego. 

"Al1 you have to do" to make Ezra Pound deliver a single coherent staternent, says 

prosecuting counsel -Matlack, is "recall [his] attention to the subject under discussion" 

(39). The audience is aware that such simplistic reasoning wodd not be adequate with 

Pound in o r d i n q  conversation, let alone in psychiatic evaluation or pre-trial 

competency hearings. Sirnilarly ranged against him is the Press, some members of 

which, and not without cause, are particularly enraged by his anti-Semitism (55). 

Pound's charisrna resembles that of many iconoclastie protagonists in the 

English-Canadian history play in that what is most attractive about him for some is 

equaily amoying to others. He "revels in eccentrzc voices" (13) and is prone to making 

eveq statement a performance. His intelligence is undeniable as are his 
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accomplishments in poetry, both of his own and in translation as well as in the editorial 

assistance he provided for others (25). Still, as Williams insists early on, Pound is "not 

on trial because of hÏs poetry" (17). His "hatred of bureaucrats" (25) will endear him to 

some, as wi1I his ready wit (30), his utter delight in rule-breaking (36), and his enoxmous 

self-confidence (38). Yet each of these characteristics is also likeIy to annoy anyone 

whose role it is to maintain order or encourage the vast majority of people to live their 

Iives without a too deep questioning of the d e s  by which they live. 

Findley does not shirk from presenting Pound's unattractive features. Though 

Findley wants his audience carehlly to consider the contradicting values voiced through 

the course of the text, he does not gratuitously weight one side or the other. Thus 

Pound's confidence is aIso seen as "grandiosity" (38), his "discursiveness" mere 

babbling (57). For contemporary audiences, quite apart from the question of treason and 

allegiance to fascism, Pound's treatment of women is aiso bound to alienate. Just as his 

damn-t he-dumb approach to intellectual worth \vil1 grate on Iess elitist syrnpat hies (3 81, 

so his ruthless treatment of Dorothy (3 1-33), as well as his demand "1 want a wornan!" 

(5 1 )-a demand which Dorothy rneets by bringing in Sheri Martinelli (66)-and the 

whole manner of his balancing loyalty to Dorothy and to Olga Rudge (53) is almost 

certain to render him unsympathetic, at least to anyone who places any importance at al1 

on marital fidelity. Finaliy, Findley quotes directly fiom Pound's wartime broadcasts. 

These are repulsive. Their anti-Semitism is extreme, and their general tone is mockingly 

superior. Hindsight camot help but affect audience response to his public statements. 

Thus the alternative that Pound proposes, of Confucianism as key to world peace 



348 

(37,74-5), is not only rendered dificult for audiences to examine on its own merils by 

the general, intense incoherence of the messenger, but also by the agressive or 

obnoxious cornponents of the messenger. In this, he is unusual withïn the terms of 

cornmon practice. There is no real sense that the alternative proposed by the protagonist 

here has either a hope of succeeding or a great deal to attract others to ifs cause. Pound 

claims profound insight into the nghtness of Confucianism, a comprehension he believes 

he could not have reached without being so closely involved with a system such as 

Mussolini's-under siege and sinking (75)-but he never manages to articulate clearly 

and precisely what his akemative understanding is. In his lengthiest speeches, as Findley 

dramatizes his mind, Pound stmggles to express his understanding, but cannot escape the 

parados that Confucianism, whether better or not, is opposed to the current dominant in 

the U S A . ,  hence still, by that highl y restictive definition of the concept, treasonous. 

It is important to consider the historical moment being drarnatized. It is 1945-46, 

and the U.S.A. is beginning prosecution of war crimes. The U.S.A. has just successfilly 

intervened, for the second time within thirty years, in a major international conflict-on 

both occasions proving to be the decisive factor in the eventual outcome of the 

hostilities. To be opposed to the values of the U.S.A. at this point in history was almost 

to confess oneself before the court of public opinion as being at the very least ignorant, if 

not actually insane. In the succeeding decade, the U.S.A. would grow so obsessed with 

interna1 secun'ty and fear of ideological enemies that it would hold regular hearings 

before the House Un-American Activities Cornmittee, ruining the careers and/or lives of 

a variety of individuals because of their ostensibiy dubious political alliances of earlier 
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years. ln some respects, it is remarkable that Pound was afforded the 1wc-q of the 

hearing here drarnatized- As Findley is carefid to point out, Pound's British counterpart, 

William Joyce (Lord Haw-Haw) has already been convicted and sentenced to hang (55- 

56). No matter what his alternative might be, Pound is, in a colloquial sense, "crazyy' to 

expect anything other than the treatment he receives at this historical moment. 

The appearance of an insanity defence should recall the situation of Riel, who 

likewise faced being branded as either lunatic or traitor- And Pound, like Riel, cannot be 

found "nght." The only consensus which can be reached concerns whether he is wrong 

wilh self-awareness or wrong without that responsibility. As with Riel, the obvîous 

intelligence and expressive capability of the individual demands that audiences recognize 

the presence of self-awareness. 1s it possible that the whole of social normative ordkr 

might be skewed while a single, annoyingly eccentric individual in opposition to it be, if 

not necessarily '3-içht" on d l  counts, at least worthy of serious consideration? That is the 

question posed regularly throughout the genre, though nowhere so obviously as in these 

two bookend cases. The cost for contemporary audiences of considering the 

protagonists' alternatives, then, is even greater than it was for the representatives of 

authority in each protagonist7s own time. We have lived for decades by the pinciples 

upheld by the punishrnent of each individuai. What would it mean to our current sense 

of self to reconceive Pound or Riel as neither insane nor treasonous? 

Pound's defence is condensed into a small fragment of the play. Nonetheless, 

Findley imagines a great deal more mnning through Pound's mind than Pound actually 

said in his otvn defense during the hearing-reported by Findley to be only "1 never did 
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believe in Fascisrn" (7). Pound insists he "\vas not sending Axis propaganda,"but his 

omn: "Doesn't anyone remember? Before every broadcast, there was a statement read 

. . . : On the principle of free expression on the part of those qualified to have an opinion, 

Doctor Ezra Pound has been granted the fkeedom of the microphone twice a week." 

Pound's defence is that he was never speaking for myone but hirnself in his broadcasts, 

and that he was not "against mis] country" but "against the conspiracy in Fis] country to 

bring Fis] country  do^." He insists that his anti-Roosevelt, antidewish stance is pro- 

~mzrican.'  "The alternative," Pound says, "is the annihilation of everything decent the 

United States of America ever stood for." He finishes with a daim that "Confucius is the 

only basis on which a world order can work" but he is unabie to say how this "only 

working mode]" rnight "serve in the present situation" (73-74). The audience cannot be 

sure whether or not Pound is, strictly speaking, sane. We can be sure, however, that, 

nghtly or wrongiy, he conceives his broadcasts as loyal opposition to the extant 

oovenunent and order on behalf of the ideals of his country and not as treasonous 
Y 

opposition to those ideals. 

Findley's play is tilled with uncertainties and questions. From the start, when 

Pound remembers a moment shared with Williams which actually occurred a decade 

before they met, we are forced to question the reliability of Pound's mernos. (14). Later, 

when Pound calls Muncie a liar, the audience may recall the earlier incident with 

Williams and once more question the reliability of Pound's recall(33). Though Williams 

insists that Pound is not on trial for his poetry, the play continues to question the extent 

to which the artist can be separated fiorn the art." Audiences must also attempt to decide 



whether racism is treason; Pound is cIearly a racist, but is that treasonous? Pound rnakes 

much of his willing surrender to the aniving American forces (27); but does his surrender 

in any way affect his case? The defence claims that the accusation of treason is 

sufficient shock to cause memory loss; the prosecution suggests that serious accusation 

should provoke a sharpening of mernoxy in one's own defence. Beyond al1 those 

questions lies yet another: what is the relationship between memory and intelligence? 1s 

intelligence anything more than having rapid access to a copious, reliable memory? 

Of major importance to any comprehensive sense of Pound is the recognition of 

how much praise he has hitherto received for going outside the bounds of the 

pemissible. Who decides the point at which genius goes "out of bounds7' (38)? Crucial 

to the defence case-that Pound is not competent to stand trial-is the idea that his 

conversation is incoherent. M a t  is intellectual coherence? (40). n i e n  Pound urged 

Eliot to remove conventional coherence pointers fiom The Waste Land, he was a genius. 

At what point does il rnigIiorfubbro become a babbling fool? 1s it because of ~ ~ h a t  he 

has contributed to literature that he must be saved? Dr Overholser, for one, seems to 

believe that Pound's life must be saved at al1 costs (56,60). Pound, in a characteristic fit 

of self-promotion, asserts that '-the whole of 20" century literature" is his (38). Findley's 

play asks us not to question his sense of self-importance but to question whether or not 

Pound's literary status matters. 

Perhaps at the root of the problem is Pound's feeling for the pe t ' s  compulsion 

"to speak" and "to say" (37). Waxing woth on "poor oid Possum-al1 caught up in the 

naming of his g5twi" (37), Pound links "God with "universal order" through Confucius. 
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T A  ir is - "Uie iiatniiig "f G-iIïg:j' Uiai is tlie prü'o~aïi~, Poüiiù assa~s,  isonicaily 

enough, iike no one quire so much as A.M. Eliein.' Pound sees himseif in the mon 

ancient tradition of the p e t  as proxy to comprehending "Gad" or ccuni-versal order.-* On 

that b e l ,  poetq and politics get confused. As Findey has Pound himself muse, "it's 

v r r y  difficult to writr a Paradiso when al1 the indications are that you ought to write an 

apocaiypse" (76). For such answers as there might be, we r e m  to william Carlos 

Williams, whom Findley employs throughout to focus the profound questions. 

It was Wiliiarns who first asserted that Pound is not on trial for his poetry (17). 

Similarly, it is Williams who suggests that Pound "was always old in his mind. The way 

the prophats were old. Born o l d  (45). Williams says that "we cannot put people on hial 

because of their opinions" ( 6 2 j a  particularly chailenging point for the politicaily- 

correct 1990s-but aiso reminds us that "it's easy to forget [that Pound] made his 

choices," that none of what he did was forced upon him (66). Crucially, it is Williams 

with whom Pound comccts in his minci following his "outburst" (73-5). Dorothy, his 

laltyer, Cornell, and Shen Marcinelli all speak before Williams, but it is only Williams 

who draws a response. 

Wiliiarns has none of the apparent awe and respect for Pound that the others in 

the play serm to projet. Williams gets through to Pound by calling him a "poor dumb 

cluciY and exliorting liiin to "instead of sounding off on fhis] pathetic little ego-tooter 

. . . use what is left of [his] head and try to think a little while" (75 j. A few moments 

later, out of the swirl of voices around Pound, Williams speaks once more: "1 have to Say 

this io pu. Ii has to be said: No one forgives you for what you did. No one. You might 
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as welI realize, Ez, there is a point in dl controversy beyond which a man's life, his last 

card, is necessarily forfeit. A man accepts that, Ez, and goes O-his eyes open. But 

when the showdowu cornes, he loses his life" (76). It is on that note that Williams' 

involvement seems to end: Pound made his choices and shouId not expect forgiveness. 

Hon-ever, as the courtroom scene is re-established and we move fiom inside Pound's 

mind back to the hearings, there is one final exchange. Pound is declared "of unsound 

mind" and there mil1 be no trial: 

WILLIAMS: Well, Ez, there you are- 

EZRA: Yes- Here 1 am- Declared insane-and unforgiven for tvhat 1 have 

done. 

WILLIAMS: Yes. But, Ezra, everyone forgives you for what you are. (77) 

Pound ends the play musing on how to "confess wrong without losing rightness," naming 

himself "Ezra Pound- Custodian" in his final speech (78). Again, one is reminded of 

Juvenal's query: quis custodiet ipsos cusrodes? Even the best-intentioned keepers need 

keepers, but I~ow we are to judge who and what is fit remains beyond the scope of any 

play to state with certainty. 

W u  Han, protagonist of Ken Mitchell's The Great Cultural Revolurion, is also set 

nt odds against the dominant norms of his country. He voices, through his art, a 

challenge to reconsider current directions. And for his challenge, he is broken. Of many 

ironies in the play, one of the most interesting is the way in which, despite the obvious 

differences in methodology employed by the agents of normative authority, opposition to 

the dominant norms of government meets vcith much the sarne result whether the 
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government is Amencan or Communist Chinese. 

As Mitchell suggests, comprehension of Wu Han's actions in the play requires 

more specific awareness of recent Chinese history than many audiences ordinarily might 

be expected to possess. Wu Han bnngs to the consideration of the English-Canadian 

history play a new variant; we have seen before the play-within-a-play device, but never 

the history-play-within-a-history-play. "Wu Han was a highly regarded bureaucrat, and 

uncharacteristically for a vice-mayor of Beijing, not a Communist Party member. He 

was also a widely-published Professor of History at Beijing University" (Mitchell 173). 

His first foray into play Miting was "a Beijing opera" entitled Hai Rui's Dzsnzissd 

(1 960), which rxainiiied the fall from grace of "a historical figure of the Ming period 

who has appeared in many play and stories in China. He becarne known as a righteous 

public servant who defended the common people and would not be bullied by the Ming 

emperor, his one-time fnend. In literature, he personifies Confucian principles of 

honour, decency, and justice" (173-75). Mitchell goes on to compare him ta Noman 

Bethune. Thus Hai Rui serves as an interesting figure at this point in the study for 

several reasons. His moral resemblance to Bethune is worth bearing in min& as is his 

personification of Confucian principles which would surely have appealed to Ezra 

Pound. 

Mitchell was moved, as he expresses it, by the concept of "the plajvvright as 

tragic hero-doomed by his owm faith in the power of the w o r d  (175). He quotes Wu 

Han on the subject of the play that got him into so much trouble in China: 

Dare to think, dare to speak, dare to do has been the new style since the 
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Great Leap Forward. 1 wrote a cirama Thus 1 belong to the mnks of those 

who dare. If I did not dare, then I simply could not do anything 

successfully. . . . As for the magnitude of the achievement, or whether it is 

a success or failure, that is another thing. The histoncal development of a 

human society is also simply the history of people who dare to think, dare 

to speak, and dare to do. (qtd. in Mitchell 175) 

Wu's explanation of his o ~ ~ m  belief is interestingly similar to that of Pound. Though 

proceeding in very different manners, both believed themselves to be acting in 
- 

accordance with, and not in opposition to, the revolutionq principles that had defined 

their respective countries. In Wu Han's preface to Hai Rui 's Dismissal he hopes his 

-'fiends in the field of history. . . . will al1 corne forward and write a new historical ' 

drarna" (qtd. in Mitchell 174). The play is conceived as a work of agitational art to 

proïoke more art, more consideration of the issues involved. Mitchell's agenda nlth 

respect to Canada is thus clarified: "Drama has become poiitically irrelevant, ideas 

vinually banned. Too manq. of our playwnghts have become political eunuchs" (1 75). 

Ifrithin Mitchell's play, Wu Han stages Hai Rui 's Dismissal as a protest against 

increasing repression in China; this, for Mitchell, is the act of the ultimate hero, one who 

tmly does believe the pen is mightier than the sword. It is also an invention on 

Mitchell3 part; as he freely admits, "Wu Han would not have had time in July, 1966, to 

produce his over-publicized play as a defense against the growing criticism (as The Great 

Cui/ uru2 Revolu! ioi7 hypothesizes)" (1 75). For Mitchell, the drarnatic advantages of the 

play-nithin-a-play device supersede the need for precise histoncal accuracy- 
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particularly as the play itself did spark the onrush of events which filled China through 

the 1960s. This manipulation of the historical record is evidence once again that the 

concern of the historical playwright is less with presentation of "what was" than ~lth 

exploration of how "what was" can help us comprehend "what is." Mitchell draws direct 

lines of historical influence from Wu Han's play to events in Beijing in the early 1990s. 

By extension, civil unrest, debates over the role and exqent of the powers of government, 

thou& set in China, have obvious resonances in what is so far oniy 'referendum-tom' 

Canada. The stage for The Great Cultural Revolurion is a crash course in Chinese 

sloganeering: "Overlooking d l  . . . is a huge portrait of Chairman Mao Zedong, likc an 

icon. Tl~ere are posters st uck up all over. which proclaim in large bold charactcrs: 

"Long Live Chairmur? Maor" "Carry Fornard the Prole~arian Revohion " "Art Musr 

Serve the People. " A couple of cruder. new posters, state: "Bombard the Parw 

Hcudquurrers! " "Attack the Four Olds! " "Let Politics Take Comrnand.' " ( 1 80). It is a 

rare play which makes its ideological battleground so ciear without so much as a line 

spoken. 

As is conventional, the outsider protagonist hos supporters, but in this play they 

are already under siege. Most of the actors slated to read Wu Han's play are late arriving 

at the hall because of unrest and violence in the streets. The play begins with the very 

real possibility that the play within it will never begin--even that some actors may be 

killed merely for being discovered to be on their way to participate. Emotional stakes for 

the contemporaq audience-who are iikely, at most, womed about the possibility of a 

parking ticket as a potential consequence of coming to the theatre-are immediately 
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raised. 

Zhou Suchen, an old man who begins as a janitor but is pressed into service as an 

actor in the play, launches the first complaint against the current 'revolution.' "1 can't 

follow what's happening any more," he says. 'The university is covered with posters and 

none of them make any sense! . . . What a lot of whining from the babies," he continues, 

having quoted some of those "new posters" fiom the walls of the set (1 83). The climate 

of surrounding destruction and fanaticism is made clear as, one by one, actors arrive, 

reporting on the chaos of the streets through whîch they have corne (1 83-9). There is 

also no roorn for doubt in the minds of the audience: Chang Zongwen States clearIy that 

"if they find us doing this play, we'll be more than cnticized!" (1 84). Though 'bProfessor 

Wu's revolutionaq reputation is unblemished," nonetheless "Shanghai's waging an all- 

out attack on [his] p lay  (1 86). Zhou is right: nothing makes sense. 

Wu Han enters in the midst of this debate arnong the acting Company over 

whether it is even sane to continue as planned. Immediately, the charisrna necessary to 

the protagonist of the English-Canadian history play is evident. He is modest, 

unassuming, quiet and, above all, though with nominally the most to lose of al1 there 

present, calm (1 89). He immediately explains the situation: "&My critics aren't attacking 

its drarnatic shortcomings, but its politics. It is 'historically inaccurate.' It 'betrays the 

class struggle.' . . . 1 may be an amateur in the theatre, but 1 know something about 

history. As to politics, well - we will let the audience decide" (189-90). His position is 

cfear: "it is a revolutionary drama, which 'serves the people"' (190). How can a mere 

play be so publically important? And surely, it is vital to understand the importance of 
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the play as a cultural statement. When Wu is told that "an army platoon has been 

assigne&' to protect the Company his reactïon is irnmediate: "This changes everything- 

Our whole point was in waging a cultural stniggle! A violent confrontation means 

defeu!!" ( 1 9 1 ). In certain key respects, his banle is thus lost before Hai Rui 's Dismissa[ 

begïns. 

Wu Han insists that the play is not 'about' any one person. It "is not a defense of 

Peng Dehuai! It is a defense of criticism. What are these people afiaid of? They find 

conspiracy behind every metaphor! There are a hundred situations which could parallel 

ihis story-and al1 of hem, or none of them might be m e .  That is the power of art! And 

that is why we must present this play!" (192). The similarities between the reasoning 

processes of Wu and Pound are clear, though it should be stressed that Pound's 

propaganda broadcasts and Wu's pIay belong to different orders of communication. 

Nonetheless, l'Vu's play is clearly understood as a political statement in defence of the 

right to criticize current practices of normative authority, which is also how Pound 

conceived his persona1 propaganda. 

When it is pointed out that the play does not "conform to the Party] line," Wu 

Han responds with a defence of drama that is at the heart of this entire study: "Well, the 

Party line has been h o w n  to change. And perhaps it will change if people actually see 

this play, and explore the issues" (193). Seldom is the didactic role of the histos, play so 

overtly stated. Though some of the acton would prefer to wait for the Party line to 

change before staging the play, others insist on proceedinp as planned. In the ensuing 

debate, the complexity of defining revolutionary action is foregrounded: 



Wu Han: Comrades - in a time of confusion, we fa11 back on our 

principles-the discipline of the Revolution, and the discipIine of our art. 

Chairman Mao's directives on the Cultural Revolution have not been very 

clear. People don? know which action is revolutionary, which is counter- 

revolutionary. . . . The Red Guards believe they are revolutionary, because 

they are rebelling against authority- But in the history of the Chinese 

people, their out-bursts are a few seconds of passing hysteria. 

Bi: Contradiction! Chairman Mao calls the Red Guards his disciples, and 

he is the living symbol of the revolution. 

\-Vu Han: Perhaps. But the Chairman also said, "Contradiction is the 

backbone of revolution." 

Hu: What's this got to do with the performance? 

\Vu Han: What we need-in a time of anarchy-is principled action! 

And my drama is the portrayal of such a man ... (194-5) 

The portrayal of principled action can be an object lesson to people in times of trouble. 

There is no simpler statement of the credo that has sustained English-Canadian historical 

drama since Riel. Significantly for my line of argument, it occurs in a play which has 

nothing to do with Canadian history and which has not been previously considered in 

studies of the genre. 

Wu Han completes his defence of the necessity of mounting the play with the 

assertion that "there is no distinction between politics and art" (1 95). He repeats the otd 

slogan, "Art must serve the people!" (195). Once again, his views are largely in harmony 
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with the common practice of historical drama in the latter half of the twentieth century in 

English Canada Even those plays which have not presented a specifically politicai 

agenda assume a didactic function. 

Of course al1 of this rhetoric rnight be besmissed as the private invention of a 

prominent English-Canadiart historical playwright; hence small wonder it sounds like 

common practice in English-Canadian historical theatre. Mitchell has admitted the 

romantic l m  of the subject for himself., being who and what he is, where and when he is. 

But the text of Hai Rui S Dismissal itself is not Mitchell's invention, and its reading 

within The Great Cultural Revolufion confi~rms in practice much of the theory voiced by 

Wu Han in defending the necessity of its production. 

Once the play-within-a-play begins, there are but few reminders that a show is 

being rehearsed. Wu Han suggests once that "the peasants could bs a bit more forcefrrl," 

then calls for the next scene (203). Generally, however, Hai Rzri's DcsniissuZ is permitted 

to play without intempting comment and thus speak for itself. As the play progresses, 

the justice system is shown to be compt, open to influence by the elite, and unconcemed 

with the plight of the ordinary peasants (2W- 13). It is threatened by the appointment of 

something "worse" than "a tyrant . . . an honest official" (213)-Hai Rui. LuIled into the 

unfolding action of Wu Han's play, the audience is then rudely awakened by the bursting 

in of the Red Guards and Wu Han's arrest (2 14). 

The play contains, according to the Red Guards, ccso-called ideas" which are 

ccanti-Marxist'7 (21 8). To Wu Han's moderate surprise, his accusen have actually read 

his play. To their criticism that 'Wie ideas stink of Confucius," he responds: "That was 



361 

once considered a compliment" (219). The shifting definition of 'correct thought' 

plages al1 involved. Wu Han insists "only that Hai Rui was a man who refused to 

submit to tyranny" and that "people of any age, feudal or modem, can learn fiom his 

example" (219). The question of what the Chinese proletarïat will l e m  is, for him, the 

"central question'' of the whole affair. 

"Do you believe," he asks, "that people can learn fiom history?" (220). While 

much debate follows the question, there can be only one answer. Al1 disagreement arises 

over what is to be considered usefûl learning, and, of course, who gets to define that 

which is 'useful.' Whether it be "what serves the great Chinese re~olution?~ (221) or 

what informs Canadians about the climate of ideas in the wortd, the historical play 

fulfills an important function. Its importance may be limited by both the size of its 

audience and the willingness of mat audience to learn fiom what they see, but the 

function remains nonetheless. Canadians do not have to fight armed state police for the 

right to portray their history on stage. If nothing else cornes fiom consideration of The 

Greor Culrurd Revolurion, that message itself is significant. This play exists and was 

performed in Canada without anyone being arrested or executed. Surely that is a lesson 

of sufficient importance to a Canadian audience to warrant including this play, which is 

not 'about them? ' in a consideration of English-Canadian historical drama. 

Following lengthy debate of the revolutionary ethics of the play, the theatre, the 

Red Guard, and the revolution itself, Wu Han makes his most radical suggestion: that the 

Red Guard not only see the rest of the play perfomed but even participate in the reading 

as a way of determining its wvorth-r worthiessness. Involvement is the key point. As 
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Lin Hulan, leader of the Red Guard states,'iou have heard the charges. You must think 

about them, as you analyze the play7' (232). With the possible exception of the moments 

discussed above-the conclusions of Almighiy Voice and his tV$e and On the Rim of the 

Curve-there is no more explicit statement in the genre of the responsibility of the 

audience. 

That overt, direct, explicit statement of everything is part of why it is important to 

consider TIze Great CuZturul Revolution in this context. A11 this explicit drawing of 

ideological lines is just 'not Canadian.' Argttably, that is precisely the point. Mitchell's 

play allows an escape from Canadian traditions into a different cultural mode1 from 

which, if we do as ordered by the Red Guard, we can draw important lessons about our 

Canadian-ness. 

As the Red Guard representatives observe the remainder of the play, M e r  

ideological battles bubble. Wu Han remains charismatic to audiences in his insistence 

that history cannot be changed to be made more palatable to the dictates of the present 

(234-5). If there are things in our past of which we are presently ashamed, it does us no 

good to pretend they never existed. In character as Kai Rui, Wu Han delivers a telling 

line: "al1 it takes is one individual to resist. To act according to the truth" (23 8). The 

line escapes the notice of the Red Guard; one hopes it is absorbed by audiences. 

Wu Han's destiny is written as much by dramatic exigency as by the history 

dramatized. He is, after all, perfoming the role of one tme officiai dismissed for his 

inflexible adherence to tmth. His challenge to each rnember of the audience is to be that 

one individual who resists the mass when the mass is not acting "according to the tnrth." 
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Tt is a personal statement and one which raises profound concems in a land ostensibly 

characterized by desire for peace, order and good government. One's path to 'Lthe tn i th  

must be individual, j ust as "right action" must be both individually defined and 

performed In Wu Han's words, spoken in response to one of the final objections raised 

to the play by the Red Guards, 'every man, no matter what his class, is responsible for 

his own actions" (258). Though the line may baunt him personally, it will not do so 

because he has failed to live by it. "Without questioning authority," he insists, once more 

in character, "îhere is no civilization! . . . . IPHai Rui compromise&his body might 

live-but his spirit would die" (270, 272). Like his character, Wu Han refuses to 

compromise. The play ends with the dissolution of his Company, Wu Han's arrest, and 

the stage being swept once more by Zhouy ironically o b s e ~ n g  that it will a l  be "much 

different when the Revolution's won" (280). 

Mitchell sees in Wu Han a figure for whom right action was far more important 

than self-preservation. His challenge to Canadian audiences in particular is to force 

confrontation of our own polite stereotypes, to examine what we allow and accept 

because 'that's the way it goes.' 

Pound and W u  both stand outside the noms of what is alIowed to be said in their 

respective cultures. In saying the 'unspeakable,' each, in his way, perceives himself as a 

kind of custodian of values he thinks worth preserving, even if the current dominant does 

not agee. In that respect, though neither is Canadian, each is an exemplar of the kind of 

figure the contemporary English-Canadian histotical play has been reconsidering since 

Riel, and each illustrates the characteristic components of the genre. 
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The characteristic components of the English-Canadian historical play, however, 

are not themselves an unbreakable canon of regulation and limits. The case of Norman - 
Bethune, as dramatized by both Mitchell and Rod Langley, confirms that rebellious acts 

and challenges to dominant community noms may include challenges to the 

characteristic rhetoric of the genre in which they are inscnbed. Bethune is such an 

iconoclast that his dramatization transgresses some of the common boundaries of the 

iconoclast play. But though Bethune's quarrels are primarily with bureaucracy, and not 

with forces of either religion or civic community, the forces representing the 

conventional order opposed to Bethune continue to be s h o w  as both excessive and 

h'pocritical. 

In Gone the Burniltg Sun, Mitchell develops Bethune through monologue. 

Mitchell shows us only Bethune's considered reactions to the various forces arrayed in 

opposition against him, thereby almost guaranteeing audience syrnpathy for the 

protagonist. The power of his antagonists is, if anything, increased by their invisibility to 

the audience; if we could see what Bethune sees, perhaps we would be less inclined to 

take the apologïst/loyal fkiend role in which Mitchell casts us. For Mitchell, Bethune is 

the "iconoclast who became an icon" (124), the mode1 of the type. Bethune, son of an 

evangelist, later (in Mitchell's words) "a secular saint in China" (126), was, by his 

upbnnging and nature, surrounded by the normatizing impulses of church and society, 

yet simultaneously rebellious and headstrong, influenced by heritage and upbringing as 

much in one direction as in the other (Mitchell 127). Thus Bethune, in part because of 

his childhood (Langley 35-6), already stands outside religion as a guarantor of sanity. 
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political system Bethune serves, someone withîn that system eventually finds Bethune's 

personal vision to be beyond conventional bounds of saniîy- It is significant that, in 

Langley's play, the director of Montreal's Royal Victoria Hospital calls Bethune's 

ernbrace of comrnunism "his final apostacy [sic]" (80). Bethune7s overt rejection of 

religious motivations merely allows politics to fil1 the roIe ofien played by the Church. 

Particularly for Bethune, and, arguably in general, there is liale practical distance 

between politics and official religion in their strategies of normatizïng and containment, 

their rhetorks of sanity and stability6 

Mitchell's play opens with Bethune coming out of his own prescribed radical 

surgery and celebrating its success. "To hell with the niles," Bethune shouts, and it 

remains his credo throughout the play (1 33). In fact Bethune's preferred method of 

surgery, "Fast operation, fast treatment" (137), and his shears which "go through the rib- 

cage like butter" (Langley 66) epitomize his character. Greeting intems at the Royal Vic, 

Bethune calls the hospital 'ho better than some waterfiont abortion den when you look at 

the statistics. Riddled with bureaucracy and rotten with incornpetence." He concludes 

that "more patients die in the Royal Vic from the cautious fùmbling of old men than they 

do from TB in the slurns of Verdun" (Mitchell 1 37). His is not an approach designed to 

conform to any "archive of regulation and limits." 

Bethune's fluid monologue reveals that the high mortality rate for his patients has 

been called murder by some, though he defends his record on the grounds that every 

patient he treats is considered terminal and beyond treatment in the first place (137). 
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Discussing use of maggots in treating infected tissue, Bethune challenges his interns: 

'The despised vermin of this world can be valuable, sentlemen, if you allow yourself to 

think in extremes" ( 13 8). It is thinking in extremes which characterizes Bethune, and 

that is precisely what his pe r s  and superiors object to about him. His methods are called 

"dangerous lunacy" by the other Royal Vic doctors (142); Bethune responds by calling 

the other doctors &'the gout-gangyy (142). "Look out for Bethune," he intones, quoting his 

detractors, "A bomb-looking for a place to explode" (1  43). 

Bethune gives a magnificent description of himself and then undercuts its 

sweeping rhetoric with an ironic exit line, the character's speech itself constituting a 

mode1 of his own incessant destabilizïng of noms: "In a world already temfied of 

change, 1 preach revolurion! The principle of life! 1 am an agitator-a disturber of the 

escrement- impatient-frightening! 1 am the creative spirit, liberating the sou1 of men! 

. . . Barnel-, where can a guy take a leak?'? (145). ~ h e  deflation achieved through the 

final iine is significant, for always, within Bethune's perception of self as artist, 

rec-olutionary. and creative spirit, there is a recognition of al1 that is destructive, of self 

and others, al1 that is wasted in his life, by his own decisions and by the opposition of 

others. Of al1 the figures portrayed in the plays considered in this study, Bethune is 

perhaps the most Socratic in his self-knowledge. 

On a speaking tour following his forced removal fiom the Spanish Civil War, 

Bethune voices his 'unspeakable' challenge to the forces he perceives to be in opposition 

to him, the challenge which throws the Socratic "know thyself' into the faces of the 

Church, government, and media: 
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We're al1 being lied to by the politicians and the newspapers. They're 

blinding people to the real danger-and al1 I'm doing is trying to open 

their eyes. The papers say Bethune's a communist- Well, who knows? I 

do believe in the force of history. 1 try to fight oppression. To see justice 

served. If that's communism-this country is full of cornrnunists. 

Millions of them. If it's red to be Christian-IYm proud to be red. You 

see, you can't talk about salvation, without talking revolution- The idea 

of salvation is revolutionary. ( 1 53-54) 

Lronically, Bethune's political leanings are toward what so many unimpressed leaders 

and neighbours in these plays have insisted is characteristically Canadian: a sense of 

community, an opposition to individualism. As Mitchell presents hm, Bethune is a 

constant reminder to the establishment of the bankniptcy of their own discursive 

practices. Hence, again with irony duly noted, we see Bethune as an individual, someone 

who, by his insistence on comrnunity, is in some respect alienated fiom every cornmunity 

in w-hich he resides. 

Langley's Bethune, in dialogue, conveys a sense of self that is at once less 

iconoclastic than Mitchell's Bethune and more typical of the terms of exclusion usually 

appiied to the protagonist of English-Canadian historical drama. His wife calls him a 

hypocrite for criticizing the rich while enjoying their privileges when he gets the chance 

(19). Later, she is the first in the play to cal1 him "mad (38). A doctor treating 

Bethune's first bout of TB calls the mural he has painted while in confinement 

"questionable" because it has included projected dates of death for himself and al1 his 
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fcllow patients on the ward (51). He is also "a wag," "persistent," and "persuasivey'-al1 

characterizations delivered "grimly" by his supenor, Doctor McKenna (52-3). A former 

colleague describes him as "a Saint Catherine's wheei" (63). After some time at the 

Royal Vic, Bethune is tagged for dismissal by the Director and his committee; this time 

the words describing Bethune are "poseur," "immoral," "a poor example," "dangerous," 

and, worst of al], "an iconoclast" (73). His theones are "too radical" (79 ,  even for his 

most solid supporter in Montreal, and the question of his politics is raised. His disruptive 

behaviour is criticized and it is clear that Bethune has taken no steps to ingratlate 

himself with the more conservative elements of his environment. 

But what differentiates Bethune fiom everyone s l th  whom he clashes is not his 

"unpardonable rudeness," his "eternal questioning of everything," nor his "embarrassing 

political manoeuvres" (99). It is his attitude toward death, epitomized in the mural he 

paints before he undergoes his own first radical pneumothorax surgery: life is a little 

play' soon over. Dr. Archibald (at the Royal Vic) calls Bethune dangerous because he 

has "a vision of truth, keen and narrow," but he doesn't "know what that vision is" (99). 

However, it is clear fiom both plays that Bethune does possess a radical knowledge of his 

vision; as Mitchell phrases it, "Only in the face of death does life have any meaning" 

(1 52). What makes Bethune an iconoclast in every situation is his acceptance of death. 

Bethune has no problems with the Hippocratic first principle of doing no harm; he 

merely differs fiom virtually al1 his colleagues and political masters in defining what 

constitutes harm. For Bethune, it is always better to risk death for a chance of cure than 

to accept a longer life with no chance of cure. It is that understanding of the physician's 
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role. more than any aggessive component of his political or social character, which sets 

Bethune at odds with everyone. It is the zealous enthusiasm of  his character, set in sharp 

convast to those surrounding him-whose safer, more prudent courses appear in that 

contrat to be hopelessly ineffectual-that lifk Bethune to that paradoxical status in 

English-Canadian nistorical drama which, with Louis Riel, he shares: that of the 

iconociast become icon. 



Conclusion 
- 

A Tradition of Cautious Rebellion 

It should now be clear that there is a tradition for the wrïting of the English- 
e 

Canadian historical play, no matter how obscure that tradition might for rnany years have 

been. From the earliest efforts in the genre, many of the basic rnethods and structures of 

ciramatic research and construction have been consistently employed. This consistency 

seems to fie largely coincidental, the product of individuals independently choosing a 

perceived effective method of development as opposed to consciously attempting to 

foIlow a national tradition or cultural model. In fact, the very thought of adherence to 

any centralized or prescribed system would likely be abhorrent to the majority of 

dramatists working in the field. The English-Canadian historical playwright, for at least 

the last fi@ years of the twentieth-century, has perceived himself or herself as rebelling 

against grand narratives and singular views through the very act of examining, via drarna, 

historical individuals whose lives were characterized by opposition to the dominant 

norms and structures of their various eras, and who were usually restricted, punished, or 

even destroyed by the forces to which they proposed alternatives. Ironically, that 

rebellious impulse, the drive to preserve or reclaim the memory of iconoclastic figures 

once considered failures by many of their peers and immediate successors, is acted upon, 

tacitly at least, with a great degree of conformity. Current practice in English-Canadian 

historical drama follows a rnodel that has remained virtually unchanged for fifty years. 

The most significant implications of cunent practice in English-Canadian 

historical drama are threefold. First, audiences are encouraged to examine who stands to 
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gain (and what they stand to gain) fiom the classification of certain individuals as 

"insane," "sacrilegious," "iconoclastie," or Vangerous." Second, Canadian audiences, 

and Canada in general, could benefit fiom exarnining more carefully the ideas of those 

who do not overtly subscribe to the Canadian public noms  of "peace, order, and good 

tzovernment." Third, it is not too late to consider, in Berger's words, those "better 
CT 

alternatives not taken in the past," the strategies dramatized in the plays which, in their 

own times, met with rejection. 

Contemporary English-Canadian historical drarna generally suggests that social 

altruism is not the driving force behind the establishment and propagation of 

classifications such as those named above. There is usually something to be gained 

fiequently poker of one sort or another, almost equally often financial profit, by the 

person or agency most active in propagating the convenient label. These plays suggest 

that the outsider, as defined by the current centre of power, whatever that current nom 

may be, often has historical precedent, or is valued in other cultures for precisely the 

same reasons he or she is regarded with suspicion in our own. Accordingly, scr the piays 

also suggest, it is advisable, perhaps essential, for Canadians to avoid repeating the 

rnistakes of our individual and collective pasts. We cannot avoid repeating our errors 

untiI we confront Our pasts directly and open our rninds to the possibilities of alternative 

strategies once rejected as unsound, or socially destructive. 

The individuals who embraced earlier roads not taken may have been excluded 

and personally silenced; but the alternatives themselves remain in the public domain. 

With the advantage of hindsight, the awareness of the consequences of previously chosen 
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paths, contsrnporary Canadians, seeking to improve conditions as they are, or simply to 

wderstand those conditions more fully, cm only benefit fiom considering alternatives 

once rejected- Though it may as easily be found that, on consideration, some alternatives 

remain outside the realm of possibility, at least we will comprehend Our current situation 

actively rather than passively accepting whatever we find ourselves living through as 

inevitable and inescapable. The most significant accomplishment of the conternporary 

English-Canadian historical playwight is to foreground and drarnatize the pûssibilities 

still estant in the visions of certain of our historical iconoclasts. These plays remind us 

of untapped potential. 

There remains a final irony. It seems that (with the possible exception of the very 

first such figure, Laura Secord) the protagonist of the English-Canadian history play who 

cornes closest to achieving his or her iconoclastic aims is that perçon who joins the 

established political prcicess and who attempts to achieve radical aims by the approved 

method of political debate and legislative redefinition of noms. In other words, whether 

consciously, unconsciously or inevitably-perhaps as dictated by the history they 

dramatize-English-Canadian playwrights, though they may encourage audiences to 

consider alternatives excluded frorn the nom in the past, encourage pursuit of those 

reconsidered alternatives (and their potential improvements for our collective future) via 

the most conventional of means: through democratic political involvement. Though 

asking audiences to reconsider radical alternatives previously rejected, the plays seem to 

proinote conservative methods of performing such reconsideration. In that way, these 

play, conceived by so many of their authors as challenges to Canadian stereotypes, are 
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themselves "traditionallyT' Canadian. They encourage revoIutionary thinking, but urge 

that revolutionary action be effected fkom within the current system of normative 

authority. Perhaps it is this apparent contradiction, this peacefûi and ordered cd1 to 

careful and 'proper' revolution, to which criticism of the English-Canadian history play 

has been, without ever precisely voicing it in such terms, so long negatively responding. 



Endnotes 

Introduction: 

Toward a Paradigm for English-Canadian Historical h m a  

' Partly because of their very nature, brief overviews of any body of literature are 

prone to making sweeping generalizations and reductive, over-simplified evaluative 

statements. The point of any overview: of course, is not detailed, sustained anaiysis, but 

a picîure in broad strokes which enables the reader to situate the self vaguely-to find a 

sort of 'you are here7 sticker on a given national literary map. Just as a rnap of Canada 

will yield less specific detail than a map of any single Canadian town mi& so the 

general survey of Canadian literature will, of necessity, omit much that would be 

considered in more specificafiy-focused studies of individual plays or rnovements. 

David Lowenthal's The Pnîl is a Foreign Country (1985), a study undertaken 

over severai decades incorporating data from both factual and fictional sources, provides 

a helpful consideration of the complexity underlying such an apparently simple concept 

as 'the past. ' 

Memory is also deviously dualistic. "On the whole," so Lowenthal justly 

observes, "we place unjustified confidence in Our own mernories, seldom questioning 

their reliability. But we realize that other peopie generally remember less than they 

think, imagine part of what they believe they remember, and reshape the past to accord 

with present self-images" (200-0 1). This duality, far fiom encouraging us as it should to 

examine our own premises and certainties more fiequently, often pushes us instead 
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toward automatic assumption of our own rightness. Such assumptions are a fiequent 

subject for critical investigation in contemporary historicai cirama. 

4 This study is, of course, subject to the same assumptions and restrictions. 

5 Consider, for example, a 1902 encyclopedia entry which speaks disparagingly of 

the potential for success of the experiments currently being made by the Wright Brothers, 

a 1960 dictionary of popdar music which treats rock'n'roll as a temporary aberration 

already on the verge of vanishing, or, on an even Iarger scale, the name given for so long 

to World War One : "The War to End Al1 Wars-" 

For the "renovation"P'invention" concept, 1 am indebted to John Barth's essay 

"The Literaîure of Replenishmenty' (1 93-206) in his collection The Friday Book. 

Among other Canadian-based Arnerican firsts which indicate the extent to 

which American companies toured Canada in the early decades of the twentieth centrcry 

is the fact that Groucho Marx first saw Charlie Chaplin performing when both were 

touring in Winnipeg. 

The number of professional theatre companies working in English Canada alone 

increased tenfold duxing the years of 1965-75. 

BC-based playWright and perforrner Colleen Subasic, in an informal i n t e ~ e w  

(29 June 1997), suggested that her next project would involve an examination of her 

family's Croatian roots and involvement in local politics, which, in the context of the 

contemporary re-orientation of the former Yugoslavia, has obvious Canadian overtones 

with respect to the enduring Québec question. Subasic's project is àrnulmeously highly 

personal and international, addressing an audience of one (herself) in certain aspects 
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while simultaneously exploring an "ideolopical relationship between audience and 

subject matter7'(Filewod 8) through the parallels, historical and potential, between the 

former Yugoslavia and the current Canada with respect to subdividing a once 

confederated CO untry. 

'O 1 am indebted to Susan Hanson-Broten for the tenn "docuniusical." 

" So careful is Perkins to make sure this point is clear that he States it most 

effectively in his abstract. Later expanded cornrnentary on the idea is never as 

economical or precise as the statement used in the (unpaginated) abstract. 

'' What GIorious Times They Had - Nellie McCIung is an unusual text with 

regards to authorship, falling somewhere between the work of an individual hand and the 

status of a true collective play. As described in the te* "Diane Grant began research 

for the play, "wrote a scenario of chronoiogical events, and worked with the cast, scene 

by scene, improvising and d t i n g "  (E3). Grant also appeared in the onginal production. 

To this is added, "The cast members conducted their own research into their characters 

and provided new material and ideas" (E3). It sounds as though the process of creating 

the play is merely the now cornmonplace one of workshopping over a lengthy period, the 

playwright testing and revising the script with the help of actoa and directors. Still, 

though most of the plays addressed in this study Likely followed at least similar paths to 

completion, this one is unconventional in stressing so overtly the role of others beyond 

the principal author. To avoid the awkwardness of constructions such as "Grant et al's 

play," 1 have employed Grant's name throughout to designate authorship, here attempting 

to give a more full account of the authorship of the play. 
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" Findley's play is the only one of several English-Canadian historical plays 

addressing historical material directly related and lirnited to events during World War II 

that this study will address. Conspicuous by their absence are the several examinations 

in Endish-Canadian histotical drama of the figure of Adolf Hitler. There is a sizeable 

body of work in English-Canadian theatre concerning both Hitler and, on the larger scale, 

Canada's involvement in World War II. Tt was felt, however, that, although these plays 

generally con form to the proposed paradigrn of the English-Canadian historical play, 

their subject is an extrerne aberration in human history. The figure of Hitler, in short, is 

laden with so much emotional, intellectual, and theoretical baggage that it was felt 

analysis of English Canada's treatrnent of this particular world figure would impede 

rather than advance the general thesis. 

Chapter One 

The Foundations of Cornmon Practice 

' In George Bowenng's 1980 novel, Burning Water, George Vancouver's 

fictional death bears no relation to the facts of his historical demise. The novel has long 

been for me the epitome of the "fàst and loose" approach to the use of historical 

materials in titerature. 1 can think of no English-Canadian historical play which strays so 

far from the received historical record in its resolution of the protagonist's stniggle. 

Curzon's preface precedes even the prefatory pages nurnbered with roman 

numerals, and is unpaginated. 
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Obliquely, in his preface to Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town and throughout 

the more sharply satiric tales in Arcadfan Adventures wirh fhe ldle Rich. 

4 In an interview with Donald Carneron, collected in Conversations with 

Caprudian No velists- 2 (3 4-3 5) .  

Through narrative commentary on a character's situation in LNes of Short 

Duration (25 8). 

Although, arguably, Tecumseh's agenda has nothing to do with the preservation 

of Canadian autonomy, at least he was an ally and not an enemy, no matter what his 

political motivation. 

Margaret Atwood, for instance, uses Susanna Moodie to link the pioneer era 

with Atwood's own, as a symbol of Canadian national ambivalence. Cf. The Joumols of 

Susanna Moodie (6 1-2). 

John Barth, through a character in LEVERS, describes the "Stock Liberal" as a 

"perfect skeptic," who "believes that many injustices which can't be rernedied may yet 

be mitigated, and that many things famously fragile-Reason, Tolerance, Law, 

Democracy, Humanismare nonetheless precious and infiniteiy preferable to their 

contraries" (88). The description reminds one of the position espoused by many 

representatives of normative authority in the English-Canadian history play-despite the 

apparent clash in nomenclature between Barth's description of such a belief system as 

"Stock Liberal" and this study's fiequent claim that the position is "small-c 

conservative." The quality of life may be improved, but not through sweeping alteration 

to any of the various frameworks of normative author@ which currently exist. 



For a literary antecedent, cf. Coleridge's Geraldine in '%hristabel." 

'O Hindsight somewhat undermines Davies here. Though it is his intent that the 

three women should successfully 'yield not to temptation," it was clear even in the era in 

which Davies wrote that Messrs. Traill and Moodie were not merely playing second 

fiddle to their wives but not even playing in the same ensemble. 

Art Spiegelman7s protagonist in Maus I l  observes during a session of 

psychoanalysis that "Samuel Beckett once said: 'Every word is like an unnecessary stain 

on silence and nothingness.'" Mer a reflective pause, the character adds "On the other 

hand, he S A I D  it" (45). The passage points with precision to the dilemma faced by 

anyone attempting to use a medium to cnticize itself it is possible, even likely, that by 

using the formal conventions and rhetorical strategies of a medium one is sirnultaneously 

atternpting to critique, the critique will be missed, or misinterpreted. A more complex 

demonstration of the conundm c m  be found in virtualiy anything Jacques Derrida has 

ever w-ritten using the structures of philosophy to deconstruct philosophy. 

l2 As Davies himself has described Cantwell as c'Byronic," perhaps it is worth 

recalling one of the regularly-defined aspects of the "Byronic hero": he has "a 

rnetaphysical signîficance. . . . from the sin he has committed he derives fieedom. . . . 

[and] he knows the mere conventionality and groundlessness of moral codes" (David 

Perkins 782). In short, Byron's heroes often seemed to suggest that society needs its 

rejects and iconoclasts, its marginalized "loyal opposition," in order that the majority 

might understand more clearly what it is that they are by seeing clearly what it is that 

they are not. 
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l3 Frances Stewart's moderating role may also be evidence of Davies himself 

yielding to temptation- Michael Peterman suggests that "ln giving prominence to 

Frances Stewart over the more famous literary pioneers, Susanna Moodie and Catharine 

Parr Traill, Davies no doubt delighted in NWing local feathers. Historically, however, 

his chosen emphasis has special validity" as the Stewarts, more so than either the 

Moodies or the Traills, were instrumental in the development of Peterborough itself (56). 

The play, wrÏtten "for the celebration of the city of Peterborough's centenniai" (56)' is at 

once an occasîona1 or very specifically regional play and a national one. Whde the 

Peterborough provenance satisfies local needs, in choosing the 1837 setting, "during 

Canada's only (and minor) rebellios Davîes gave [the play] both a national and a local 

significance" (57). 

l'' Mr Stewart's ietter is interesting for another reason. It illustrates the need for 

the didactic component of the drama so often voiced by contemporary historical 

piaywrights. The letter erroneously names Saskatchewan as the centre of Riel's efforts. 

Even in "setting the record straight" about the question of treason, the writer "bends" the 

historical record. 

Chapter Two 

Them DonneIlys 

Mrç Donnelly is sometirnes called "Johanna," sometimes "'Julia," sometimes 

"Judith." For consistency, I have calied her "Mrs Domelly7? throughout. 
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In brief, the 'Whitefoot' society was a secret organization, originating in 

Tipperary, ireland, devoted to opposition of British landlords. James Noonan's glossary 

to Donnellys includes the phrase "members and descendants" (298) of this secret 

society. It is the tram-generational and tram-Atlantic survival of the political prejudices 

involved that causes the bulk of the initial problems faced by the Donnellys. The 

principal problem for men like William DonnelLy, who were, for whatever reason, 

unwilling to subscribe to the Whitefoot cause, was that Whitefoot allegiance was al1 or 

nothing. Neutrality was not permitted. If an individual did not actively embrace the 

cause, that individual became automatically an active enemy, meriting the same violent 

opposition as any more active enemy would. 

"eaney is insistent that the play be perceived as tragedy. In the Aristotelian 

sense of tragedy, the hagic protagonist is responsible for his own &te, though the tragic 

flaw may not be ordinarily or immediately perceived as a 'weakness' in character. 

4 Even Trent University Library holds no copy of the play according to its on-line 

catalogue. 

Though the names of the magistrates and certain of the neighbours differ from 

text to text, Father Connolly is so named in each version. 

Chapter Three 

Our Home and Native Land 

Cf Peter Such, R i v e m ,  a novel treating the last stages of confrontation 

between the Beothuk and the settlers. 
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' Cf. Richard Budgel, "The Beothuks and the Nedoundland Mind." 

Such condensing has been comrnon practice in the history play since the earliest 

efforts in the genre in modem English. CE Marlowe's EdwarJ II for example. The 

dramatist erases tirne lapses between significant events, and, if necessary, invents 

individual characters to present ideas or beliefs which had no single ctear exponent in the 

historical record. 

The description is justifieci by the 2" Fumier's reference to a "'stink worse'n old 

ewe" (15) from which can be inferred a degree of 'hands-on' experïence. 

5 Manzione observes that one of many pressures on the NWMP in the earliest 

days was that there was no road west of Winnipeg. Walsh, amongst others, depended on 

keeping American transport routes open and fiiendly for the acquisition of basic supplies 

(5 1). This pressure to maintain fnendy relations with the United States is 

underdeveloped in Walsh. 

6 Once again, Shakespeare's Mius Caesur seems to inform the play. One is 

reminded of Marc Antony's funeral oration for Caesar during which, in part by repeating 

eight times variations on the assertion that Bnztus and Cassius are "honourabie men," he 

stirs the crowd to "mutiny" against the conspirators who have assassinated Caesar 

(3.2.78-234). 

' In a formal rnerno to the Minister of the Interior, dated 28 Febniary 1879, Sir 

John A. Macdonald stated directly that the Sioux must be returned to the United States 

(cited in Mamione 132, fiom the National Archives of Canada). 
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* For instance, the review of Michael Groberman, published in the Ottawu Citizen 

in response to the premiere performance of the play at the Great Canadian Theatre 

Company in Ottawa. 

9 ln Stoppard's Rosencrantz and Cuildenstern Are Dead (1967), the Player, 

describing a moment when an actor, sentenced to death, was actually executed as part of 

the play, summarizes the way audiences perceive: "Audiences know what to expect, and 

that is ail that they are prepared to believe in" (64 ). S toppard's challenge to his 

audience to examine their own perceptions and preconceptions seems to inforrn many of 

the plays that followed shortly after his. 

10 The unconventional eilipsis here results from the speech being quoted 

overlapping with another, here omitted; there is nothing omitted h m  the line itself. 

' '  The issue of conternporary exploitation through prostitution is deait with more 

ovenly in Carol Bolt's Gnbe. Bolt investigates present conditions through comparison 

with the past, dramatizing by juxtapositioning historical models with contemporary 

characters the current state of some of Riel's Metis. Tension between the contemporary 

Metis and their historical models exists throughout the play, sometimes expressed in the 

distance between their respective circumstances (90-1) and sometimes in the similarity of 

their 'success' rate (1 I 1). The modem-day Gabe and Louis seem to live for jail, beer, 

sex, and comic books (87). There is no extrerne resistance in this play; no one is hanged 

for treason. But al1 alternatives are varieties of jail(93). A job in high steel is a job, 

sirnultaneously accepting yet another stereotype (1 18). In one of the bitterest lines in the 

play, the antagonist, the generally dim-witted Henry-epitome of 'white trash7-rerninds 
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them that comic books are also drawn by white men (94). Even avenues of escapism, 

especially Iiquor and violence, are avenues back into the same traps. This condition is 

particularly limiting for the fernale characters of the play, particularly Von, who claims 

to use her sexuality as a means to fkedorn of persond expression but who is really as 

imprisoned by her licentiousness as her male counterparts are by their comic books. 

C hapter Four 

Iconoclasm Compromised 

' This difference in level of perceived success for the iconoclastie protagonist is 

the only significant variation fiom otheMrise consistent common practice as argued in 

this study. Another less significant but nonetheless interesting van-ation will also be seen 

in this chapter: to the best of rny ability to determine, of al1 the protagonists considered in 

the plays exarnined throughout this study, only one has actually been in the audience to 

see hirnself portrayed on stage. Joey Smallwood attended the Rising Tide remounting of 

Joey which was recorded for national broadcast on the CBC (St. John's, NF, 28-29 June 

1982). He may have attendrd other productions as well, but re that particular one 1 can 

speak with certainty as I was also in attendance- In an informal interview which 1 

conducted shortty thereafter, in October of 2982, Smallwood was gracious and 

hurnourous on the subjects of having his life so presented and of being part of the 

audience observing the performance, but was generally much more interested in 

cntiquing policies of the then-current Peckford (P-C-) govemment concerning Hibernia 

and offshore resources development. Publicly, at least, for this "only living subject" of 
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English Canadian histoncal drama to have seen himself portrayed, the issues addressed 

by this study were non-issues. It shouid be noted as well that, as the i n t e ~ e w  was 

conducted 15 years before I knew 1 would be h t i n g  on the subject, my questions were 

not specifically directed towards eliciting responses frorn Srnallwood concemùig the 

specific questions here under study. 1 mention the interview only for its parallel: as 

Smallwood was the only protagonist of the English-Canadian historical plays considered 

herein to see hirnseIf represented, so he is the only such figure with whom 1 was actually 

able to converse at aH upon the subject of how a persan in his position might react to 

seeing 'himself performed. 

Davin's real-life situation also has parallels in Sara Jeannette Duncan's The 

Imper id ist . 

Seeing the Riel trial fkom the outside, including through actual observations 

written by Davin at the tirne, provides an interesting resonance with the plays of Coulter 

(34ff). For Davin, the trial is the "highest expression of civilization7' in the North West, 

no matter what its outcome (34-5). His insistence that Riel merits both "admiration" and 

"sympathy" (36) is another reminder both of the influence of Coulter's plays on the 

rhetorical positions contemporary drama can assume vis-à-vis public affairs, and of the 

fact that, in Riel's own time, opinion was sharply divided concerning his situation and 

the merits of his daims. 

'' Mitchell observes: "Only history could defend this kind of tnith, for as drama it 

wodd be dismissed as melodramatic contrivance" (8). 



Perhaps it may be possible to consider the play as a Horatian satire; it is 

certainly not Juvenaiian- 

6 The role of religion as an agent of normative authority, a way of defining what is 

'normal' and 'natural' for a community, wiiI be examined at greater length in the final 

chapter. 

' The story of how matters got to be in this unique state is infinitely cornplicated 

and beyond the scope of this study. NonetheEess, to understand how Smallwood is 

treated by contemporary dramatists, some awafeness of the forces which Ied to his 

emergence as Premier of Newfoundland is helpiùl. As virtually every public action 

taken by Smallwood through the course of his years in office was directly influenced by 

his own awareness of the events preceding his rise to power, so comprehension of both 

the methods and motivations of contemporary drarna Ln cntiquing Smallwood's public 

actions demands some awareness of his precedents. Of the available studies, Richard 

Gwyn on Smallwood himself and S.J.R. Noel on the history of twentieth-century politics 

in Nedoundland are particularly usefùl. Neither is up-to-date on the post-Smallwood 

period, the developments in reconsideration of Smallwood's role which have been 

ongoing in the years since his departure from the Premier's office, but in detail 

conceming the conditions under which he came to power and the influences upon his 

judgments once in power they are invaluable. 



Chapter Five 

The konoclast as Icon 

1 Consider, for example, Nellie McClung and her supporters in What GZoriorrs 

Times They Had. Temperance themes abound and keep close Company with the fi& for 

female suffrage. Many of the songs employed in the pIay denve fiom actual WCTU 

publications. 

Timothy Findley's The Triais of Ezra Pound resembles Carol Bolt's Red Ernm 

in that it deliberately focuses on one very mal1 fragment of a very fùll life. The 

fundamental difference is that, whereas Bolt chooses the earliest stages of her 

protagonist' s career, Findley is dramatizing a late stage in his protagonist's life. This 

difference allows Findley to ernploy flashback and allusion in a way that is not open to 

Bolt. The consequence is a more rounded presentation of the protagonist within a sirnilar 

restrïcted time span. 

Fifty years later, one can find with a few clicks of the mouse books such as 

Robert B. Stinnett's Duy cf Deceif: The Truth about FDR und Pearl Harbor available at 

mainstrearn American bookstores, Would Stimett have been accused of treason had he 

been able to write so critically of Roosevelt in 1945? 

' Michael North's The Political Aeslhetic of Yeats, Eliot, and Pound treats the 

subject at Iength. 

I am thinking specificaily here of Klein's lines about "the nth Adam taking a 

green inventory / in world but scarcely uttered, naming, praising" ("Portrait of the Poet 

As Landscape" 11.135-36), as well as the general thematic resonances concerning the 
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cultural position of the p e t  in the first half of the twentieth century as seen in both the 

Klein poem and Pound's Selwyn Mauberley." 

6 Try reading Mao Zedong on the steps to becorning a good communist, 

substituting "Chnstian" for c~communÎst77 and "church" for "party." There will be few 

points that strike the average reader as somehow "wrong." Cf. Bethune on salvation and 

revolution (Gune the Burning Sun 153-4)- 
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