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Readings in Review

First Stage: The Making of
the Stratford Festival

by Tom Patterson and
Allan Gould

McClelland and Stewart, 1987. 224 pp., $24.95

Tom Patterson’s reminiscences of the eighteen
months preceding the opening of the first Stratford
festival in 1953 cover one of the most astonishing
periods in Canadian theatre history. Originally
recorded in the convivial atmosphere of the Hop
and Grape pub off Yonge Street in Toronto,
Patterson’s expansive recollections have been
skilfully organized and edited by Allan Gould
into a continuous, suspenseful and often hilarious
narrative. Of course the story itself is not
unfamiliar. The number of books recounting some
aspect of the “Stratford miracle” (from Robertson
Davies’ 1954 Renown at Stratford to John
Pettigrew and Jamie Portman’s recent two-
volume history of the organization) has, in the
context of Canadian publishing at least, been
positively staggering. Furthermore, both Guthrie
and Guinness in their published memoirs have
referred at some length to many of the same
events. Nevertheless, it is important to have this
definitive version (from the horse’s mouth, so to
speak) for what it reveals about the background to
this extraordinary drama.

For Patterson, one feels, the true heroes of
the story are the citizens of Stratford. It is
characteristic of his approach that he begins his
story, not with an account of the growth of theatre
in this country, but with his recollections of the
city and his own connections with it. Exploding
the often-told myth of the small-town boy
enthralled by his discovery of theatre in Europe

during the war and determined to bring culture
to Canada, Patterson admits that he knew little
or nothing about theatre. Indeed, as a soldier

in England, he had deliberately not visited
Stratford-on-Avon when he had had the chance.
For Patterson, the Festival was from the beginning
conceived of as a tourist attraction designed

to bring visitors and income to a town in decline
after the loss of its major industry — the CNR
steam repair shops. His original idea was that
the plays could be staged outdoors in the tiny
bandshell by the Avon River. This astonishing
revelation is a vivid illustration of the almost total
ignorance of things theatrical among many of the
early planners.

Of course, it was at least partly this charming
innocence on the part of the Stratford citizens
that attracted Tyrone Guthrie to the enterprise in
the first place. The British director had experi-
mented with an open stage at the Edinburgh
Festival and elsewhere, and had become con-
vinced that Shakespeare’s plays demanded such
staging. When he was offered the chance to try out
his theories in an environment free from the
stultifying traditions and professional jealousies
which plagued the British theatre, therefore, he
jumped at it. And when a genius of Guthrie’s
stature jumps he makes a considerable splash.

Much has been written, especially in recent
years, about the nature of that splash and the
effects of its subsequent turbulence. There is no
question that Guthrie’s vision dominated the
planning of the Festival and that the British
actors and technicians had a disproportionate
influence on their Canadian colleagues. Today it
is fashionable to decry this and to see it as yet
another example of Canada’s colonial mentality
and an obstacle to the development of a truly
national theatre. There is a kernel of truth in this,
perhaps, but it ignores the condition of theatre
at the time. It is difficult, even for those of us who
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