The Tempest X 2

in Toronto

by Paul Leonard

. On a sweltering afternoon last July, I arrived at
Toronto’s High Park in the West End of the city at
5 o'clock to reserve a choice space on the hill for
that evening’s performance of The Tempest. The
play was produced by Toronto Free Theatre, one of
the city’s major companies established during the
early 70s; TFT has been producing a play by
William Shakespeare in the park each summer
since 1984. Performances are free and, as a result,
the project has been successful from the begin-
ning. As I reached the performance site, it was
obvious that The Tempest would not be an excep-
tion: dozens of people already were lounging and
eating, laughing and reading, killing time before
the show scheduled to begin in about three and a
half hours. By the time my friends—and their
picnic dinner—joined me at 6:30, the steep hill
was so crowded it seemed unlikely that anyone
else would be able to find a place to sit; yet people
continued to squeeze themselves onto the slope
right up to the start of the show.

In the past, Toronto Free Theatre has presented
A Midsummer Night's Dream and Romeo and
Juliet, taking two consecutive shots at each play.
Drawing its overall title from the publicity slogan
devised for the first production, the annual event
is called “The Dream in High Park.” When the
company moved from A Midsummer Night's
Dream to other Shakespearean plays, the theatre
announced that “ Dream” referred not specifically
to the original play, but to the whole project—to
the vision of free production in the park. This first
production of The Tempest coincided with the
merger between TFT and CentreStage Company,
the large cultural organization that programs a
season of plays in the Bluma Appel Theatre of

Toronto’s municipal performing arts complex, the
St Lawrence Centre. In fact, The Tempest was the
first show jointly produced by the two companies.
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“The Dream in High Park” is not Toronto’s
only free outdoor professional theatre production.
Four years before TFT decided to imitate New
York’s prestigious Shakespeare in the Park, Sky-
light Theatre was founded in North York to
present professional theatre in Earl Bales Park.
Much smaller than TFT, and geographically more
remote from downtown, Skylight had not been
able to generate the public profile and good will
that TFT earned with its first venture into outdoor
theatre. Nevertheless, the little company in North
York offered adaptations of famous novels, such as
The Three Musketeers and Frankenstein to a
growing and appreciative audience. In 1985, Sky-

David Fox as Prospero in
TFT/CentreStage produc-
tion of The Tempest
directed by Richard
Greenblatt.
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