Shakespeare on
the Saskatchewan

by Rod Macpherson

In Saskatoon, Nightcap Productions’ annual Shake-
speare on the Saskatchewan festival does Shake-
speare with a twist. This company is unlike any
other. Performing in a blue-and-white circus tent
in a park overlooking the South Saskatchewan
River, it has set The Tempest in outer space and
Midsummer Night's Dream on a golf course. To
raise money the company has dressed an actor as
Shakespeare, then set him adrift on the river,
pulled an auto through the streets on a “Billy
Float,” and sold lines from Shakespeare’s text for
two dollars each. Last summer it staged 72 hours
of non-stop improvised mayhem in support of the
financially-imperilled season. No fundraising
stunt is too outrageous, no interpretation of the
Bard too outlandish. This is a company without
shame, without cultural pretention, and certainly
without Bardolatry: the quasi-religious worship of
the great Shakespeare and his sacred text. That
alone separates them from run-of-the-mill Shake-
speare festivals.

But apart from high-profile fundraising stunts
and unorthodox treatment of the classics, there is
a distinctive approach in the administration of
Nightcap Productions. Consider this: Nightcap
operates without the support of the Canada Coun-
cil, with over forty per cent box office funding and
well under fifty per cent subsidy. The Artistic
Director sold cars while the Festival was in
gestation, and considers that the lessons in sales-
manship learned on the used car lot have been
invaluable for selling Shakespeare. This company
aggressively courts local business and has picked
up 15 corporate sponsors in three years. It is a
company that is unafraid to advertise cars or cola
from their stage or to encourage the audience to
patronize their patrons who are members of the
Board of Trade and the Local Attractions Commit-
tee. This Shakespeare festival considers itself a
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local business and accordingly is a City of Saska-
toon booster which plans to sponsor softball and
hockey teams. Its attitude towards theatrical pro-
duction is unique and apparently it works,
Nightcap is now gearing up for a fourth season
under the tent, and rehearsing a Taming of the
Shrew that will be set in a Saskatoon temperance
colony of the 1800s. The Kate-Petruchio conflict
gets a new twist from her adherence to temperance
pledges against his intemperance and oaths. The
director anticipates controversy, publicity and a
good box office. Based on past performance, he’s
likely to have all three, especially the latter, Since
1985, Nightcap’s season has increased from four
to six weeks, its company members from 22 to 27,
and its operating budget from thirty-five to over
a hundred thousand dollars. In its first season,
Shakespeare on the Saskatchewan drew an audi-
ence for 62% of available tickets; in 1986 it sold
68%, and in 1987, 76% . Its reputation is growing,
both in the community and as a surprisingly
strong tourist attraction. Its future looks, if not

solid, at least secure.
" None of this, however, has been accomplished

without stumbles or setbacks. Money has always
been a problem, and in 1987, financial troubles
forced the cancellation of a planned second pro-
duction. (The festival, so far, has amounted to one
play per season, which is all finances have allow-
ed.] “We've been to the edge every season,” says
Artistic Director Gordon McCall, “but never with
any kind of negative feeling. We are determined to
make this theatre a part of the community.” Even
when it has to take two steps forward to one step
back, Nightcap Productions is a company on the
move.

The idea for Shakespeare on the Saskatchewan
came to McCall after some soul searching as to
whether he and his family would throw out their
anchor in Saskatoon or move on. They decided to
stay and settle here because of what he calls an
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