Shakespeare in St John’s

by Peter Ayres

Shakespeare, like everything else, is different

in Newfoundland. Most notably Shakespeare
is important in a way that he seldom seems to be
elsewhere. People like Shakespeare, produce
Shakespeare, and go to Shakespeare, not because
plays are presented under the sanctified auspices
of a mass-audience Shakespearean festival in a
place inevitably called Stratford, or because they
are being done in fringe productions by terribly
exciting experimental directors, but because they
are good entertainment, good theatre, and good
box-office. Within the last twelve months in St
John's, there have been four significant Shake-
spearean productions, all of them reasonably
successful in attracting the audiences, and sus-
taining the enthusiasm, that support and have
supported a number of different traditions of
Shakespearean production in St John's over a
considerable period of time. Interesting as pro-
ductions in their own right, and as approaches to
the larger issues of Shakespearean production,
they also provide a microcosm of the larger world
of theatre in St John's.

ide gave us cold soufflé with flat
gne, Newfoundland Shakespeare
any, the “indigestible portions”

with skunky beer, MUN Drama gave us
bread and cheese with cold water.
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The three very different groups who have been
doing Shakespeare recently are themselves of
considerable interest. Here they will be treated as
being equally worthy of comment, though in
conventional terms this is misleading. Two of the

companies, for example, are professional, while
one is not merely amateur, but a university drama
society to boot. Yet each serves a distinct com-
munity within St John'’s, and all have become in
their different ways cultural institutions of some
significance.

Of the professional companies, the Rising Tide,
under the direction of Donna Butt, is a well-
established, big-budget organization that
defines itself in the terms appropriate to a major
Canadian theatre company. Funding is provided
by the Canada Council; the company operates in
the large and provincially operated Arts and Cul-
ture Centre, built to house touring opera, ballet,
and theatre companies. For the past two years
Rising Tide has done a big Shakespearean produc-
tion just after Christmas, directed primarily at the
family audience.

The Newfoundland Shakespeare Company,
under the direction of Michael Wade, is by con-
trast a shoestring organization that has been
assembling sporadically since 1983 to do Shake-
speare with whatever help is available, usually a
modest Arts Council grant. It plays in the LsPU
Hall, home of the Resource Centre for the Arts and
the ideological breeding ground for the Newfound-
land tradition of collective theatre. It seats about
200, to the Arts and Culture Centre’s 1000. Over
the last four years there have been six productions
of Shakespeare. Its audiences have traditionally
been the faithful few committed to the Hall, the
actors involved with it, and the traditions they
represent.

The amateur company, the Memorial Univer-
sity of Newfoundland Drama Society, is control-
led by the students who, under the direction of
Professor Gordon Jones, have done a summer
production of Shakespeare for five of the last six
years in the university's Little Theatre which
seats about 450. The audience is the academic

Canadian Theatre Review 54 / Spring 1988















