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R ~ X J M ~ :  Bien que l e  th6Ztre  e t  l ' a r t  dramatique au Canada a i e n t  un pass6 impor- 
t a n t ,  une a t t e n t i o n  p a r t i c u l i z r e  2 l e u r  h i s t o i r e  v i e n t  2 peine de s e  mani fes te r .  L 'h i s -  
t o i r e  o r a l e  a  jou6 un r 6 l e  important dans l a  redgcouverte du th6Ztre  par  l ' h i s t o i r e  
(Stage Voices, S t r a t f o r d  Under Cover) e t  perp6tuera ce r 6 l e  t a n t  e t  a u s s i  longtemps 
que l ' o n  £e ra  usage des  guides publ igs  s u r  l a  recherche en h i s t o i r e  du th6Ztre  (ex. 
Bibl iography of Canadian- heatr re His tory  1583-1975 e t  Le Th63tre Canadien-FranGais). 
La Soci6t6 d ' h i s t o i r e  du t h 6 5 t r e  du Qugbec e t  s a  c o n t r e p a r t i e  nouvellement cr66e, 
l t A s s o c i a t i o n  f o r  Canadian Theatre  His tory  (1976), sont  maintenant devenues l e s  po in t s  
de r a l l i emen t  de  ceux q u i  comptent promouvoir l ' h i s t o i r e  du t h 6 3 t r e  canadien. L ' a t t r a i t  
de l ' h i s t o i r e  o r a l e  pour l e s  h i s t o r i e n s  du th6Ztre  canadien r 6 s i d e  dans l e  f a i t  que 
l ' h i s t o i r e  o r a l e  a g i t  cornrne ca t a lyseu r  en fou rn i s san t  au s u j e t  t r a i t 6  l a  t o i l e  de  fond 
ou l 'ensemble de f a i t s  s u b j e c t i f s  q u i  p lus  t a r d  seront  compl6t6s e t  v 6 r i f i 6 s  2 l ' a i d e  
de sources d i f f g r e n t e s .  Seule  une approche de ce  genre peut rendre  p o s s i b l e  l e  jugement 
c r i t i q u e  e t  h i s t o r i q u e .  

Live t h e a t r e ,  whether on an amateur, semi-professional  o r  f u l l y  p ro fe s s iona l  
l e v e l ,  has  had a  f a i r l y  continuous ex i s t ence  i n  va r ious  p a r t s  of Canada from t h e  
s i x t e e n  hundreds t o  t h e  p re sen t .  Among the  f i r s t  recorded t h e a t r i c a l  events  i n  
English speaking North America were performances by j e s t e r s ,  dancers and musicians 
who were p a r t  of S i r  Humphrey G i l b e r t ' s  company i n  S t .  John ' s ,  Newfoundland i n  1983. 
The f i r s t  a c t u a l  performance of a  p lay  was Marc Lescarbot ' s  w e l l  known masque "Le 
Th65tre de  Neptune en l a  Nouvelle-France", "The Theatre  of Neptune i n  New France", 
performed i n  t h e  bay a t  P o r t  Royal, Nova Sco t i a ,  Nov. 14 ,  1606 a s  a  c e l e b r a t i o n  of 
t h e  succes s fu l  r e t u r n  from an expedi t ion  by t h e  explorer  de  Pou t r incour t .  I n  1609, 
Lescarbot publ ished "Le Th65tre de Neptune'' i n  P a r i s  a s  p a r t  of h i s  Les Muses de l a  
Nouvelle-France thereby a l s o  providing us  wi th  t h e  beginning of Canadian Drama. 

But whi le  l i v e  t h e a t r e  and drama a r e  among the  o l d e s t  a r t  forms i n  Canada, t h e  
concerted a n a l y s i s  of Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  on a  n a t i o n a l  l e v e l  is  only a  phenom- 
enon of t h e  1970 ' s .  The o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  can p lay  an important p a r t  i n  t h i s  a r t i c u l a -  
t i o n  of Canada's t h e a t r i c a l  p a s t  provided he o r  she  i s  aware of t h e  inc reas ing  
s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  of Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  s t u d i e s  and t h e  inc reas ing  number of re-  
search  t o o l s  being publ ished which must be used t o  v e r i f y  o r a l  h i s t o r y  m a t e r i a l s .  I n  
Geraldine Anthony's Stage Voices, Twelve Canadian Playwrights  Talk About Their  Lives 
and Work, publ ished by Doubleday i n  1978, playwright Michael Cook makes t h e  fol lowing 
p r o t e s t  a g a i n s t  tape-recorded in te rv iews  made wi th  a  view f o r  l a t e r  pub l i ca t ion :  



The w r i t e r ,  i n  i n s e n s i t i v e  hands, i s  e d i t e d ,  t a i l o r e d  and moulded t o  f i t  
t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r ' s  concept.  One may be forg iven  f o r  becoming s l i g h t l y  para- 
no iac  a t  t h i s  moment i n  t ime, f o r  t h e  country seems t o  abound wi th  manic 
f i g u r e s ,  brandishing cameras, t ape  r eco rde r s ,  pens, and notebooks, a l l  seek- 
ing  t o  pub l i sh  d e f i n i t i v e  views of Canadian a r t i s t s  whether t h e  a r t i s t  w i l l s  
i t  o r  n o t .  

What Michael Cook i s  r e f e r r i n g  t o  i s  an a l l  too f requent  c r i t i c a l  "rush t o  
judgement" i n  which recorded in te rv iews  become v i r t u a l  s u b s t i t u t e s  f o r  more d e t a i l e d  
h i s t o r i c a l  research  based on primary and secondary t h e a t r e  m a t e r i a l s  and b a s i c  
b ib l iog raph ic  t o o l s .  What, then,  should be t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between o r a l  h i s t o r y  
s t u d i e s  and ongoing Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  r e sea rch?  Because t h e  a c t u a l  methodol- 
ogy of o r a l  t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  in te rv iews  has been d iscussed  by Don Rubin i n  an a r t i c l e  
publ ished i n  volume 2 of t h e  1976-77 C.O.H.A. Jou rna l ,  I would l i k e  t o  provide a  b r i e f  
survey of t h e  most e s s e n t i a l  t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  r e sea rch  t o o l s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  o r a l  h i s t o r i -  
ans a s  w e l l  a s  t o  b r i e f l y  analyze s e v e r a l  of t h e  few published uses  of o r a l  t h e a t r e  
h i s t o r y  in t e rv i ews .  

Ora l  h i s t o r i a n s  a t tempt ing  t o  determine p o s s i b l e  a r eas  of research  w i l l  f i n d  an 
examination of A Biblionraphv of Canadian Theatre  His tory  1583-1975 and i t s  1979 - - "  

Supplement, both publ ished by t h e  Playwrights  Co-op, most revea l ing .  The two 
b ib l iog raph ie s  l i s t  over 3,000 publ ished i tems documenting Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  - - - 

and t h e  va r ious  a c t o r s ,  d i r e c t o r s ,  playwrights ,  c r i t i c s ,  e t c .  whose work, p a r t i c u l a r -  
l y  from t h e  1930's  on, i s  s t i l l  sub jec t  t o  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  through o r a l  h i s t o r y  i n t e r -  
views. There i s  a l s o  a  g r e a t  weal th of a d d i t i o n a l  a r c h i v a l  t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  m a t e r i a l ,  
inc luding  o r a l  h i s t o r y  sources ,  much of which so f a r  has  no t  been analyzed i n  p r i n t e d  
form. Heather McCallum's Theatre  Resources i n  Canadian Co l l ec t ions  publ ished by t h e  
National  Library  i n  1973 i s  s t i l l  a  very  u s e f u l  survey of such t h e a t r e  c o l l e c t i o n s  
ac ros s  t h e  country. It can a l s o  be used a s  a  guide t o  those a r c h i v a l  m a t e r i a l s  which 
could be analyzed wi th  t h e  a s s i s t a n c e  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  in te rv iews .  

Oral  h i s t o r i a n s  wishing t o  conduct r e sea rch  i n  Quebec w i l l  f i n d  volume f i v e  of 
t h e  Archives des L e t t r e s  Canadiennes, Le Th62tre Canadien-Franqais, Evolut ion,  
Tgmoignages, Bib l iographie ,  publ ished by Fides  i n  1976, t h e  f i r s t  s cho la r ly  examina- 
t i o n  of French Canadian t h e a t r e  and drama from t h e  s i x t e e n  hundreds t o  t h e  e a r l y  
19701s,  e s s e n t i a l  reading.  Also p a r t i c u l a r l y  u s e f u l  f o r  r e sea rch  on Quebec playwrights ,  
a c t o r s  and d i r e c t o r s ,  i n  add i t i on  t o  a  cons iderable  number of t h e s i s ,  l i t e r a r y  s t u d i e s ,  
b iographies  and b ib l iog raph ie s  a r e  Edouard R i n f r e t ' s  Le T h S t r e  Canadien d 'express ion  
f r a n ~ a i s e ;  r g p e r t o i r e  ana ly t ique  des o r i g i n e s  3 nos jou r s  publ ished by Lemeac i n  
t h r e e  volumes from 1975 t o  1977; P i e r r e  Pagg's Rgper to i re  des  oeuvres de l a  l i t t 6 -  
r a t u r e  radiophonique qugbEcoise, 1930-1970, publ ished by Fides  i n  1975 and Pag6 and 
Renge Legr i s '  Rgper to i re  des  dramatiques quEb6coises 3 l a  t6 lGvis ion ,  1952-1977 
publ ished by Fides i n  1977. 

Theatre  h i s t o r y  r e sea rch  i n  Engl i sh  Canada, whi le  n o t  a s  advanced a s  i n  Quebec, 
i s  neve r the l e s s  proceeding a t  a  very  r ap id  pace. Since Murray Edwards' pioneering A 
Stage i n  Our P a s t ,  English-language t h e a t r e  i n  Eas te rn  Canada from t h e  1790's t o  1914, 
publ ished by t h e  Univers i ty  of Toronto P res s  i n  1968, a  s t e a d i l y  i nc reas ing  number 
of t h e s i s ,  b iographies ,  l i t e r a r y  s t u d i e s ,  b ib l iog raph ie s  and l o c a l  ca lendars  of per- 
formances has  been i ssued  i n  t h e  l a s t  decade. One of t h e  f i r s t  publ ished s t u d i e s  
r e s u l t i n g  from t h e  CBC Radio Drama P r o j e c t  descr ibed  i n  volume 2 of t h e  1976-77 - - 

C.O.H.A. Jou rna l ,  i s  The Bib , e d i t e d  by Howard 
Fink wi th  Brian Morrisson. I have r e f e r r e d  e a r l i e r  t o  t h e  Bibliography of Canadian 
Theat re  His tory  f o r  which a  companion volume, t h e  2,500 t i t l e  annotated Brock 
Bibl j  iography of Publ ished Canadian P lays  I n  English 1766-1978 w i l l  be  publ ished by 



t h e  Playwrights  Co-op i n  1979. 

One s i g n i f i c a n t  f a c t o r  con t r ibu t ing  t o  t h e  s tudy of Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  has  
been t h e  founding of t h e  Assoc ia t ion  f o r  Canadian Theatre  ~ i s t o r y / ~ ' A s s o c i a t i o n  
d ' h i s t o i r e  du t h s z t r e  au Canada i n  1976. The primary aims of t h e  Assoc ia t ion  a r e  
comparable t o  those  of t h e  SociSts  d ' h i s t o i r e  du th6S t re  du Qusbec, namely: 

(a )  To promote r e sea rch  i n t o  and pub l i ca t ion  of Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y .  

(b) To encourage t h e  c o l l e c t i o n ,  p re se rva t ion ,  a n a l y s i s  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  of any and 
a l l  Canadian t h e a t r e  ma te r i a l s .  

(c) To f o s t e r  pub l i c  awareness of t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e a t r e  i n  our  c u l t u r a l  
h e r i t a g e .  

(d) To he lp  main ta in  a  communication network f o r  t h e  exchange of information and 
r e sea rch  progress  and methodology. 

(e) To encourage the  development of programmes i n  t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  and s p e c i a l i z e d  
l i b r a r y  a r c h i v a l  t r a i n i n g  and t o  promote t h e  advancement of educat ion i n  
Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y .  

The Assoc ia t ion  holds  i t s  annual meetings i n  conjunct ion with t h e  Learned 
S o c i e t i e s  i n  May and publ i shes  a  bi-annual news le t t e r .  Papers presented a t  t h e  
Assoc ia t ion ' s  1978 annual meeting covered t o p i c s  such a s  t h e a t r e  i n  Montreal from 
1825 t o  1844, t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of t h e  actor-manager E.A. Sothern i n  Hal i fax  from 1856 
t o  1859, t h e  t h e a t r e  c r i t i c i s m  of Charles  Handscomb i n  t h e  Manitoba Free  P r e s s  from 
1901 t o  1906, Mora l i t s  e t  t h G t r e  au Canada f r a n s a i s ,  ( t h e a t r e  and mora l i t y  i n  French 
Canada), t h e  seven trans-Canada t o u r s  of John Martin Harvey from 1914 t o  1932, Nathan 
Cohen on Canadian t h e a t r e ,  r ad io  drama i n  t h e  sound a rch ives  of t h e  Pub l i c  Archives 
of Canada, Jean Gascon and t h e  S t r a t f o r d  F e s t i v a l  and an a n a l y s i s  by playwright Aviva 
Ravel of a  1977 product ion by t h e  Montreal Yiddish Drama Group. There was a l s o  a  
workshop and demonstration on t h e  use  of computors i n  t h e a t r e  research .  

The inc reas ing  s c i e n t i f i c  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  i n  Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  r e sea rch  
over t h e  l a s t  few yea r s  r e q u i r e s  s i m i l a r  increased  e x p e r t i s e  on t h e  p a r t  of t h e  
o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  i f  he  o r  she  i s  t o  avoid f a c t u a l  e r r o r s  and s c h o l a r l y  embarassment. 
Simply r e l y i n g  on o r a l  in te rv iews  per  s e  without  o the r  research  and f a c t u a l  v e r i f i c a -  - .  

t i o n  i s  no longer  adequate.  I n  h i s  biography Mugwump Canadian: The M e r r i l l  Denison 
Story  i ssued  by Content Publ i sh ing  i n  1973, f o r  i n s t ance ,  Dick MacDonald procedes a  
b ib l iography of d en is on's works wi th  t h e  fol lowing preface:  "If  M e r r i l l  Denison - - .  - - 
cannot r e c a l l  every l a s t  t h ing  h e  has  w r i t t e n ,  any at tempt  a  biographer  makes would 
tend t o  be  f eeb le .  Consequently, fol lowing i s  a  r e l a t i v e l y  complete, bu t  c e r t a i n l y  
p a r t i a l ,  l i s t  of h i s  major c r ed i t s " .  One a d d i t i o n a l  puzzl ing a spec t  of MacDonaldls 
biography i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t ,  d e s p i t e  h i s  heavy f a c t u a l  dependence on taped in te rv iews  
wi th  Denison, l i t t l e  of those  in te rv iews  i s  presented i n  t h e  book t o  provide  a  f i r s t  
hand impression of  eni is on's w i t  and pe r sona l i t y .  

Probably t h e  most ex tens ive  and succes s fu l  u s e  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  m a t e r i a l s  i n  a  
~ u b l i s h e d  Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r v  s tudv can be  found i n  Grace Shaw's S t r a t f o r d  Under 
Cover, Memories on Tape, publ ished by N . C .  P r e s s  i n  1977. Shaw's book i s  t h e  r e s u l t  
of an o r a l  h i s t o r y  of Canadian t h e a t r e  o r i g i n a l l y  commissioned by Harry Boyle f o r  t h e  
CBC which eventua l ly  included in te rv iews  wi th  over 150 people. CBC r a d i o  broadcas t  
p a r t  of t h i s  m a t e r i a l  i n  1964 a s  a  1 3  week s e r i e s  e n t i t l e d  "Canadian Theatre . . .Fact  
and Fancy" and on o the r  subsequent programmes. Through he r  in te rv iews  wi th  a c t o r s ,  



d i r e c t o r s ,  playwrights ,  producers,  des igners  and o the r s ,  Shaw argues convincingly 
t h a t  t h e  S t r a t f o r d  F e s t i v a l  and, i n  f a c t ,  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  t h e  p re sen t  p ro fe s s iona l  
t h e a t r e  i n  Canada was only made poss ib l e  by t h e  i n i t i a l  p ioneer ing  work of non- 
p ro fe s s iona l  producing bodies  such a s  t h e  Montreal Repertory Theatre  and Mountain 
Playhouse, t h e  Canadian Repertory Theatre  and L i t t l e  Theatre  i n  Ottawa, t h e  John 
Holden P laye r s ,  New Play  Socie ty  and Cres t  Theatre  i n  Toronto, and t h e  annual 
Dominion Drama F e s t i v a l  i n  gene ra l .  The work of t h e s e  t h e a t r e  groups was i n  t u r n  
preceded o r  complemented by u n i v e r s i t y  a f f i l i a t e d  i n s t i t u t i o n s  such a s  Hart  House 
Theatre  i n  Toronto, t h e  Banff School of Fine A r t s  and drama and ex tens ion  departments 
throughout Canada. 

Wri t ten i n  c e l e b r a t i o n  of t h e  25th season anniversary  of t h e  S t r a t f o r d  F e s t i v a l ,  
S t r a t f o r d  Under Cover succeeds admirably i n  i t s  use  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  m a t e r i a l s  t o  
t r a c e  t h e  many o r i g i n s  of contemporary p ro fe s s iona l  t h e a t r e .  The book runs i n t o  some 
d i f f i c u l t y ,  however,.when Shaw a t tempts  t o  u s e  t h i s  same o r a l  h i s t o r y  technique a s  a  
s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  a r r i v i n g  a t  h e r  own c r i t i c a l  and a e s t h e t i c  eva lua t ion  of S t r a t f o r d  
product ions over a  25 year  per iod .  I n  her  Stage Voices, e d i t o r  Geraldine Anthony 
p a r t i a l l y  y i e l d s  t o  t h i s  same temptat ion of us ing  a  r e l a t i v e l y  small  number of 
in te rv iews  wi th  playwrights  a s  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  a  much more genera l  h i s t o r y  of Canadian 
t h e a t r e  and drama. While t h e  playwrights '  own observa t ions  of t h e i r  l i f e  i n  t h e  
t h e a t r e  a r e  i n t e r e s t i n g  throughout,  e d i t o r  Anthony r e l i e s  on too  few o the r  c r i t i c a l  
l i t e r a r y  and b ib l iog raph ic  sources t o  s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  achieve  her  l a r g e r  h i s t o r i c a l  
and a e s t h e t i c  ob jec t ives .  

I hope I am no t  g iv ing  t h e  impression of downplaying t h e  importance of o r a l  h i s -  
t o r y  sources  by c r i t i c i z i n g  t h e s e  t h r e e  pub l i ca t ions .  On t h e  con t r a ry ,  I pe r sona l ly  
b e l i e v e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  t o  be one of t h e  primary t o o l s  of cu r r en t  Canadian t h e a t r e  
h i s t o r y  research .  Oral  h i s t o r y  can provide access  t o  v a s t  sources of information,  
opinions and impressions. The sub jec t ive ,  personal  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between in te rv iewer  
and in te rv iewee  i s  a  welcome change f o r  t h e  t h e a t r e  h i s t o r i a n  forced t o  a s s i m i l a t e  
l a r g e  amounts of p r i n t e d  and a r c h i v a l  m a t e r i a l  and t h e r e f o r e  a c t s  a s  a  humanizing 
f a c t o r  s t imu la t ing  t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  research .  

Oral  h i s t o r y ,  however, must be used i n  conjunct ion wi th  o the r  research  techniques,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  b ib l iog raph ic  r e sea rch  and the  c r i t i c a l  examination and eva lua t ion  of 
primary and secondary sources and r e l a t e d  a r c h i v a l  m a t e r i a l .  Only wi th  such a  balanced 
approach using a  v a r i e t y  of r e sea rch  techniques t o  v e r i f y  information can sound 
h i s t o r i c a l  and c r i t i c a l  judgements be made. The appeal  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  t o  t h e  
Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r i a n ,  whether one i s  in te rv iewing  an a c t o r ,  d i r e c t o r  o r  play- 
wr ight ,  l i e s  i n  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  a c t  a s  a c a t a l y s t i n  quick ly  providing t h e  s u b j e c t i v e  
f a c t u a l  background f o r  t he  a r e a  being researched which can then be measured a g a i n s t ,  
v e r i f i e d  and complimented wi th  o the r  f a c t u a l  sources .  The g r e a t  i nc rease  i n  t h e  
number of Canadian t h e a t r e  h i s t o r y  s t u d i e s  publ ished i n  t h e  l a s t  four  years ,  some of 
which I have r e f e r r e d  t o ,  now makes such v e r i f i c a t i o n  imperat ive.  


