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2011 Winter Session (2011-2012 Academic Year) 
ENGL 490: Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Jerry Wasserman 
Section: 006 
Term: 1 
 

Canadian Drama: Performing Cultural Identity 

 
Course Description: 
This seminar studies 14-16 contemporary Canadian plays to examine the ways they articulate, 
construct and perform various notions of Canadianness. Course requirements include reading 12-14 
playtexts and attendingt two or more plays in production during the term. Additional requirements 
include two short seminar presentations and two essays. 
 
Download Syllabus [PDF] 
 
Required Texts: 

 Jerry Wasserman, ed.  Modern Canadian Plays, Volume Two, 4th edition (Talonbooks) 
 Brad Fraser, True Love Lies (Playwrights Canada Press) 
 Sally Clark, The Trial of Judith K. (Talonbooks) 
 Vern Thiessen, Vimy (Playwrights Canada Press) 
 Additional readings (handout) 

Plays in bold are required reading.  Other listings represent Canadian plays in production.  You are 
required to see at least two of these productions during the term—and to incorporate them into your 
assignments.  For up-to-date information about productions see www.vancouverplays.com. 

Heads up: True Love Lies contains some pretty explicit discussions about sex. 
                 
                George F. Walker, Tough! (Studio 1398, Granville Island), Aug. 24-Sept. 3 
Week 1 (Sept. 7)              Introduction to Modern Canadian Plays, 7-25, and handout   
                 
Week 2 (Sept. 14)            Kelly Rebar, Bordertown Café 
                 
Week 3 (Sept. 21)            Brad Fraser, True Love Lies 
                Brad Fraser, True Love Lies (The Cultch), Sept. 21-Oct. 1 
                Various, Wicked Shorts (The Cultch), Sept. 21-Oct. 9 

Week 4 (Sept. 28)            Sally Clark, The Trial of Judith K. 
                Sally Clark, The Trial of Judith K. (Frederic Wood Theatre, UBC), Sept. 29-Oct. 8 

http://www.english.ubc.ca/courses/winter2011/490-006_syllabus.pdf
http://www.vancouverplays.com/
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Week 5 (Oct. 5)                 Morris Panych, 7 Stories& Judith Thompson, Lion in the Streets 
                Dennis Foon et al, Livepod—Visions of Vancouver (CBC Studio 700), Oct. 5-15 

Week 6 (Oct. 12)              Robert Lepage and Marie Brassard, Polygraph   
                Jacob Richmond & Brooke Maxwell, Ride the Cyclone (Arts Club Revue Stage), Sept. 28-Oct. 
15 
                                                Essay #1 due 

Week 7 (Oct. 19)              Guillermo Verdecchia, Fronteras Americanas 
                Sean Devine, Re-Union (Pacific Theatre), Oct. 21-Nov. 12 

Week 8 (Oct. 26)              George F. Walker, Problem Child  
                Margaret Atwood, The Penelopiad (Stanley Theatre), Oct. 20-Nov. 19 

Week 9 (Nov. 2)               Vern Thiessen, Vimy 
                Vern Thiessen, Vimy (Firehall Arts Centre), Oct. 28-Nov. 19 

Week 10 (Nov. 9)             Joan MacLeod, Amigo’s Blue Guitar        
                 
Week 11 (Nov. 16)           Daniel MacIvor, Never Swim Alone 
 Ronnie Burkett, Penny Plain (The Cultch), Nov. 17-Dec. 17 
 
Week 12 (Nov. 23)           Tomson Highway, Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing 
                Vanessa Imeson, A Little Creation (Frederic Wood Theatre, UBC), Nov. 24-26      

Week 13 (Nov. 30)           Djanet Sears, Harlem Duet  
                                                 
Week 14 (Dec. 6)              Essay #2 due 

Course Requirements: 

 two short (5-10 minutes) seminar presentations and participation: 35% 
 one short essay (5 pages) due Oct. 12: 25% 
 one longer essay (10 pages) due Dec. 6: 40% 

The seminar presentations are intended to be short brainstorming exercises—as 
much instigations as investigations. The idea is to stimulate the class to think about some element(s) of 
the week’s readings. You might flesh out some of the historical context, bring some theory to bear on a 
play, close-read a scene, consider some other cultural cognate(s) of the issue at hand, talk about the 
play in relation to something you’ve seen in production, or anything else that will stimulate our 
consideration of the week’s topic. Ask questions of the class.  Use visual aids and handouts. A short 
bibliography is always welcome. You need not formally write this out: it’s intended to be 
an oral presentation. But please have something to hand in to me to help me determine the grade for 
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the presentation. At least one of your presentations must be before Oct. 12.  
 
The playgoing requirement: Because the subject of this course is the Canadian theatre, you will be 
required to see at least two Canadian plays in production in Canadian (i.e., Vancouver or vicinity) 
theatres. To show me that you are thinking about how all these plays fit together, you are required to 
integrate some discussion of the plays you have seen into your assignments. So, for example, you 
might see Livepod the week of Oct. 5 and briefly discuss it in your Oct 26 class presentation 
on Problem Child. OR you might write a paragraph about it in your Oct. 12 Essay #1 about visions of 
the contemporary Canadian city in two or three of the plays we’ve studied.  Ditto for the 2nd play you 
see in production: you’ll probably find a clever way to include it in your final essay.  The more cleverly 
and organically you integrate the play-in-production into your assignments, the more impressed I’ll be 
and the better your grades will be. 

 

 

HANDOUT: Here are some ideas about the blurring of borders and the (re)defining of 
communities that may be useful in considering how contemporary Canadian plays perform 
Canadianness and construct new versions of the Canadian imaginary: 

Anthropologist Victor Turner discusses the transitional, threshold state of liminality in connection with 
rites of passage, when “those being moved in accordance with a cultural script [are] liberated from 
normative demands… In this interim of ‘liminality,’ the possibility exists of standing aside not only from 
one’s own social position but from all social positions and of formulating a potentially unlimited series 
of alternative social arrangements.” 
                                Drama, Fields and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society (1974) 

Political scientist Benedict Anderson argues that the modern nation-state, too large for any of its 
individual citizens to know, is an imagined community, based not on any essential geographical or 
historical or ethnic organization, but rather on imagined or constructed commonalities. He argues, for 
instance, that the rise of the nation-state in the 18th century resulted from increased literacy and the 
popularity of national-language newspapers, which offered their readers a common lens and shared 
perceptions through which to imagine their nation. 
                                Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of 
Nationalism (1992) 

Literary theorist Linda Hutcheon expands on Anderson’s notion, pointing out that we tend to identify 
ourselves not just—or even primarily—in terms of imagined communities of nationality, but also those 
of race, ethnicity, gender, class, age, profession, sexual preference, religion, etc.  These she 
calls discursive communities. Often they overlap, resulting in complex “micropolitical” groupings or 
combinations—a condition, she argues, which is ripe for irony. 
                                Irony’s Edge (1994) 
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Postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha writes of the contemporary “move away from the singularities of 
‘class’ or ‘gender’ as primary conceptual and organizational categories.”  He argues “the need to think 
beyond narratives of originary … subjectivities and to focus on those moments or processes that are 
produced in the articulation of cultural differences. These ‘in-between spaces’ [similar to Turner’s 
notion of the liminal] provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhood—singular or communal—
that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act of 
defining the idea of society itself. It is in the emergence of the interstices—the overlap and 
displacement of domains of difference—that the intersubjective and collective experiences of 
nationness, community interest, or cultural value are negotiated.” 
                Bhabha also responds to Anderson, suggesting that “counter-narratives of the nation that 
continually evoke and erase its totalizing boundaries—both actual and conceptual—disturb those 
ideological manoeuvres through which ‘imagined communities’ are given essentialist identities.” 
                                The Location of Culture (1994) 

Cultural theorist Gloria Anzaldúa, writing as a chicana about the US-Mexican borderland, describes 
the border as “a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a vague and 
undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant 
state of transition.  The prohibited and forbidden are its inhabitants.” She writes of the “new mestiza,” 
or mixed-race consciousness: “The new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradictions, a 
tolerance for ambiguity. She learns to be an Indian in Mexican culture, to be Mexican from an Anglo 
point of view. She learns to juggle cultures. She has a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic 
mode—nothing is thrust out, the good the bad and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned. Not 
only does she sustain contradictions, she turns the ambivalence into something else.” 
                                Borderlands/La Frontera (1987) 

Another border theorist writing from the perspective of the south is Mexican performance artist 
Guillermo Gómez-Peña. Tongue mostly in cheek, he offers some useful new terms and definitions 
around North American hybridity. 

 “Fourth World: a conceptual place where the indigenous inhabitants of the Americas meet 
with the deterritorialized peoples, the immigrants, and the exiles; it occupies portions of all the 
previous worlds [First, Second and Third].  

 Chicanadians: second generation Mexicans living in Canada and/or children of Mexican and 
Canadian parents living in the U.S. Please do not confuse this term with ‘Can-aliens,’ which 
refers to any undocumented Canadian, inside or outside of Canada. 

 Mexkimo: a polar Mexican. Mexkimo settlements are found in what used to be Iowa, 
Minnesota, Illinois, and British Columbia.” 
         The New World Border (1996) 

Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai considers contemporary modernity to be shaped especially by two 
forces: the global circulation of electronic media images and technologies, and the mass migrations of 
people across borders and global space.  These forces have a great impact on how peoples perceive 
their identities and places in the modern world. Because of global media and mass migration, “neither 
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images nor viewers fit into circuits or audiences that are easily bound within local, national, or regional 
spaces.” Appadurai argues that the resulting disjunctions—between the places people perceive around 
themselves and the images with which they identify—“seem to impel (and sometimes compel) the work 
of the imagination,” and that people work imaginatively with residues of earlier local cultures and 
images of larger cultural identities to generate locality: a feeling of being in a particular place with 
particular qualities that make it different from the surrounding (regional/national/global) context. In 
generating a sense of the local they also create the grounds (social/material/environmental) or 
“contexts against which their own intelligibility takes shape.”  The imagined and culturally produced 
connections between locality and its larger contexts may be useful in considering the relation 
between staged localities (a play’s specific setting) and the generalized notion of a performed 
nation. 
                                Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (1996) 

  

More to come ... 

 


