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Rehabilitating

naturalism

RTHUR MILNER HAS WORKED IN

professional theatre for 25 years.

In this essay, he explores

problems in contemporary theatre
criticism and, by implication, cultural criticism
in general. He traces theatre history through
the birth of naturalism in the 1870s and the
anti-naturalist rebellion that followed it, and
explains why contemporary dramatists still
refer to certain work as avant garde or
experimental, even though the "experiment"
has, according to Milner, long since ended.
Using as example the work of Canadian
playwrights Tomson Highway and George F.
Walker, Milner examines the contribution of
poststructuralist academics. While many
critics and theatre artists dismiss naturalism
as passé or "dangerous,” Milner argues that
naturalism has changed immensely in the last
100 years, and the best of contemporary

playwriting remains essentially naturalistic.
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ACCORDING TO PROFESSOR W. B. WORTHEN, EDITOR OF WHAT IS PERHAPS THE
anthology most often used in North American academic drama classes, Henrik
Ibsen “established the contours of modern realistic drama,” and his 1879
play, A Doll’s House, “was a rallying point for international feminist demands

for the vote and for other legal rights and protections for women."*

But in the same anthology, Worthen tells us that, “Because realistic drama
usually sees that world [“the dominant political and ideological order”] as an
all embracing ‘environment'...its social themes don't finally lead to a call for

social change.”?

How can a play that “was a rallying point for international feminist
demands” be an example of a type of theatre that cannot, by its very nature,

“lead to a call for social change™?

Worthen’s “paradox” is not a simple er-
ror. Rather, it underscores a common mis-
understanding of the history of realism (and
naturalism), as well as serious problems of
contemporary theatre criticism. And while
the subject here is theatre, similar problems
exist in cultural criticism as a whole.

To begin, we need to define “realism” and
“naturalism.” According to British critic
Bamber Gascoigne, “The meaning of ‘natu-
ralism’ is beyond dispute — it represents a
style of theatre in which the stage setting,
the dialogue of the characters and the per-
formance of the actors seem ‘life-like'....
Naturalism reflects accurately the surface of
life, whereas realism is concerned with the
truth of the experience conveyed.™

Gascoignes efforts to distinguish between
naturalism and realism are pretty much a
lost cause; few current writers, even aca-
demics, use the terms with his precision.
Moreover, what we accept as naturalism
changes over time.

Strictly speaking, naturalism need not be
narrative, i.e. need not entail the telling of
a story. If | were to perform on stage two
hours of my sitting at this computer, it might
well be “life-like,” but it wouldn't generally
be considered naturalism.

It should be kept in mind, too, that, as
Raymond Williams points out in Drama
from Ibsen to Brecht,* naturalism (or realism)
shouldn't be mistaken for “natural” or “real.”
An actor pretending to be a servant or a
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general, on a Russian estate at the turn of
the century, in front of an audience going
along for the ride (“suspending disbelief”)
is no more “real” than any other theatrical
convention.

In The Triumph of Narrative, Canadian
journalist Robert Fulford writes,

Of all the ways we communicate with one
another, the story has established itself
as the most comfortable, the most versa-
tile — and perhaps the most dangerous.
Stories touch all of us, reaching across
cultures and generations, accompanying
humanity down the centuries. Assem-
bling facts or incidents into tales is the
only form of expression and entertain-
ment that most of us enjoy equally at age
three and age seventy-three.5

One need only watch television, go to a
popular play or movie, or read popular nov-
els to verify the truth of Fulford’s statement.
And this is not new: Oedipus Rex and Ham-
let are, after all, stories; the most popular
parts of The Bible have always been its sto-
ries. Of course, stories, like Hamlet and
Bambi, don't have to be naturalistic.

Revolt and counter-revolt

Emile Zola is generally credited with the
“invention” of naturalism in theatre:

The experimental and scientific spirit of
the century will enter the domain of the
drama, and in this lies the only possible
salvation of the drama.... We must look
to the future and the future will have to
do with the human problem studied in the
framework of reality. The drama will ei-
ther die or become modern and realistic. ®
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Zolas essay was to become a kind of natu-
ralistic manifesto, but if Zola proclaimed the
revolution, Ibsen’s A Doll's House embodied
it: a commercial and, eventually, critical
success, in which ordinary characters (not
Gods or kings), amidst ordinary bourgeois
furniture (not painted backdrops), con-
versed in ordinary language (not poetry)
about more-or-less everyday problems.

For the next 20 years, through Anton
Chekhov, the early works of August
Strindberg, and the younger George Bernard
Shaw (he died in 1950 at age 96), natural-
ism was the avant garde of its day — so avant
garde that it shocked audiences (of course!)
and required the invention of a whole new
kind of acting. Before naturalism, star ac-
tors stood at centre stage (near the prompt-
er’s box and where the light was best) with
lesser mortals spread out on either side.
They faced the audience as they spoke, ges-
turing occasionally to indicate they were
“really” speaking to a character beside them.
Along comes naturalism and suddenly ac-
tors had to face each other and pretend the
absence of the audience. They didn't like it.

After writing a couple of the classics of
naturalism, Strindberg had a change of
heart, deciding that “The higher fantasy has
a greater reality than this actuality. The ba-
nal accidents of existence are not essential
life,”” and wrote his dream-like Road to
Damascus (1898). By 1921 and Luigi
Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an
Author (in which six “fictional” characters
invade a “real” rehearsal to tell their story),
naturalism was already passé.

Through the first half of the 20th cen-
tury, “avant garde” and “experimental” play-
wrights and directors explored alternatives

to naturalism: expressionism, impression-
ism, surrealism, symbolism, mechanism,
futurism, dadaism, formalism, constructiv-
ism, functionalism, The Theatre of Cruelty,
epic theatre (Brecht), poetic realism, absurd-
ism and more.

All the anti-naturalists proclaimed the
death, deceit and/or limitations of natural-
ism. Irish poet and playwright W, B. Yeats,
nostalgic for the “beauty” of earlier forms,
decried Ibsen’s prosaic vulgarity. French
dramatist Antonin Artaud, in pursuit of di-
rect and unconscious communication be-
tween artist and spectator, proposed “a thea-
tre in which violent physical images crush
and hypnotize the sensibility of the specta-

How can a play that “was a rallying
point for international feminist
demands” be an example of a type of
theatre that cannot, by its very nature,

“lead to a call for social change™?

tor.”® For Brecht, the goal was communism
and the method Verfremdungseffekt; “alien-
ated” from the performance, spectators
would be forced to coldly analyze events
on stage and, by implication, capitalism.
André Breton, founder of the Surrealists,
was also a Communist; his methods, how-
ever, resembled those of Artaud.

In retrospect, none of this should be sur-
prising. The history of Western theatre re-
flects the history of Western society. Anti-
naturalism was an attack on rationalism and
the Enlightenment. Science, industrializa-
tion, the free market, “scientific” Marxism
—each had been hailed as saviour, each had
failed. Its not surprising that the Absurdists
came last: in Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for

Godot (1957), there’s nothing to do but wait
for a God who never comes. In the face of
continuing poverty, two world wars, Ger-
many’s death camps, and Stalin, what more
was there to say?

“Everything changes -
except the avant garde”?

Of course, naturalism and narrative did not
disappear. Jean-Paul Sartre, who wrote one
of the classics of absurdism (No Exit, 1944),
also wrote a naturalistic critique of Stalin-
ism (Dirty Hands, 1948). Moreover, “popu-
lar” theatre remained naturalistic. For ex-
ample, starting in the 30s, British playwright
Terrence Rattigan wrote a dozen serious and
very successful plays (e.g. The Last Dance,
1938; The Winslow Boy, 1946), but his work
is barely mentioned by theatre historians.
And that is the point. To get into the histo-
ries, you've got to be — or appear to be —
“Original.”

But by 1960 — to be generous — every-
thing had been done. Audiences could no
longer be shocked by the breaking of con-
vention; none remained to be broken. As
Gascoigne wrote, in 1962,

Memory in the theatre is surprisingly
short.... After eighty years in pursuit of
Originality, the avant-garde cannot af-
ford to look behind itself. Rather than risk
not seeming new, it still boasts of having
just knocked down that hoariest of Aunt
Sallies, the well-made play. ...It is the
period from 1880 to 1930 [which in-
cludes naturalism] that theatre histori-
ans of the future will regard as the age of
experiment, as the true hey-day of avant-
gardisme. In those years the bounds of
theatre were stretched to their utmost lim-
its, and sometimes beyond.©
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Nonetheless, contemporary anti-natural-
ists see naturalism as old-fashioned and
conventional and consider their own work
avant garde and experimental. In maintain-
ing this fiction, they've had a great deal of
help from academics, for whom naturalism
is not so much out-of-date as downright
dangerous. French poststructuralist Roland
Barthes is typical. Barthes sees as a “healthy
sign”

one which draws attention to its own ar-

bitrariness — which does not try to palm

itself off as “natural”.... Signs which pass
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The plays of Henrik Ibsen, pictured
here in about 1879, became a
commercial and, eventually, critical
success. His plays featured ordinary
characters (not Gods or kings)
amidst ordinary bourgeois furniture
(not painted backdrops), conversing
in ordinary language (not poetry)
about more-or-less everyday
problems.

themselves off as natural, which
offer themselves as the only con-
ceivable way of viewing the
world, are by that token authori-
tarian and ideological.... In
Barthes’ view, there is a literary
ideology which corresponds to
this “natural attitude,” and its
name is realism.1

One can see Barthes' influence
in Worthen’s statement that real-
istic drama can’t “finally lead to
a call for social change.”

This notion that “the structure
is the message™? is an interest-
ing one. It does seem counter-in-
tuitive: isn't it the content that
matters? A play about the oppression of
women might move me, make me think,
lead me to change my behaviour. Why
should the structure of realism mean that,
as Worthen says, it can't “finally lead to a
call for social change™ Why should form
or structure have any impact at all?

The various revolutionaries used periods,
commas and upper case letters where ap-
propriate in their manifestoes and analyses.
Poststructuralists write badly, it's true, but
they write in sentences with verbs and
nouns and divide their books into chapters.

Guelph University professor Ric Knowles
calls for “dialogistic” (rather than “monolo-
gistic”) theatre, but in his own writing a sin-
gle “authorial voice” apparently satisfies
him.”13 Knowles’ goals are explicitly politi-
cal. His project, he writes,

is, in a sense, to politicize form, to ex-
amine form itself as a material agent of
cultural affirmation (or reproduction), on
the one hand, or cultural intervention,
on the other. | want...to ask what cul-
tural work is done by different dramatic
forms and different dramaturgical struc-
tures, whatever the subject matter or the-
matic content of the works.!*

Setting up his argument with quotations
from Freud and a handful of poststructur-
alist critics, and tracing contemporary natu-
ralism from its Aristotelian roots, Knowles
“proves” his point — that form is a material
agent of cultural intervention — by citing
Teresa de Lauretis. De Lauretis, Knowles
tells us, explores,

the connection between oedipal desire
and narrative. Beginning with the obser-
vation that "sadism demands a story, de-
pends on making something happen, forc-
ing a change in another person, a battle
of will and strength, victory/defeat, all
occurring in a linear time with a begin-
ning and an end,” de Lauretis demon-
strates that the linear narrative consti-
tuting Aristotelian ‘action’ is governed by
a (sadistic) oedipal logic™® (parenthe-
ses in original).

Like ancient Scolastics arguing about
angels on a pin and medieval doctors ex-
plaining bloodletting, poststructuralists
build their arguments one tiny, logical step
atatime. Medieval bloodletters didn't know
about empirical research. Poststructuralists

have no such excuse.

Knowles tells us that “the politicization
of form” is not a new project, that before
1928, the Russian Formalists “strove to at-
tribute deep ideological meaning to form.”16

Seventy-five years of theory should be
enough. Surely it’s time to actually test these
claims: to what extent, if any, is “form” “a
material agent of cultural affirmation?”

Modern criticism
and its consequences

The first university literature departments,
in the second half of the 19th century, taught
the “appreciation” of literature: the great
works of great minds. But soon professors
of literature sought to justify their presence
in universities by emulating their colleagues
in the more rigorous physical and social
sciences. By the time of the Russian For-
malists, the study of literature looked a lot
like linguistics, less concerned with “What
does this mean?” or “What can we learn
from this?” than with “How does this work?”
Throw in a little Marx, a little Freud and a
little Claude Lévi-Strauss and the result is
poststructuralism.

For poststructuralists, language is both
“fluid” and “socially constructed.” Because
language is fluid, i.e. has more than one
meaning, it is the reader who creates mean-
ing, not the writer. And because language
is socially constructed, it reflects not reality
but existing power relations.

If the reader creates meaning, then there
is no such thing as quality (it's just an ideo-
logical construct), and the films of John
Wayne are as valid a focus of study as the
plays of Shakespeare. If writing can't de-
scribe reality, there’s no point in analyzing
writing for its insights into, say, existing
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power relations; instead, one “deconstructs”
the “text” in search of ideological “signs.”
Thus certain forms, particularly naturalism,
get to be manifestations of sexist, racist,
capitalist and/or imperialist culture.

The result is that no one discusses what
anything is about, and no one talks about
quality. Writing is praised or denounced for
its conformity with — or in the case of early
writing, anticipation of — poststructuralist
prescriptions.

Take the case of Knowles’ discussion of
Tomson Highway's The Rez Sisters (1986).
Highway “relies heavily on structural prin-
ciples drawn from music,” says Knowles,
and “perhaps it is the capacity of the form
for the comfortable containment of poten-
tially disruptive social concerns that ac-
counts for [The Rez Sisters’] success and
popularity.” Not only that, but “This formal
conservatism can potentially admit the
‘colonizing gaze’ of a non-Native audi-
ence.”t” Knowles never discusses what The
Rez Sisters is about — seven Native women
trying to get to Toronto for the biggest bingo
game ever — and what it might mean.
Knowles' only concern is the ideological
implications of form.

Knowles barely mentions Highway’ later,
stunning and provocative Dry Lips Oughta
Move to Kapuskasing (Fifth House, 1989).
I've read many reviews of and commentar-
ies on the play. Most mention Highway’s
theatrical use of images from Native mythol-
ogy, as well as the harsh imagery in a scene
in which a young Native man, a victim of
fetal alcohol syndrome, rapes a Native
woman with a crucifix. Some critics com-
ment on the play’s negative portrayal of
Natives.*®

No one talks about the story: A man,
Zachary, wakes up in a friends home. He
has lost his underwear after, apparently,
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sleeping with a woman who is not his wife.
As he searches for his underwear, we meet
six more men living on the reserve and wit-
ness a number of harrowing events, includ-
ing the rape referred to above. The women
of the reserve, who don't appear on stage,
have started to play in a women’s hockey
league, and some of the men are unhappy
about this. The men are brutal, pathetic and/
or silly. The one possible exception dies
when, drunk and despairing, he acciden-
tally shoots himself. Zachary, too, in con-
stant search for his underwear and for ap-
ple pie recipes — he wants to open a bakery
—seemsssilly. In the end, Zachary wakes up.
It's all a dream. He’ in a nice, clean apart-
ment decorated with Native and non-

For 20 years, naturalism was the avant
garde of its day — so avant garde that
it required the invention of a whole

new kind of acting.

Native artifacts. His wife hands him their
infant daughter. Zachary tries to teach her
a few Ojibway words. His wife, laughing,
corrects him. According to the script, “The
last thing we see is this beautiful Indian man
lifting his naked baby Indian girl up in the
air, his wife sitting beside them watching
and laughing.”

Oppression at the hands of whites forms
a kind of background to the events, but is
barely mentioned in the play itself. One
man, a born again Christian, argues with
another about Native versus Christian spir-
ituality and traditional versus modern medi-
cine. There is the crucifix/rape symbolism.
One man, we learn, had participated in the
1973 battle of Wounded Knee, but says,
when forced to explain why he didn't stop

the rape, “Because they — our own women
—took the fuckin’ power away from us faster
than the FBI ever did.”

In a long and anguished cry, Zachary la-
ments conditions on the reserve:

“What’s happening to this place? What’s
happening to these people? My people.
[...] God of the Indian. God of the
Whiteman. [...] Why are you doing this
to us? Are you up there at all? Or are
you some stupid, drunken shit, out-of-
your-mind-passed-out under some great
beer table up there in your stupid fucking
clouds? [...] I dare you to come down
from your high-falutin’ fuckin’ shit-
throne up there, come down and show us
you got the guts to stop this stupid, stu-
pid, stupid way of living. It's got to stop.
It's got to stop. It's got to stop. It’s got to
stop.”

What can it mean that colonial history
and contemporary white society are largely
absent from this play? What can it mean
when its hero — what else can Zachary be?

By 1960 - to be generous — everything
had been done. Audiences could no

longer be shocked by the breaking of

convention; none remained to be broken.

- runs a bakery and lives in a nice apart-
ment with his wife and child? What can it
mean that Zachary’s wife corrects his
Ojibway, but it’s a source of amusement, not
urgency? What can it mean that the final
image of the play is a happy nuclear fam-
ily?

Dry Lips won the Chalmer's Award and
the Governor General’s Award. It’s been per-
formed across the country, including a run

at Toronto’s Royal Alex Theatre, one of the
few Canadian plays they've ever presented.
(Is this because Dry Lips “can potentially
admit the ‘colonizing gaze’ of a non-Native
audience?) Critics and academics comment
on its images, its structure, and perhaps its
portrayal of the difficult lives of Natives.
None ask the difficult or controversial ques-
tions. Of course it far easier for politically
sensitive poststructuralist academics to
comment on “the production of meaning,”
and avoid the possibility that the major
Native Canadian playwright might be sug-
gesting that blaming history doesn't help,
that entrepreneurship isn't a bad idea, and
that restoring “family values” is crucial X

Naturalism returns

Is Dry Lips naturalistic? Most would say no.
It's full of images, it structured as a dream,
it jumps around in time, its got a trickster
character who takes many forms and is in-
visible to the “real” characters. Thats enough
to escape the label of “naturalism” and the
wrath of critics and theatre artists nostalgic
for the avant garde.

About 15 years ago, | saw a Danish play
whose name I've likely blocked. The set is
covered by a translucent plastic sheet. Ac-
tors dressed as construction workers wan-
dered about, under the sheet, using electric
saws and grinders to send sparks flying. As
far as | remember there was no dialogue. It
was eerie and visually interesting for about
five minutes.

Six or seven years ago, | saw The Freud
Project, by Canadian playwright and direc-
tor Paul Bettis. The program announces that
we're about to see a “rules play,” though
we're not told the rules. Three actors each
pick two cards from a deck, look at the
cards, replace them, and walk over to an
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elegantly furnished Victo-
rian “room.” The actors’
short speeches seem to
make sense, but as dia-
logue it's incomprehensi-
ble. After a while it seems
that some of the speeches
are taken from other plays
— perhaps they all are,
perhaps even from Victo-
rian-era plays, but the snatches come out
randomly; it’s impossible to connect one
speech with the next. After a while the ac-
tors stop. A brief musical interlude. Then
the actors draw new cards, and the scene is
repeated, five or six times, with different
snatches of speech but still incomprehensi-
ble. Halfway through, the actors serve us
cognac. After about 80 minutes we're al-
lowed to go home.

One can always “find” meaning. (The
poststructuralists aren't entirely wrong: lan-
guage is somewhat fluid; meaning is some-
what constructed. That’s why its good — and
informative — to discuss possible meanings.)
A CBC reviewer asked what | thought of the
Danish play. “I had no idea what was going
on,” | said. “But that’s what | loved about
it,” she answered. But now that | think about
it, the Danish play effectively —and endlessly
— conveyed the unobserved misery of the
industrial proletariat. The Freud Project, no
doubt, was about the essential emptiness —
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Within a little more than a
fortnight of its publication,
Ibsen’s A Dold Houseas
presented at the Royal
Theatre, Copenhagen. When
Danish actress Fru Hennings,
pictured here, closed the
door on the Helmer house-
hold, its reverberations were
heard around the world.

style over substance — of
the Victorian era, which,
some say, includes us. Ric
Knowles, no fan of such
“modernism,” would
likely argue that plays like
this share “a peculiarly
modernist form of clo-
sure, in which form is
considered not a forum
but a structuralist end in itself.”?® Other
poststructuralists would no doubt argue the
opposite, that such plays, by resisting a com-
forting narrative, resist simple closure.

The question is, if naturalism is “a style
of theatre in which the stage setting, the
dialogue of the characters and the perform-
ance of the actors seem ‘life-like,” in com-
bination with a story, how do we describe
Dry Lips? If we deny its naturalism, as most
critics would, do we really want to leave it
in the same category as The Freud Project
and the Danish play?

When artists and critics disparage natu-
ralism, what they have in mind is, as
Gascoigne says, “that hoariest of Aunt Sal-
lies, the well-made play,” by which they
mean Ibsen and his imitators. But natural-
ism has changed. All of the early naturalists
proceeded chronologically; today's audi-
ences easily handle flashbacks. The early
plays were performed on detailed sets; to-
day’s designers put a chair here, a table

there, a window frame to the side, to indi-
cate place (designers get to experiment and
theatres save money), and audiences have
little trouble adapting. A narrator would
have been unthinkable to Ibsen or Chekhoy,
but contemporary writers use narrators with
abandon, unaware that this was, for Brecht,
a key component of an attack on natural-
ism. Brecht went out of his way to expose
lighting instruments to remind audiences
they were in the theatre; now, no one cares.

Naturalism, then, has been expanded
and stretched, sometimes the result of fi-
nancial constraint, often the result of ex-
perimentation in and seepage from con-
sciously anti-naturalist theatre, always de-

Brecht went out of his way to expose
lighting instruments to remind
audiences they were in the theatre;

now, no one cares.

pendent on the intelligent use of conven-
tion and its acceptance by increasingly flex-
ible audiences. Playwrights, directors and
designers can now use an almost endless
variety of devices borrowed from anti-natu-
ralism without threatening the essential
naturalism of their work.

In Dry Lips, Highway uses a vast array of
non-naturalistic devices, but the play tells a
story, and the characters and events are rec-
ognizable. The same can be said for the im-
mensely successful Angels in America, Part 1:
Millennium Approaches (1991) by U.S. play-
wright Tony Kushner. While the anti-natu-
ralistic disguises of these plays no doubt con-
tribute to their success (by getting them past
academic and journalistic gatekeepers), it is
their essential naturalism that is a precondi-
tion for their popularity with audiences.

(Both plays, incidentally, were presented
at the National Arts Centre in Ottawa, an
organization not known for adventurous
programming. Of eight plays in the current
NAC season, two are “pre-naturalist” —
Shakespeare and Moliére; of the remaining
six, none are naturalist in the narrow sense.)

Poststructuralism among academics and
the lingering sense among almost all thea-
tre artists (as well theatre reviewers and
those working for granting agencies) that
naturalism is passé or worse, inhibits seri-
ous and productive discussion of plays and
playwrights. Poststructuralists quote each
other and debate among themselves (though
it can't really be called a debate), and, apart
from a few students brought into the fold,
their analyses rarely reach a larger audience.
Discussions of quality and meaning are al-
most entirely absent. No one is explaining
the plays of Tomson Highway.

| want to end by considering George F
Walker. Walker is among the two or three
most successful playwrights Canada has
produced (as measured by Canadian and
international productions and awards) and
to my mind, by a wide margin, the best.
His plays are very funny. The majority are
set in the working class district of Toronto
in which he grew up, and his passionate
sympathy for the working class is evident,
but his best plays are intensely ambiguous.
One can hear the echoes of Samuel Beckett
and Harold Pinter in Walker's “poetic” (i.e.
rhythmic) dialogue, but he's doing some-
thing entirely new: his particular manner
of playing with naturalism has allowed him
to create the most articulate ordinary work-
ing class characters in the history of thea-
tre. And, except in his earliest plays, hes
put recognizable characters and events into
a story we can follow.

Knowles, in discussing Walker's earliest,
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“modernist” plays, finds that “Walker’s char-
acteristic irony creates a formal fissure in-
dicative of the discomfort that Canada’s
most modernist playwrights have frequently
felt with the form.... Overall, however, the
ideological work performed by these [early]
plays is culturally affirmative, serving to
deflect disaffection into an existential iner-
tia.”2* Knowles prefers Walker's later plays:
“Love and Anger [1989] productively per-
verts the neo-Aristotelean structures of re-
versal and recognition, [and] Nothing Sacred
[1988] does something similar with the
oedipal narrative."??

Chris Johnson of the University of Mani-
toba does a better job of describing Walk-
er’s work, in his Essays on George F Walker.
He's hard on poststructuralism, which, he
says, “has all too often...frozen into a rigid,
heavily-codified, pseudo-scientific and im-
personal discourse,” but he can't stop him-
self from using poststructuralist writers and
jargon to justify his admiration for Walker.
Moreover, Johnson is concerned that some-
thing was lost, circa 1997, when Walker
moved from modernism towards a more ac-
cessible theatre: “Walker's work underwent
a change from the earlier eccentric, ‘ex-cen-
tric’ plays to work more accessible to a
broader audience, more ‘generous’ to use
Walker's word, and arguably, then, more
‘mainstream.”™?* “| think Walker was feel-
ing the pull of commercial theatre, [but] at
the same time...was repelled by it, and felt
that that kind of theatre would separate him
from his self, his artistic self.”?> Johnson
never says that Walker “sold out.” Rather
there's a sadness, as when Johnson writes
of the “contradictions which occur when,
on the one hand, Walker tries to stay true
to what he sees, how he sees it, and what
he is doing, and on the other hand tries to
reach the broader audience.”?
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There may be a conflict between an art-
ist’s integrity and his or her desire for popu-
lar success, but there’s no contradiction.
Artists should want to reach an audience.
That Walker “rose to what passes as promi-
nence in Canadian theatre™’ may be sad
because Johnson’s ironic phrasing reflects
the lack of recognition for artists in Canada,
but Walker’s success and willingness to be
generous to an audience are cause for cel-
ebration, not sadness.

Judith Thompson is another very suc-
cessful Canadian playwright, though more
among academics (and perhaps theatre art-
ists) than with audiences. According to
Knowles, “There is even less sense here [in
Thompson] than in Walker's plays of a uni-
fied or essentialist view of the individual.”?®
This is, apparently, a point in Thompson's
favour, but it underscores the arbitrary na-
ture of poststructuralist — or at least
Knowles’ — criticism. Thompson's work —
with its closed world and the apparent im-
possibility of communication — is reminis-
cent of Pinter’s and could easily be described
as absurdist.

Thompson’s modernism — or perhaps her
ability to resist “a unified or essentialist view
of the individual” — makes her particularly
attractive to academics. This may or may
not be the reason Thompson gets into The
Canadian Encyclopedia.?® In any case, Walker
doesn't. Now there's reason for sadness. m
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