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Reflection Piece:

“Early Years”

By Anna Fuerstenberg




"Early Years"

Toronto was not my first choice, but after the Parti Quebecois won the election in
1977, I had few alternatives. An agent from Toronto attended a reading of one of my
plays in Montreal and he said he would represent me if I moved to Toronto. He
neglected to mention what a 'boy’s club' theatre in Toronto was, but I made the leap.
I quiekly discovered that, unlike Colorado, Chicago, Berke]ey, and even Montreal,
there was little chance that I would be directing any time soon. The doors of the

theatres were shut tight against women.

[ decided to start a theatre school, and with the help of Ken Gass at the Factory
Theatre, THE THEATRE PLANT was born. I strongly believed that acting was
learned on a stage, and although I was rigorous about teaching technique, students
of theatre had to tread the boards!!! T hired a composer and business manager, and
we mounted Prince Razzmatazz and the Assis Dragon. It was a hit, and soon there were
more students than I could handle, and T had to hire friends and colleagues to teach

as well.

We were in the middle of a recession, and The Theatre Plant was expanding
exponentially. I hired a four-piece rock band and wrote Great Scenes for Lousy Lovers.
It was also very successful and got more press than the adule plays in town. Where
else could an audience witness sixteen young girls sing, "How’s Your Love Life?"
Again, we sold out, and that was when The Playwrights Union of Canada asked me

to join.

I went to [PGC] meetings and at the AGMs met many playwrights from across
Canada. I remember one particular day when about ten of us were stuffing
envelopes in preparation for an annual general meeting. We were in negotiation
with PACT and the Canada Council. At the table were many playwrights from
Toronto, who actually did think they were forging a new Canadian theatre. I asked
in a kind of dreamy voice: “If a bomb fell on this building and irradicated us, would

the rest of the country actually notice?” No one else thought it was funny, but I did.



One day in the early 1980s, the Ontario Labour Congress asked me to organize a
series of readings with women playwrights for March &ch [which is International
Women's Day]. Margaret Ho]lingsworth, Erika Ritter, Carol Bolt, and I had a
meeting at Carol’s home. Carol asked why we couldn’t read plays BY men ABOUT
women? [ had to bite my tongue, and eventually we performed our pieces, all

written by women, at city hall.

Soon after this came Rina Fraticelli’s report on "THE STATUS OF WOMEN IN
THE CANADIAN THEATRE." It blew the lid off and soon most of us realized we

were the victims of systemic discrimination. Rina asked me to bring together a few

professional women, theatre practitioners, to talk about the study. The Tarragon
Theatre let us have the Maggie Basset Studio, but in ten minutes we knew we
needed a whole lot more space and we moved to the main stage. This was the
beginning of Women in Theatre, or WIT. Our mandate was to raise enough money

to send Rina’s study to every artistic director and granting agency in the country.

During that time, [ asked the Playwrights Union to let us organize a Women’s
Caucus. [ was fighting both men and women who kept asking, "Why?" They simply
did not wish to acknowledge the statistics. I moved on and organized a Women’s
Caucus at ACTRA, which in those days included screenwriters. It seemed like I

was fighting the same battle over and over again.

When we started the Women’s Caucus [at PGC], it was allotted a tiny space and
usually a very early hour meeting time at the annual AGMs. It took a lot of
decades, but finally, it has the size and momentum to really affect the lives of

women playwrights; just in time for me to start the war on ageism!!!


https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/detail.jsp?Entt=RDM1623839&R=1623839
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/detail.jsp?Entt=RDM1623839&R=1623839
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