
Harlequin in Hogtown
George Luscombe and Toronto Workshop Productions

Toronto Workshop Production s wa s Toronto's firs t 'alternative ' theatre ,
and fo r thirty years, from 195 9 until its closure in 1989 , i t introduced audi-
ences to a radically new form of theatre. Neil Carson's in-depth histor y of
TWP traces the fortune s of many of its actors, writers, designers, and tech -
nicians - bu t the troupe's colourful artistic director, George Luscombe, is
its central character .

George Luscomb e brough t Toront o a  ne w form o f theatr e base d o n
the technique s an d theorie s h e develope d durin g th e fou r year s h e
worked wit h Joan Littlewood' s Theatre Worksho p i n London . Toront o
Workshop Productions bega n it s activities in a  smal l theatr e i n th e base -
ment of a factory i n 195 9 with Luscombe as artistic director. H e preside d
over a  program o f collective play creation tha t fostere d cooperativ e col-
laboration amon g al l th e contributin g artists. A series o f origina l works
and play s from th e Europea n repertoir e i n innovativ e production s wo n
the compan y increasing critica l acclaim. The compan y acquired it s own
building in 1967 , establishin g its reputation a s the mos t exciting theatre
in th e city . B y the earl y 1970s , however , a growin g atmospher e o f Cana-
dian nationalis m caused TW P to b e overshadowe d b y a numbe r o f new
alternative theatres . Luscombe' s an d TWP' s visio n o f a n ideologicall y
committed, technically experimental theatr e remained strong for a num-
ber o f years, but i n th e end a  combination of internal and externa l prob-
lems overwhelmed the company.

TWP's productions provoked radicall y different response s among audi-
ences, and Luscombe' s particular style of drama —  a combination of docu-
mentary, stylize d movement , an d musi c -  remain s controversial . As a
pioneer an d a s a  stimulatin g teacher, however , Georg e Luscomb e ha s
provided inspiratio n for countles s actors an d directors . Carson's boo k i s
an invaluable addition to the history of Canadian theatre .

N E I L CARSO N i s a professo r o f English at th e Universit y o f Guelph , an d
author o f A  Companion  t o Henslowe's Diary  an d Arthur  Miller.



Our job has to  be to draw the  raw material  of  the  theatre from the
community, interpreting  it  in our  own way and giving it back to
the community, not  as  real life but  like  an image  in a  purposely
distorted mirror.

George Luscombe
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Preface

Toronto Workshop Productions is the stepchild of the alternative theatre
movement. Bor n a  decade before it s better-known Toronto rivals , i t saw
its own early achievements ignored o r undervalue d b y a new generatio n
of critics who, like doting parents , exclaime d ove r every faltering step of
its younger siblings . The ten-yea r period during which TWP provided th e
most vital theatre in the cit y was dismissed as the 'Dar k Ages' before The -
atre Pass e Muraill e discovered collectiv e creation.1 It s highl y acclaime d
productions o f th e 1970s , suc h a s Te n Lost  Years  (1974) , Le s Canadiens
(1977), and Ain't  Lookin'  (1980), were considered someho w peripheral t o
the significan t developments in th e city . Historian s of Canadian theatr e
continue t o distinguis h TW P from wha t they cal l the 'majo r alternativ e
theatres,'2 seein g it s work as somehow bot h les s 'collective ' tha n their s
(because th e actor s were subordinate d t o th e director) 3 and les s 'Cana -
dian' (becaus e it s Canadian writers and actor s di d no t dea l wit h 'indige-
nous' material).

This conventional assessment of TWP has always seemed inadequate t o
me. I remembered havin g been overwhelme d by the energy and imagina-
tion o f TWP productions in the early 1960s, and I  felt tha t the excitemen t
of thos e production s ha d neve r bee n adequatel y communicated . Wha t
was missing from th e usua l historical accounts was a sense o f the novelty
of the enterprise . Befor e TWP, mos t people believe d tha t origina l Cana -
dian play s would neve r b e popula r i n th e country . Luscomb e an d hi s
actors prove d the m wrong . I n effect , the y demonstrated th e viabilit y o f
Canadian drama .

In following the story of the company , I have been struck by its ambigu-
ous outlines. TWP was unusual in having a clear aesthetic vision to which
it remained faithfu l fo r almos t thirty years. If it was distinctive artistically,
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however, i t wa s subject t o th e sam e politica l an d economi c force s tha t
affected al l arts organizations in the 1970 s and 1980s . TWP' s story, there-
fore, i s both singula r an d typical , representative an d unique . Thoug h i t
marched t o a different drum, TWP was caught up in the same battles tha t
engulfed al l the alternativ e theatres i n Toronto.

The tas k of reconstructing those battle s has been mor e comple x tha n I
anticipated. In spite of the existence of extensive archives (including play-
scripts, photographs, audiotapes , an d critica l reviews) , the spiri t of many
of TWP' s production s i s almos t irretrievabl y lost . Fortunately , I  wa s
assisted in my archaeological undertaking by many individuals who, in dif-
ferent capacities , ha d bee n connecte d wit h th e company . Foremos t
among the m was George Luscombe, who in a series of interviews in 198 7
and 198 8 provide d m e wit h th e basi c information out o f which thi s his-
tory has been woven. In the months and year s following those interviews ,
I hav e spoke n t o a  numbe r o f performers , administrators , civil servants ,
and other s wh o were themselve s involved in the event s I was chronicling.
Without exception , the y hav e bee n generou s wit h thei r tim e an d hav e
provided m e wit h details an d anecdote s wit h which to enliven this story.
To construct a  solid foundation fo r the account , I  have also consulted th e
records of related organizations such as the Canada Council , the Ontario
Arts Council, and th e Cit y of Toronto. I am grateful to the staff s of the sev-
eral librarie s holdin g thi s material , includin g the Nationa l Archive s of
Canada, th e Archives of Ontario, McMaster University Library, the Metro-
politan Toront o Referenc e Library , and th e McLaughli n Library of th e
University of Guelph.

I ow e a specia l deb t o f gratitude t o th e lat e Norma n Walfor d an d t o
Robert Sirman , bot h formerl y at th e Ontari o Arts Council, for grantin g
me acces s to records in th e Council' s possession. Bu t my main apprecia -
tion goe s t o the man y individuals who were willing to share with me thei r
memories of their impression s of and relation s with the company , includ-
ing Lou Applebaum, Maj a Ardai , Michael Ayoub, Anne Bermonte, David
Bolt, Caro l Bolt , Jeff Braunstein , Lee Broker , Steve n Bush , Tom Butler ,
Calvin Butler , David Clement, Suzett e Couture , Larr y Cox, Linda Desjar-
dins, Le n Doncheff , Dian e Douglass , Arnol d Edinborough , Norma n
Endicott, Ronald Evans , Peter Faulkner , June Faulkner , Joan Ferry , Alan
Filewod, Barr y Flatman, Bil l Glassco , Mil o Ringha m Gold , Dian e Grant ,
Robert Green , To m Hendry , John Herbert , Kar l Jaffary, Astri d Janson,
Urjo Kareda , Nanc y (Jowsey ) Lewis , Olg a Kershaw , Derric k Kershaw ,
François Klanfer, Sonja Livingston, Doug Livingston , William Lord, Mona
Luscombe, Pete r McConnell , Catherine McKeehan , Richard McKenna,
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Leslie Mendelsohn , Jack Merigold , Peter Millard , Victoria Mitchell , Tony
Moffat-Lynch, Kathlee n Crawford-Patterson , To m Patterson , Le n Peter -
son, Walte r Pitman , Susa n Puff , Geoffre y Saville-Read , Brook y Robins ,
Grant Roll , Robert Rooney , Toby Ryan , Oscar Ryan, Rick Salutin, Edward
Sanders, Davi d Silcox , Florenc e Silver , Ros s Skene , Cedri c Smith , Ann a
Stratton, Pau l Thompson , France s Walsh , Herber t Whittaker , an d Jac k
Winter. Finally , I would lik e to than k th e Universit y of Guelph fo r finan -
cial suppor t durin g a  sabbatical year, which enabled m e t o work full tim e
on the project .
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George Luscomb e playin g fo r a  group o f CC F Youth Clu b members i n Toront o
in th e 1940s .



Relaxation exercise s during a  training period a t 47 Fraser Avenue . Note th e
final shap e o f th e stage , wit h doubl e pillars , projectin g platform , and minuscul e
'inner stage. '



Rehearsal fo r An d They'll  Make  Peace  (1961 ) a t 4 7 Fraser Avenue . The cas t an d
Jack Winte r (i n th e checke d shirt ) liste n to Luscomb e (of f camera) giv e notes .
Note th e bleache r seatin g and th e us e of ramps .

Hey Rube!  (1961) . Left  t o nghl: Barbara Armitage, George Sperdakos (wit h bac k
to camera), Glen Reid , Tony Moffat-Lynch , Joan Marone y (Ferry) , Ha l Sheftel .
Note the clow n make-up , which was the inspiratio n for th e compan y logo .



Nancy (Jowsey ) Lewis . Courtes y o f Nanc y Lewis .



The automobil e routin e fro m Th e Mechanic (1964), a t th e Universit y of Water-
loo. Left  t o right: Larry Perkin s (Le e Broker) , Lyndsa y Punchar á (seated) ,
Yvonne Adalian , Gregso n Winkfield , Edwar d Kelly , Victoria Mitchell .



The Death of Woyzeck  (1965) , a t Frase r Avenue. Left  t o right: Larry Perkin s (with
back t o camera) , Do n Meyers , Gwen Thomas , Yvonne Adalian, Edwar d Kelly ,
Victoria Mitchell .



The Golem  o f Venice  (1967) , a t Frase r Avenue. Left  t o right: Geoffrey Read , Mar k
Stone (wit h guitar) , Frank Norris, Frances Walsh , Mil o Ringham . Not e th e
elastic 'pages ' throug h whic h th e performer s entered . Photo b y Robert van der
Hilst.



The C.npliiin  <>/  Kiipenich  (1967) , a t Stratford . Note th e styli/e d movement s o f th e
actors an d th e pavilio n theatre .



The compan y i n 1967-8 . Left  to  right:  (bac k row ) Davi d Clement , Ra y Wlielan.
George Luscombe , Françoi s Klanfer , Pete r Faulkner , Tom Fisher ; (fron t row )
Jack Boschulte , Dian e Grant , Mil o Ringham , Durang o Coy (Larr y Mart in) ,
Barbara Walther , June Faulkner , John Faulkner . Photo by Robert va n der Hilst ,
courtesy o f Jun e Faulkner .



The theatr e exterior , 1 2 Alexander Street .



The theatr e interior , 1 2 Alexander Street .



Ray Whelan, Calvi n Butler, and Mon a an d Georg e Luscombe relaxing in
Venice, 1969 .

Che Guevara  (1969) . Left  t o right: Cedric Smit h (wit h back t o camera) , Keith
Dalton, Jac k Boschult e (kneeling) , Me l Dixon, Gay Rowan, Ray Whelan.



The Good  Soldier  Schweik  (197 3 revival; firs t produced 1969) . Left  to  right:  Ros s
Skene, Len Doncheff,Jef f Braunstei n (i n front) , Allan Royal , Pete r Millard ,
Grant Roll , Françoi s Klanfe r (seated) , Mil o Ringham , Sonja Livingston .



Ten Lost  Yfars  (1974) , western tour . Left  t o right: Ross Skene, Ric h Payne , Michael
Burgess (wit h banjo) , Sand y Crawly (wit h guitar) , Rosemary Dunsmore , Iris
Paabo (o n stool) , Pete r Faulkner , Diane Douglass , France s Walsh (sittin g on th e
piano), Pete r Millard .



Mr Bones  (197 2 revival ; firs t produced 1969) . I  ¿ft t o right: Errol Slue , Do n
Meyers (partiall y hidden), Ron Weihs , Suzett e Couture , Michae l Marshal, Maj a
Ardai, Alla n Royal , Jeff Braunstein .

Summer '76  (1975) . Left  t o right: Rich Payne , Dian e Douglass , Gran t Roll .



George Luscombe at 47 Fraser Avenue. Courtesy o f George Luscombe.


