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St. Josaphat Ukrainian Catholic Cathedral from a derelict building in Edmonton, by Pieter de Vos, 2003.
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FOR THIS ISSUE WE WERE CURIOUS 
how arts institutions in Alberta survived 
the pandemic. Marcello Di Cintio and 
Sandra Sperounes look at two examples—

One Yellow Rabbit 
and the Edmonton 
Symphony Orchestra. 
I was struck by their 
resilience and by the 
creative adaptation 
of other companies. 
Artists donned masks 
and performed from 
parks and rooftops and 
over Zoom—anything 
to keep making beauty 
and meaning for others. 

It’s also clear that without federal COVID 
supports, many of our artists wouldn’t be 
creating art today. 

How much financial support a 
government should give any sector, in good 
times or bad, is open for healthy discussion. 
On p 42 Owais Lightwala and Colin Craig 
discuss whether the arts should receive 
public money at all. But there’s no question 
that in 2020 and 2021 our arts sector would 
have shrunk without CERB and other 
federal programs. Many artists are aware 

of how the federal government had their 
backs during COVID, and of the public’s 
support for the arts in Canada in the best 
of times—a sector, by the way, worth 
$60-billion in GDP. 

Not long ago the federal government 
bought a pipeline connecting Alberta to 
the BC coast, and spent $1-billion cleaning 
up local oil and gas wells (a massive 
subsidy to industry). Yet our provincial 
leaders say the same federal government 
hates this province, and 10,000 Albertans 
have slapped F*** TRUDEAU decals on 
their trucks. Some Albertans want out of 
the RCMP, the Canada Pension Plan and 
equalization. These services and programs 
create order and stability, and their 
professional operations are the envy of the 
world. Now our would-be leaders muse 
about Alberta separation. 

Critiquing the feds is one thing, but 
some Albertans today act like the spoiled 
teenagers of Confederation: wanting 
everything, receiving everything, then 
complaining they got nothing. I believe 
this culture of ignorant entitlement doesn’t 
reflect how most Albertans feel. But 
these angriest Albertans are very good at 
attracting a spotlight. #
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credible alternative? Something 
more refined than “we can do it 
all with renewables” absent an 
explanation of how that would 
work (required grid investment, 
the intermittency problem, 
etc.)?

LES STELMACH, via Twitter

RE “THE DRAMATIC FALL OF JASON 
Kenney,” by Jared Wesley 
(September): This article is very 
helpful to my understanding of 
why my registered mail to the 
premier went into his wastepaper 
basket. When I was a prefect in a 
boarding school, students knew 
by whose authority I could tell 
them what to do. For genuine 
democracy to endure, the world 
must know by whose authority 
a politician rules over his or her 
parents, grandparents, teachers, 
professors, classmates and 
pastors, if any.

SAM DURU, Calgary

“THE DRAMATIC FALL OF JASON 
Kenney” isn’t just good because 
I happen to agree with the 
analysis—it’s also beautifully 
communicated.… The best 
summary of WTF happened in/
to/with Alberta you’ll read.

CHRISTOPHER BERRY,  
via Twitter

RE “PROFESSORS PUSHED TO THE 
Edge,” by Trevor Harrison 
(September): [This is what 
happens] when you vote for 
politicians who are barbarians 
only interested in big business 
and related tax cuts, subsidies, 
low royalties and reduced 
regulation. As if civilization was 
only being an employee.

DAVID PATTERSON,  
via Facebook

RE “LET’S DEBATE CANCON…minus 
the conspiracy theories,” by Paula 
Simons (September): Thank you 
for having the courage to tell the 
truth and to say it like it is.

HEATHER KNORR, via Twitter

RE “SHOULD ALBERTA HAVE NUCLEAR 
Energy?” (Dialogue, October): We 
already have the largest reactor in 
our solar system at our disposal. 
It’s quite safe because it’s about 
93 million miles away. It runs on 
fusion, something that humans 
have yet to achieve. Meanwhile 
human attempts at nuclear energy 
suffer from all the problems listed 
by Theresa McClenaghan. Plus, as 
we have seen demonstrated this 
year, reactors become incredibly 
dangerous in times of war.

Duane Bratt’s main justification 
for nuclear reactors in Alberta 
seems to be to aid us along the 
“pathway to net zero.” This is a 
canard which avoids mention of 
“scope 3” emissions. These result 
from burning tar after it is sold. 
A world beset by climate chaos 
simply cannot afford to have us 
continuing to emit greenhouse 
gases. So instead of trying to find 
a “pathway to net zero,” we ought 
to just shut down the tar sands.

REYNOLD REIMER, Calgary

REALLY NO NEED FOR DEBATE; to 
achieve climate goals, nuclear 
required, period.
JONATHAN WALDIE, via Twitter

SERIOUS QUESTION: DOES  
[Theresa McClenaghan] (the 
“no” case) actually have a 

We welcome 
letters but edit 

for clarity, 
brevity and 

legality. Include 
your name and 

address. 
letters@

albertaviews.ca

Your Views
TRADITIONAL BROADCAST MEDIUMS 
are finite. Cancon rules help 
ensure Canadian content gets air 
time in that finite space. Internet 
streaming content possibilities 
are infinite. No such rules need to 
exist. Nobody is asking for this. 
Everyone can and should watch 
what they want.

DENNIS LEMIRE, via Twitter

RE EDITORIAL, JUL/AUG: I disagree 
with your assertion that 
“government has abdicated 
its responsibility.” To whom? 
Politicians in “captured 
governments” at all levels have 
worked tirelessly for their friends 
and financial backers ever since 
Sir John A. Macdonald and the 
Pacific Scandal. Only by shining a 
light on corruption and subjecting 
the corruptor and the corruptee 
to real penalties will we ever get a 
government that works with the 
public interest in mind. I applaud 
Alberta Views for illuminating the 
situation in Alberta. Now, what 
about those penalties…? (This 
message is not confidential and 
is being shared with the FBI, CIA 
and NSA through complicity of 
Google Inc.)

MARTIN GAGNE, Toronto

RE “EDMONTON TO CALGARY IN AN 
Hour” (May): A superfast train 
connecting Edmonton and 
Calgary, with all of its challenges 
and associated costs, is not 
necessary or desirable. Non-
stop proposals only serve the 
biggest cities. What about smaller 
communities along the route? 
What about daily commutes to 
work, to shop, for appointments? 
A relaxing hands-off train ride 
would mean time for homework.

Previous high-speed train 
proposals in Alberta saw 
competition with air travel. We 
need an extensive passenger/
commuter train, stopping at 
numerous places along the 
way, that actually serves all the 
people—especially since our 
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bus service is also limited to two 
or three cities with the loss of 
Greyhound. A passenger train 
could be extended into viable 
coverage south and north.  

Look at VIA Rail Canada’s 
proposed multi-stop high 
frequency rail system (mostly 
electric) between Ontario and 
Quebec, set to reach speeds of 
200 km/h, on its own track. 
Significant reduction of road 
congestion and greenhouse gas 
emissions would be realized. And 
there is nothing wrong with using 
railroad crossing gates to halt 
traffic. They’re effective and safe 
in other countries.

LORI M. FELDBERG, 
Wetaskiwin

OTHER THAN CANDIDATE LESLYN 
Lewis, were there any genuinely 
traditionally conservative federal 
Conservative Party leadership 
contenders? The party seemingly 

has become a money-first 
political entity with little or no 
stance on major social issues, 
notably abortion. Thus they’re 
closer to being libertarian, 
standing for little other than big 
business and balanced budgets. 
(Like the Conservatives, the 
Liberals consistently pander to 
corporate objectives and the 
rich. But they have generally 
maintained their traditional 
liberal stances on core social 
policies, notably those involving 
race, gender and sexuality.) 

While a few decades ago the 
Conservatives were essentially 
dominated by Christian 
politicians, the party has 
increasingly become diluted with 
representatives who practise 
other faiths or even none at all. 
Regardless, fundamental human 
necessities apparently are not 
their concern: While smugly 
boasting of and promising 

L E T T E R S

“balanced” budgets, they callously 
omit the human equation, as 
though very tight finances are of 
any use to most Canadians, who 
are struggling to make ends meet. 

Assuming budgets were 
genuinely balanced and not just 
creative-accounting fudge-it 
budgets, a party’s smilingly 
spouting nonsensical platitudes 
that somehow, by simply being 
in the black, the budget will leave 
“more money in Canadians’ 
pockets” in these financially 
tough times is insensitive at best. 
Meanwhile, politicians continue 
doling out the corporate-welfare-
cheque subsidies to already 
very profitable—and planet 
polluting!—corporations. For 
“conservatives,” they sure do 
subsidize corporate causes and 
allow industry to pollute our 
environment quite liberally. 

FRANK STERLE JR.,  
White Rock, BC #

Long-time Red Deer College (Polytechnic) instructor Jim Westergard donated a 
signifi cant gift of his life’s work to the Red Deer MAG in 2020. Join us in exploring 
his life drawings - many done in class alongside his students as he taught them 
drawing. Best known as a wood engraving printmaker, Jim’s masterful renderings of 
the human fi gure are testament to his skill as an artist.  

September 3 - November 19, 2022
Opening Reception: September 2, 2022 / 5-8pm

4525-47A Avenue, 
Red Deer AB  T4N 6Z6
reddeermuseum.com
587.797.4040
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THEATRE

EDMONTON
The Wrong People Have Money
By Reed McColm, 
directed by John Hudson,
Shadow Theatre, 
Varscona Theatre,
Oct 18–Nov 6
Squeamish
By Aaron Mark,
directed by Trevor Schmidt,
Northern Light Theatre, 
ATB Arts Barns, 
Oct 21–Nov 5
Dora Maar: The Wicked One
By Beth Graham and Daniela 
Vlaskalic,
Workshop West Playwrights 
Theatre, Gateway Theatre,
Oct 27–Nov 6
Beatles Back in Time
Jubilations Dinner Theatre,
until Oct 30
Almost a Full Moon
By Charlotte Corbeil-Coleman, 
directed by Daryl Cloran, 
inspired by the Hawksley 

Workman album,
Citadel Theatre, Shoctor Theatre,
Nov 5–27
Wrong Window!
By Billy Van Zandt and  
Jane Milmore,  
directed by Stuart L. McGowan,
St. Albert Dinner Theatre, 
Kinsmen Hall, St. Albert,
Nov 10–26
Evandalism
By MC RedCloud, 
directed by Murray Utas,
Fringe Theatre, 
Backstage Theatre,
Nov 15–27
Company
Music and lyrics by Stephen 
Sondheim, directed by Marianne 
Copithorne,
MacEwan University,  
Triffo Theatre, Nov 30–Dec 4

CALGARY
The Lightning Thief:  
The Percy Jackson Musical 
Music and lyrics by Rob Rokicki, 
book by Joe Tracz, based on the 

novel by Rick Riordan,
StoryBook Theatre, 
Beddington Theatre, 
Oct 14–Nov 5
Cowgirl Up
By Anna Chatterton, 
co-created with Meg Braem and 
Christine Brubaker, 
directed by Christine Brubaker,
Alberta Theatre Projects, 
Martha Cohen Theatre,  
Arts Commons,
Oct 18–30
The Importance of Being 
Earnest
By Oscar Wilde, 
directed by Bronwyn Steinberg,
Theatre Calgary, 
Max Bell Theatre, 
Oct 25–Nov 19
Agatha Christie’s Murder on 
the Orient Express 
Adapted by Ken Ludwig, 
directed by Jovanni Sy, 
Vertigo Theatre,
Nov 12–Dec 17
Elf: The Musical
StoryBook Theatre, 
Beddington Theatre,
Nov 25–Dec 31

LETHBRIDGE
Dr. Faustus
By Christopher Marlowe, 
directed and adapted by  
Justin Blum, 
University of Lethbridge Drama, 
David Spinks Theatre,
Nov 1–5

GRANDE PRAIRIE
The Play that Goes Wrong 
By Henry Lewis, Jonathan Sayer 
and Henry Shields, 
directed by Joy Dunn,
Grande Prairie Live Theatre,
Nov 24–Dec 10

ROSEBUD
The Lion, the Witch and the 
Wardrobe 
By C.S. Lewis, 
adapted by Ron Reed,
Rosebud Theatre, 
Rosebud Opera House, 
Nov 4–Dec 23 J
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Dora Maar: 
The Wicked 

One

Cheremosh Ukrainian Dance Company,
Esplanade  

THE SCENE
A snapshot of the cultural life of Alberta



 

MUST-SEE EXHIBITION

Party Paintings: Life of the Party in 
Narrative Portraiture
by Campbell Wallace,  
Multicultural Heritage Centre,  
Stony Plain, until Nov 23

The portraits in this exhibition have been selected 
from a larger, ongoing body of work concerned with 
extraordinary moments found within ordinary events 
of people’s lives. The “Party Paintings” focus not only on 
the potential highs of social interaction but also on the 
unease of its after-effects. 
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top: Exhibit installation.
middle: Allegory of Night. Acrylic and oil on canvas. 19˝ × 12.5˝.
bottom: Exhibit installation.
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ARTS LISTI NGS

Almost Maine 
By John Cariani, 
presented by Rosebud School of 
the Arts actors in training,
Rosebud Theatre, 
Rosebud Opera House, 
Nov 25–Dec 17

MUSIC

EDMONTON
Charles Richard-Hamelin
Edmonton Chamber Music 
Society,
Robertson-Wesley United 
Church,  
Oct 29
Italian Masters
Bianca Chambul, bassoon,
Laura Veeze, violin,
Alberta Baroque Ensemble,
Robertson-Wesley United 
Church, Oct 30
A Thought of War
#connect, Pro Coro Canada’s 
ensemble of emerging singers,
Holy Trinity Anglican Church, 
Nov 6

Altered Ground is about Canmore’s 
underlying geology. Five parallel 
undulating steel vertical slabs with 
various sizes of stainless steel 
spheres trapped among them 
embody the geological formation 
of the mountains by representing 
changes that occur deep 
underground.

Petite Messe Solennelle
Jacqueline Hernandez, soprano, 
Catherine Daniel, mezzo-
soprano, John Tessier, tenor, 
Jin Yu, bass,
Pro Coro Canada,
All Saints Anglican Cathedral, 
Nov 26

EDMONTON SYMPHONY 
ORCHESTRA
Venue: Winspear Centre
Stern Conducts Grieg and 
Stravinsky
Conducted by Michael Stern,
Nov 5
The Music of Vaughan Williams 
With the Richard Eaton Singers,
conducted by Leonard Ratzlaff,
Nov 12
Trip to Vienna and Prague 
Conducted by Dinis Sousa,
Nov 19 
Celtic Adventures with  
The McDades 
With The McDades ensemble,
conducted by Allan Gilliland,
Nov 25, 26

CALGARY
Good Story: Indigenous Opera
Rob Hunter Theatre,
The Grand, Nov 4, 5 
Ensemble Caprice
Calgary Pro Musica,
Eckhardt-Gramatté Hall,
Nov 13, 14

CALGARY OPERA
Carmen
By Georges Bizet,
conducted by Mark Morash,
Carmen sung by Rihab Chaieb,
Nov 19, 23, 25

CALGARY PHILHARMONIC 
ORCHESTRA
Tom McCaslin Performs John 
Williams
Conducted by Karl Hirzer, Nov 5
Mahler’s Fifth Symphony 
Conducted by Rune Bergmann,
Nov 11, 12
The Firebird by Igor Stravinsky 
Conducted by Karl Hirzer,
with dancers from the Alberta 
Ballet School, Nov 26
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Artist: Tony Bloom
Year: 2018
Material: stainless steel 
Cost: $150,000
Location: Fairholme Drive at the 
Spur Line Trail

SPOT PUBLIC ART   
ALTERED GROUND  
CANMORE

Carmen at 
Calgary Opera
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Marjorie 
Celona 

U OF C SCHOOL OF CREATIVE 
AND PERFORMING ARTS
Venue: Eckhardt-Gramatté Hall,
Rosza Centre
Remembrance Day Concert 
With UCalgary String Quartet,
Nov 10
UCalgary Jazz Orchestra
Conducted by Jeremy Brown,
Nov 14
UCalgary Chorus and Chamber 
Choir
Directed by Kathryn Parrotta, 
Nov 15
UCalgary Orchestra
Conducted by Edmond Agopian, 
Nov 17
Aurora Trio
Jani Parsons, piano,
Timothy Steeves, violin,
Max Geissler, cello,
Nov 26
UCalgary Chamber Music
Directed by Edmond Agopian, 
Nov 28

LETHBRIDGE
LETHBRIDGE SYMPHONY
Venue: Southminster United 
Church
Triple Play 
Opus 3 Trio, Nov 21
Kids Choir
Nov 23, 24

FORT McMURRAY
The Piano Men  
Starring Jim Witter,
Keyano Theatre,
Nov 8

DANCE

EDMONTON
ALBERTA BALLET 
Away We Go
Choreography by Cathy Marston, 
Alysa Pires and Helen Pickett,
Jubilee Auditorium, 
Nov 4, 5

MEDICINE HAT
ESPLANADE  
Cheremosh
Ukrainian Dance Company,
Nov 5

VISUAL ARTS

EDMONTON
ALBERTA CRAFT COUNCIL
Albirda: Put a Bird on It 
Until Oct 29

ART GALLERY OF ALBERTA
Shuffle: Artwork from the Nina 
Collective
Until Nov 13
Scents of Movement, Scents of 
Place
Until Dec 31
BEHOLD|EN: New Acquisitions 
to the AGA Collection
Until Feb 26, 2023
Conjured Images: Spirit 
Photography from the Turn of 
the 20th Century
Until Feb 26, 2023

HARCOURT HOUSE
Keri-Lynn Reeves; 
Kiona Callihoo Ligtvoet; 
both until Nov 26

CALGARY
ALBERTA CRAFT COUNCIL
Craft and Science
A group show by 15 artists,
until Nov 5

ESKER FOUNDATION
Chloë Lum and Yannick 
Desranleau: The Garden of a 
Former House Turned Museum;
Gailan Ngan: From the Studio 
Floor;
Robin Arseneault: Falling Off 
the Log;
all until Dec 18

ILLINGWORTH KERR GALLERY 
Northern Oracle
Heather Hart’s rooftop installation 
with mixed media drawings,
until Nov 26

RED DEER 
RED DEER MUSEUM+ART 
GALLERY (MAG)
The Boultbee Project
A hallway exhibit of two-
dimensional works,
until Dec 3

Jim Westergard: In a Class of 
His Own
Life drawings by the long-time 
Red Deer College instructor, 
until Nov 19

GRANDE PRAIRIE
ART GALLERY OF  
GRANDE PRAIRIE
Jazz Influences: Rhythm, 
Movement and Improv!
Until Nov 6
Undocumented Studies: Evelyn 
McBryan, Sketches from The 
Permanent Collection
Until Feb 26, 2023

BANFF
WALTER PHILLIPS GALLERY
The Shape of an Echo: 
Selections from the Permanent 
Collection, until Dec 4

WHYTE MUSEUM
Treasures Within: 50 Years of 
Collecting, ongoing

LITERARY 

EDMONTON 
UA WRITER IN RESIDENCE
Bänoo Zan—poet, librettist, 
translator, editor—has published 
200 poems and three books.

CALGARY
UC WRITER IN RESIDENCE
Marjorie Celona, author of two 
bestselling novels, is available for 
manuscript consultations.

OWL’S NEST BOOKS
O.W.L.S. Book Club
What Strange Paradise, 
by Omar El Akkad, Nov 3
QUEEReads YYC
The Song of Achilles, 
by Madeline Miller, Nov 14

FILM 

BANFF
MOUNTAIN FILM AND BOOK 
FESTIVAL
A celebration of mountain 
culture, Oct 29–Nov 6 #JA
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ON S ECON D THOUG HT PAUL A S IMONS

WHEN THE EDMONTON INSTITUTION 
for Women opened in 1995, it was meant 
to be a bold experiment in a more gentle, 
rehabilitative form of corrections. Instead 
of a fortress full of locked cells, inmates 

would be housed in an “open campus,” primarily in a series of 
home-like cottages, where women would cook together, clean 
together and have considerable freedom to walk the grounds. 

The experiment got off to a bumpy start. First, inmate 
Denise Fayant was murdered. Then seven maximum-security 
prisoners escaped in an 18-day span. After that, new secure 
facilities were built for high-risk residents, and new security 
protocols were adopted. Today the federal institution houses a 
mix of maximum-, medium- and minimum-security prisoners. 

Much else has changed since 1995. Where the prison once 
stood isolated from the rest of the city, it’s now surrounded by 
offices, car dealerships and warehouses. The institution is full 
to capacity, and then some. Those homey cottages haven’t aged 

well. They’ve been lived in, hard, 
and need significant repairs. But 
the institution has neither the 
budget nor the capacity to fix 
aging infrastructure. They can’t 
empty the houses to renovate or 
rebuild them, because there’s no 
other place to hold the residents. 
There’s no room on-site to 
expand. Meanwhile the inmates 
themselves have to fix up their 
own living quarters, with a little 

basic instruction in carpentry and plumbing.
COVID has made everything harder for staff and inmates 

alike. The pandemic meant strict isolation and lockdowns for 
residents, the cancellation of many therapies, programs and 
family visits, the elimination of many of the services done 
by volunteers (who were largely barred from entering the 
facility) and strict limits on transfers to Indigenous healing 
lodges. Those restrictions are just beginning to ease. Not that 
the coronavirus has disappeared. When I recently visited the 
institution, alongside my colleague Senator Kim Pate, a long-
time prison-reform advocate, it was still dealing with significant 
COVID outbreaks. 

In 1996, 23 per cent of female offenders in Canada’s federal 
institutions identified as Aboriginal. At the time, that was 
considered a troubling overrepresentation. A study released 
last December by federal correctional investigator Ivan Zinger 
found that 48 per cent of women prisoners in Canada’s federal 

penal system now are First Nations, Metis or Inuit. But numbers 
here are far more shocking. As of this fall, 70 per cent of inmates 
at the Edmonton Institution for Women are Indigenous—
despite the fact that only 6.5 per cent of Albertans identify as 
Indigenous. 

Prisoners don’t just come from Alberta, of course. The 
institution serves the whole prairie region, so inmates come 
from Saskatchewan, Manitoba and the Northwest Territories 
too. But that doesn’t explain away the 70 per cent figure. It just 
underlines the full extent of the crisis across the prairies.

Why is the number so grotesquely disproportionate? It starts, 
of course, with intergenerational trauma and the dark, echoing 
legacy of residential schools, with domestic violence, a broken 
child welfare system, a poor high school completion rate, a 
lack of reproductive choice. It’s interwoven with poverty, with 
childhood sexual abuse, with addiction, with the lack of mental 
health care, with the lack of supportive housing for the homeless, 
with the lure of gangs that provide a sense of belonging.

But let’s not ignore deep systemic racism, sometimes obvious 
and sometimes subtle and insidious. For example, an Indigenous 
woman might be charged with a crime, while a white woman 
who did the same thing might just get a warning or a fine. In 
many cases, Indigenous women can’t afford or access the help 
of experienced, well-resourced lawyers. They may be unable 
to meet bail or parole conditions, and so end up back behind 
bars. Then there are mandatory minimum sentences, which rob 
judges of the discretion to consider extenuating conditions and 
social circumstances. Such one-size-fits-all sentences can mean 
imprisoning people for longer periods than might be otherwise 
warranted if all factors were taken into account. The threat of 
a long mandatory-minimum sentence can also coerce women 
into pleading guilty to a lesser offence, such as manslaughter, 
rather than run the risk of getting the mandatory minimum 
sentence for murder. Even when a woman has a legitimate 
defence, she may be afraid to fight her case given the threat of a 
life sentence hanging over her. 

We need to find the funds and capacity to retrofit this aging 
prison, to make it safe and decent for those who live and work 
there. But we must also ask how we have created a society and a 
criminal justice system so dysfunctional that 70 per cent of the 
women we incarcerate here are Indigenous. Until we address 
that injustice, all the renovations in the world will neither 
repair nor redeem the true rot at the core of our culture of 
corrections—a crisis created far outside the prison fence. #

Paula Simons is an independent senator and the host of the 
podcast Alberta Unbound. She lives in Edmonton.

Injustice System

The rot in our prisons.

How have we 
created a system 
so dysfunctional 
that 70 per cent 
of the women 
we incarcerate 
are Indigenous?
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LETHBRIDGE, 1976

“Garter Belt Maniac”
From “Transcending Foundations: Reflections on the Southern 
Alberta Art Gallery’s years of service,” by Alf Bogusky, in Towards 
Real and Permanent Good: Reflections on the Centennial 
Anniversary of the Lethbridge Carnegie Library Building, Tiny 
Press at SAAG, 2022. Bogusky began working at the Southern 
Alberta Art Gallery as an assistant curator in 1976 and then 
served as director of the gallery from 1979 to 1985.

L ethbridge in 1976 was home to less than half the population 
of the community it is today. In those days, it could be 

characterized as a retirement community, conservative with 
strong rural attachments; it was primarily a regional seat of 
governance service. Its small size and rural makeup presented 
challenges for a gallery staff learning to successfully present 
contemporary art where little was seen in the past. This 
challenge became evident with a retrospective exhibition of the 
Lethbridge-born artist Dennis Burton. 

Burton was a highly acclaimed painter with an international 
profile. He attained some notoriety for aspects of his work 
that explored erotic terrain in the permissive 1960s. The 1979 
exhibition included a selection of his Garter Belt paintings 
which previously caught the attention of The Right Honourable 
John Diefenbaker in the early ’60s. At that time, in a speech 
to the House of Commons, Diefenbaker declared Burton “the 
garter belt maniac.” Much to the artist’s delight, Diefenbaker’s 
attack augmented Burton’s notoriety. During the run of his 
retrospective at the gallery, a local host of a daytime radio 
call-in show, perhaps recalling Mr. Diefenbaker’s opinions or 
reflecting those of his callers, began to criticize the gallery on 
air. He stated that what was shown at the gallery was fit for the 
pages of Penthouse magazine.

Lethbridge is a small community where word of mouth is 
powerful. Stilted criticism augmented by the endless iterations 
of a talk show host eager to exploit controversy was devastating. 
The gossip was bad enough. However, the worst part was that 
the radio host, finding a publicly funded contemporary art 
gallery to be an easy target, kept up his campaign of criticism 
long after the exhibition moved on. He returned to the subject 
regularly. The idea of the gallery as a den of iniquity became 
an outsize notion among certain sets, primarily seniors. They 
comprised the bulk of his audience, a sizable constituency of 
what remains an agriculturally centred retirement community.

Our failure in this public engagement lay not in artistic 
choices but in communication planning. We anticipated 
much interest among community members eager to see a 
retrospective of a local boy who had made good on the art 
world stage. So, our plans included holding a coffee party 
sneak preview of the exhibition combined with a membership 
renewal blitz. High hopes and enthusiasm for what we 
imagined as a coup evaporated as the first visitors, mainly 
female seniors and retirees, entered the gallery. We watched 

them circuit the gallery, and upon encountering the most 
controversial works, the visitors did an about-face. They 
quickly moved across the room, apparently finding a deep 
interest in the safer phases of Burton’s abstract work, which 
had generated its own controversy in previous decades. In the 
interests of brevity, let me say that our objectives were not met. 
The gallery’s membership dropped by 20 per cent that year.

The scandal persisted for years…. Long after this debacle, I 
observed an older man walking carefully around the gallery, 
shaking his head and muttering, apparently irritated. Sensing 
his displeasure, I approached him to inquire what he saw as a 
problem. He was delighted to chat, and the first thing he said 
was, “This is the first time I’ve been in here, and I really don’t 
know what all the fuss is about. Where are all the dirty pictures 
I’ve heard about on the radio?” We then spent a delightful 
hour exploring all the exhibitions. He became a regular visitor. 
Whenever he encountered me, he’d sidle up conspiratorially 
and ask furtively, “Where are the dirty pictures?”

CALGARY

“Glittering Scum”
From “It’s time to commemorate Sir Winston Churchill in Calgary,” 
a Calgary Herald op-ed by Mark Milke, Aug 24, 2022. Milke is a 
former senior fellow at the Fraser Institute and a former executive 
director of research at the Canadian Energy Centre (also known 
as Alberta’s “war room”). He is currently the president of the Sir 
Winston Churchill Society of Calgary. In Alberta a public plaza 
in Edmonton, high schools in Calgary and Lethbridge, a main 
thoroughfare in St. Albert, a mountain range near Jasper, a park 
near Lac La Biche and more are named after Churchill.

A statue of the famed wartime leader Sir Winston Churchill 
will soon grace downtown Calgary, a gift from the Sir 

Winston Churchill Society of Calgary. In partnership with 
the province, the Churchill statue will be unveiled next 
spring on the south lawn of McDougall Centre, the provincial 
government’s southern Alberta “home base”…. 

New art is one reason why we are pleased to loan [the statue] 
to the people of Alberta in perpetuity. There are other reasons 
why all Canadians should commemorate Churchill. They 
include that he was the 20th century’s most critical statesman 
and one who cherished the beauty and potential of Alberta. 

[In August 1929] Churchill visited Turner Valley, where 
Alberta’s nascent oil industry was just getting started. Churchill 
saw both the potential of the industry while also being frustrated 
by the lack of support for it in the distant imperial capital of 
London. While at Turner Valley, Churchill’s son Randolph 
complained both about the hellish-looking industrial vista 
and derided the local oil men for “their lack of culture.” But 
Churchill, who well knew that entrepreneurs must first create 
an economy from which the arts can later be funded, retorted 
that, “Cultured people are merely the glittering scum which 
floats upon the deep river of production.”  
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2020. Projection. Calgary.

CALGARY

Touchless Moment
From “The Future of Touch,” a multi-media essay/conversation 
about touch in the COVID-19 era, facilitated by Caitlind r.c. 
Brown and Wayne Garrett of Calgary and including over 65 
artists, curators, choreographers, designers, dancers, musicians 
and administrators. The following is an excerpt from the event 
May 22, 2020, from which videos and sound clips can be found 
at incandescentcloud.com/the-future-of-touch.

W e are currently encountering a crisis of touch. We are not 
the first—those with compromised immune systems, 

contagious diseases and certain mental health concerns 
have been here before—but the present touch-fear is shared 
in unison around the globe, as tangible and invisible as the 
Coronavirus itself. Humans of this era are always trying to 
expand themselves beyond their physical bodies, to reach 
further, to touch more. Sometimes touch is colonial, capitalist 
or worse—more like a grab, a precursor to taking something. 
Often, however, touch is more reciprocal, intended to build 
connections between. 

My particles reach for yours, and though they never entwine, 
the desire to be closer has expressed itself. 

Touching a thing is associated with believing in its realness. 
Cultural touch varies widely, as does the prevalence of 
interpersonal touching: handshakes, cheek kisses, hugs and so 
forth. Those without vision learn to read with their hands and 
ears. Small children shape distance, scale and form through 
touch. Whether touching objects, each other or other living 
things, the inherent value of touching the world is indisputable. 
Because of this, we know that touch will recover from this 
current touchless moment. After all, pandemics have come 
and gone before; we are all the unlikely survivors of thousands 
of catastrophes, followed by touch.

Prior to this pandemic, touch had been growing increasingly 
prevalent in contemporary art, certainly under the rising 
popularity of “interactive art” but also as a reflection of the 
diverse ways art can be experienced in the 21st century. 

So what about now? What about these months and 
(potentially) years where touching is discouraged, gatherings 
are self-aware and germs are almost visible hanging in the air 
between us? Whether making art in specifically touch-based 
mediums or in broadly people-oriented situations, artists 
working in the social sphere have undoubtedly considered 
the impacts of COVID-19 on their practice. How have their 
interpersonal philosophies already been shaped by this historic 
moment? How are they thinking about togetherness now? What 
does it mean to facilitate touch responsibly through the lens of 
our current experience? How can we learn to touch again?
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UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA

Hi Mom, It’s Me in the Box
From “Hi Mom, It’s Me,” a chapter in Until Further Notice: A 
Year in Pandemic Time, by Amy Kaler, University of Alberta 
Press, 2022. Kaler is a professor of sociology at the U of A.

Y esterday I took part in a Zoom karaoke singalong at the 
seniors residence near Toronto where my mother lives, 

with 15 elders in little boxes on my screen. It was a cacophony 
of overlapping unmuted microphones, karaoke machine 
feedback, “Frosty the Snowman” and random jingles. I could 
tell from my screen that my mother saw me and sort of 
recognized me but was puzzled as to what I was doing there. I 
could see her gesturing but couldn’t direct her to use the chat 
box or to connect with me directly. In a moment of workaround 
inspiration, I clicked on my screen name and changed it from 
“MacBook Air” to “Amy Kaler Hi Mom It’s Me.” My mother’s 
face lit up—she was sure who I was. 

She made ear-cupping gestures and I realized she wanted 
me to call her. I picked up my phone and tapped in her 
number while watching her reach across her tray for her 
phone. I couldn’t hear the buzz when my call came through 
on her, but I could see her phone vibrate. We chatted for about 
20 minutes, our conversation mixing with the other strata 
of communication emanating from my laptop—karaoke, 
fragments of conversation, audio feedback, video bits of 
holiday decorations and tinsel. 

These overlapping streams of input, at a great physical 
remove but enabled by screens, felt jarring and disorienting, 
a feeling that’s become familiar over the past nine months of a 
pandemic that constrains social interaction. Talking to people, 
verbal communication, has gone from something linear and 
functionally pretty simple to something more intricate and 
punctuated. It’s like going from mono to stereo sound, except 
that the experience isn’t enhanced, it’s degraded. It’s also 
just plain weird to be watching my mother several thousand 
kilometres away going from on-screen bewilderment to 
semaphore to a voice emanating from my phone, all while 
“Frosty the Snowman” jolts out of my speakers. 

EDMONTON

Virtual Turtles
From “#MuseumFromHome highlights Alberta’s rich history,” 
a press release from Leela Aheer, then minister of culture, 
multiculturalism and status of women, Apr 25, 2020. 

F or the first time, social media will be used to bring the 
province’s historic sites and museums into Albertans’ homes. 

#MuseumFromHome began to trend after museums around 
the world closed to help slow the spread of COVID-19. From 

the Louvre to the Museum of Modern Art, curators around the 
world have been entertaining and educating millions of at-home 
viewers by uploading virtual tours, interesting and entertaining 
facts and never-before-seen content from their collections.

Alberta’s provincial historic sites and museums will be 
joining the #MuseumFromHome movement with new digital 
content uploaded every week—from educational content, 
to crafts for kids, to exclusive tours by museum staff. The 
campaign kicks off with an interview between Minister of 
Culture, Multiculturalism and Status of Women Leela Sharon 
Aheer and the Royal Alberta Museum about their immense 
bug collection…. 

Turtle livestreams, prohibition and pysanky ahead! Viewers 
can check out the social media accounts of their favourite 
historic sites and museums each week for new content. Here’s a 
sample of what is available now:
• The Royal Alberta Museum’s livestream features western 
painted turtles, peacock mantis shrimp and other creatures 
from the Bug Gallery.
• Follow #TankLifeTuesday for extra fun facts and features 
about the critters on the screen.
• Remington Carriage Museum’s latest video is on the 
province’s connection to Canada Dry and the prohibition era.
• The Ukrainian Cultural Heritage Village has posted a video 
on how you can create your own pysanky (traditional decorated 
eggs), along with bread recipes.
• In its first video in an exclusive behind-the-scenes series, the 
Royal Tyrrell Museum of Palaeontology shares a sneak peek 
of its collection, which spans the history of life on Earth—
from some of the oldest known fossils, to the extinction of the 
dinosaurs and beyond.

CALGARY

Online Pivot
From “Out of the darkness,” by Zoltan Varadi, Avenue Calgary, 
avenuecalgary.com, Sep 2022. 

W hen the world as we knew it ground to an abrupt halt 
in March 2020, Wordfest CEO and Creative Ringleader 

Shelley Youngblut instructed her team to take in some episodes 
of Saturday Night Live.

Her dictum wasn’t for morale-boosting purposes, though. 
With its cast and crew unable to congregate on set during 
the pandemic, SNL had temporarily rebranded as Saturday 
Night Live at Home and, much like the rest of us, found itself 
awkwardly attempting to communicate with the outside world 
from a myriad of Zoom boxes.

Wordfest, whose very existence depended on live author 
appearances and other in-person literary programming, 
needed to pivot exclusively online, so Youngblut used SNL as 
a kind of benchmark. It didn’t necessarily matter that her staff 
had little-to-no video-production experience—the sudden 
Zoomification of everyday existence rendered such details a 
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moot point. “It reminded me of punk, in that nobody knew 
anything,” says Youngblut, speaking from experience as the 
founding editor of [the University of Calgary’s student radio 
society] CJSW’s often anarchic print publication, Vox, in the 
1980s. “Suddenly, it didn’t matter that you were from Calgary 
and that you’ve never done it. Nobody else had, either. [I said,] 
if we can do as well or better than SNL, we keep going.”

They could and they did. Which is where this story veers from 
the online tours and webinars of many other institutions. You 
see, Wordfest, a heretofore modestly successful regional literary 
arts festival, effectively created a new brand, Imagine On Air, a 
streaming service that brought them a global audience. Quickly 
shedding Zoom, Youngblut and Co. switched to higher-quality 
playback software, vMix, and began turning out conversations 
with a litany of lit’s varied characters—from Roddy Doyle to 
Tegan and Sara, Yaa Gyasi to Charlie Kaufman. And they did 
so in relatively short order. 

“We started on March 29, 2020—two weeks after everything 
shut down,” Youngblut says. “We did 79 shows our first year, 
and we did another hundred our second year.”

It may have been the tide of tech democratization sweeping 
aside all the existing rules, or just the sudden quiet that allowed 
creators space to refocus, but Wordfest was not alone among 
Calgary arts and culture institutions, groups and individuals 
that found ways not only to weather the pandemic storm but 
ride its unpredictable waves to new, creative destinations. 

UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

Finding the Warm Room
From “Life Skills: On being funny when nothing else is,” by Rebecca 
Northan, Arch Magazine, Spring/Summer 2021, arch-magazine.
ucalgary.ca. Northan is an alumna of the Loose Moose Theatre 
Company and a five-time Canadian Comedy Award nominee.

I n 1996, when my mother was diagnosed with cancer 
and given eight weeks to live, our death-related comedic 

exchanges were not for the faint of heart. I promised that if 
she dared to leave me her treasured collection of 1,200 pieces 
of purple glass, I would most definitely plan a Greek wedding. 
Mom promised to haunt me. 

You may be familiar with the late, great comedian Steve 
Allen’s classic formula: “Tragedy plus time equals comedy.” My 
mom taught me that, rather, tragedy divided by comedy equals 
sanity—an algorithm I believe I may have just invented, but 
don’t quote me on it. 

Admittedly naive in the early days of the pandemic last 
March, I was convinced it would blow over quickly. I made a 
big fat bet with a director colleague that COVID-19 would be 
in our rear-view mirror by May—he said it would last at least a 
year. I accused him of being a pessimist; he countered with A
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something about epidemiology and scientists. Likely, I rolled 
my eyes. (For the record, I worship at the altar of science 
but am plagued with a competitive and contrary nature.) We 
agreed that the loser would pay for a very expensive dinner. 
We shook on it.  

My good friends almost immediately started doing improv 
shows online. Improvisers are a particularly resilient and 
resourceful bunch: the world shut down on a Wednesday; 
I had friends in Austin, Texas, who did their first Zoom 
performance that Friday. I tried to participate but found the 
notion too depressing: live performance is all about being in a 
room together, shoulder to shoulder, so the laughs can travel. 
We call it a “warm room.” Anything online felt cold to me 
and afterward I would find myself feeling lonelier than when 
I started. I lost 14 months of work in the first two weeks of 
lockdown. I started meeting the neighbours in the middle of 
the street, in the middle of the day, no shoes, no socks, cocktails 
in hand—yes, cocktails, plural.  

I read the results of a public survey that claimed “performing 
artist” was the no. 1 most non-essential job on the planet, 
possibly in the universe. In a last-ditch effort at pragmatism, 
I immediately took an online government survey to find out 
what other jobs I might be suited for: my top result was “actor,” 
which I still cannot believe is a suggestion on a government 
survey—it seems irresponsible.   

By April 2020 I had stopped folding my laundry. I would 
get undressed in front of the washing machine, then walk 
nude to the living room to dress out of the mountain of clean 
laundry on the couch. I didn’t bother to close the drapes (once 
a performer, always a performer). Every two weeks, I would 
grocery-shop (not online) in my pyjamas. The neighbour 
across the street, who had not spoken to us since we moved in 
three years earlier, started talking our ears off while waiting for 
her biweekly porch delivery of cotton candy. When not sitting 
in a chair staring into the middle distance, I cried a lot.  

Sitting still is not something I’m good at, so towards the end 
of May last year I launched a project called “Sidewalk Scenes,” 
whereby patrons can go online to book a curbside performance 
of live music, a kids show or improv comedy. I pulled out my old 
Doc Martens—the fashionable improvisor’s footwear of choice 
in the early ’90s—and marvelled that I was making a return to 
street performing at 48 years old. I found a growing acceptance 
that my impending sense of doom and periodic hot flashes had 
more to do with perimenopause than the likelihood that I had 
developed psychic abilities or contracted COVID. 

And I made jokes. All kinds of jokes. Silly jokes. Immature 
jokes. Inappropriate jokes. Jokes infused with gallows humour 
and desperation. None bear repeating. Most you had to be 
there for. Many are utterly unmemorable, save for the resulting 
shared laughter.  

The laughs we find in the middle of a tragedy are the ones 
we reach for as an act of survival. For the love of all that is 
sacred, may we find at least a few things to laugh at so we 
don’t completely come apart at the seams. In my view, if we 
can follow the tenuous thread of a tiny laugh, we can usually 
manage to hold on to some scrap of sanity. Tragedy divided by 

comedy ensures we don’t sit in it for too long—humour invites 
us to come up for air.   

Enter the “non-essential” performing artist. Our job is to 
reframe things to provide a bit of distance from which to see 
ourselves, and you, as utterly human: “Remember when we all 
stopped wearing pants?”  

A woman who booked one of my curbside comedy shows 
sent a note that read: “When we booked you, we thought 
we were doing you a favour, but it turns out you did us the 
favour—laughing with the neighbours from our respective 
porches brought us together as a community.” Without a doubt, 
the best laughs are the ones that unite us in mutuality. We call 
those “warm laughs,” and they travel faster than any other. They 
make us feel less alone. They don’t come from punching down, 
and they tend to be accompanied by vigorous head nodding 
and sparks of recognition—“Oh my god, that’s me!”  

Underneath those warm laughs, gleaming at their very 
centre, is a nugget of truth and vulnerability, floating on a sigh 
of, “aren’t we just so… human? Aww. Bless our wee cotton 
socks—and forgive us.”  

If there is ever a way, in the middle of an ongoing tragedy, 
that I’m able to offer that kind of a laugh, well, I suppose I am 
quite happy being non-essential.

LETHBRIDGE

Can’t Always Create for Free
From “Basic income would support the arts sector,” an op-ed 
by Jana MacKenzie from the Allied Arts Council of Lethbridge, 
Lethbridge Herald, Oct 2, 2021.

D uring the long days of isolation and shutdowns, we’ve all 
had the arts to keep us entertained and connected. And 

though theatres, live music venues and galleries were the 
first to have their doors shuttered, artists across disciplines 
continued to produce and present their work virtually and 
often for free. This disruption is not only felt at the individual 
and local level but also federally, where, as outlined by Statistics 
Canada, the arts and culture sector contributed $53.1-billion 
to Canada’s GDP in 2017. The Canadian Association for the 
Performing Arts reported that in 2020, alongside recreation, 
the arts and entertainment sector experienced the largest loss 
of employment. However, workers in the performing arts 
sector felt the biggest blow to their income, with nearly 61 per 
cent fewer hours worked. The rollout of the Canada Emergency 
Response Benefit (CERB) and the Canada Recovery Benefit 
(CRB) provided many Canadian workers the income support 
needed to keep a roof over their head and food on the table. 
Many of these workers experienced, some for the first time, 
how powerful a consistent and guaranteed income could be 
for their mental and physical well-being. Unfortunately, many 
were ineligible for government support because their prior-
year income was too low to qualify.

The COVID-19 pandemic, and resulting social and economic 
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upheaval, has shone a light on the gaps in our income support 
system and the unfair valuation of work throughout our 
society. When we consider all of the unpaid and undervalued 
work that props up our economy, providing a direct minimum 
income to individuals when they need it seems logical…. It is 
estimated that one in seven Canadians are living in poverty 
and, in Alberta, 78 per cent of low-income families are working 
poor. Our post-pandemic economic recovery plan cannot 
ignore how necessary it is to invest directly into the lives and 
livelihoods of individuals and families.

Unlike current income support programs that disincentivize 
work and penalize individuals for seeking out training and 
higher education, a basic income policy would recognize that 
people have different needs when it comes to building resilience 
and investing in their future. A basic income would guarantee 
an income floor for everyone and, because of its effectiveness 
and simplicity, would reduce bureaucracy and red tape. A basic 
income is about preventing poverty and filling the gaps left by 
the labour market. 

Alongside adequate mental health, family and disability 
services, a basic income (whether it be universal, income-
tested or a negative income tax) is about treating people with 
dignity and directly confronting income inequality. Such a 
plan would definitely support those in the creative arts and 
culture sector, providing much-needed stability—especially in 
uncertain times.

CALGARY

Outbreaks and Inner Lives
From “Calgary playwright Col Cseke wants to show the ‘inner 
emotional lives’ of temporary foreign workers,” by Joy SpearChief-
Morris, The Globe and Mail, Jul 1, 2022. 

R epresentation, empathy, joy and, most importantly, hope: 
This is what Calgary playwright Col Cseke wants audiences 

to take away from his new show about temporary foreign 
workers, Parts and Labour. Cseke has spent the past eight years 
collecting the stories of temporary foreign workers in Brooks 
and High River in southern Alberta, where large meat-packing 
plants employ people looking to gain citizenship in Canada. He 
describes Parts and Labour as a “live documentary” featuring 
stories of workers he talked to. The format is similar to Cseke’s 
The Dandelion Project, which looked at doctor-assisted dying. 
Cseke spoke with The Globe about Parts and Labour and what 
audiences can expect.
Q: What is a live documentary? What do people actually see?
A live documentary is essentially a documentary film expe-
rience on stage, where the real words of real people are re-
enacted by actors. When I’m going out for interviews and 
research, instead of video-recording everything, I record the 
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audio, and then the transcript of that audio interview becomes 
the literal text of the script. We have this brilliant cast of four 
actors who are representing or recreating 35 real people.

So, they’re seeing actors on stage having the exact same 
conversations that I had over the last decade or so, which 
includes, at times, actors playing myself. Which is doubly funny 
to experience because I’m also onstage every performance 
holding a live interview with different guests. Every night 
we have someone join me and we kind of go back and forth, 
listening and watching the documentary scenes, and then 
having an interview where we get to know this guest and we 
reflect together on the stories we’re hearing.
Q: Why did you decide to focus on the issue of temporary 
foreign workers?
I started to hear about temporary foreign workers working in 
meat-packing plants in 2011, when I was creating a show with 
an ensemble of teenagers. I borrowed my mom’s minivan so I 
could drive half a dozen kids home at the end of every rehearsal, 
and one of the teens I was driving home was from Vietnam and 
both of her parents worked at the Cargill plant. As we got to 
know each other, making this play together, she was telling 
me about her family and her parents’ work life and some of 
the concerns they were having. Hearing about them felt pretty 
shocking; it felt like pretty dangerous, brutal work.

That’s when I started understanding the prevalence of 
temporary foreign workers in meat-packing plants and getting 
a sense of the some of the challenges and working conditions. 
But also, I really loved this family. They were just very sweet 
to one another and what I saw in that family is what I’ve seen 
now in dozens of families where these parents are putting 
themselves through a lot, accepting a lot of huge challenges 
and hardship so that their families could have a safer, happier 
life in Canada.
Q: You said when you collected these stories, you didn’t 
record video, just the audio, right?
Yeah, which was a real advantage, because the status of 
a temporary foreign worker can be quite precarious. A 
temporary foreign worker’s permit to stay in Canada is held 
by their employer—they don’t hold it themselves. There’s a 
real and perceived fear that stepping out of line in any way can 
jeopardize your permit status. And so just recording things 
on audio—which also came with the offer of changing names 
or anonymizing stories so that they’re not attributable to 
individuals—gave a lot of people freedom to speak more openly 
because they weren’t worried about their employers finding out 
they were sharing these stories and risking their jobs.
Q: What do you think the audience takes away from the show?
We’re expecting quite a diverse audience and so I think 
there’ll be quite a diverse set of reactions. My hope is they’ll 
feel seen, or some of their lives will resonate with what they’re 
hearing and they’ll feel validation or comfort in having stories 
like these included on stage. Some folks may be completely 
new to questions about either the labour practices of meat-
packing plants or some of these particular challenges of the 
temporary foreign worker program, and so I want those folks 
to be enlightened and empathetic towards our neighbours. Just 

about any industry in Canada has some contingent of foreign 
workers, and to get to see the inner emotional lives of those 
folks I think can be very moving and hopefully can engender a 
good sense of empathy and also hope.
Q: What did you learn from the whole experience?
I’ve learned a lot about these two very huge, very flawed 
systems in the temporary foreign worker program and the 
meat-packing industry, and part of that learning is realizing 
how people can be exploited kind of in plain sight if their 
stories and experiences are overlooked. And so that’s been the 
most fundamental bit of learning for me: that this has been 
happening for years and years and years.

We had massive COVID outbreaks at meat-packing plants 
in Alberta and there was a very short window where a lot 
of attention was paid to the industry and its dependence on 
foreign labour. There was real hope for a little bit that this 
attention would lead to change, and I’ll tell you, I feel like that 
hope has dissipated in a lot of ways. These are very stubborn 
programs that are very reluctant to change in any ways that 
don’t directly benefit [employers]. That was a less hopeful bit 
of learning: how even when a lot of the problems are exposed, 
actually effecting real change is not as easy.
Q: You chose to open on Canada Day. Was that intentional?
It was very intentional. For me personally, for the last num-
ber of years I’ve been increasingly uncomfortable with Canada 
Day, particularly an uncritical celebration of Canada. And 
these stories I find quite compelling because they show a range 
of attitudes and experiences in terms of what Canada stands 
for and what it represents for a lot of people. [They’re] quite 
critical of many of the systems that Canada is built on as well.

CALGARY

Yay, Canada!
From a post by Ahmadiyya Muslim Jamā’at Calgary announcing 
Canada Day celebrations at Prairie Winds Park, Jul 1, 2022. 

C elebrate Canada is an initiative of the Ahmadiyya Muslim 
Jamā’at (AMJ) Calgary. AMJ organizes various programs to 

fulfill its social and religious responsibility to promote national 
pride and community spirit. It believes in the golden teaching 
of the Holy Prophet (may peace and blessings of Allah be upon 
him) that love of one’s homeland is part of faith.

Over the years, Canada Day celebrations at Prairie Winds 
Park have become one of the city’s premier events, attended 
by thousands of Calgarians representing diverse communities. 
Highlights of the event include: flag hoisting and national 
anthem presented by a group of children; greetings from (by) all 
levels of government representatives and community leaders; 
complimentary BBQ; displays and educational activities run 
by various City departments; recreational activities and games 
for kids; stalls by various communities and commercial and 
non-profit organizations; and guided tours of Baitun Nur, one 
of the largest mosques in Canada.
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DEVON

Treaty Path
From “Town of Devon creates database that features Treaty 6 
Indigenous artists,” by Chevi Rabbit, local journalism initiative 
reporter, Alberta Native News, Mar 9, 2022.

M itch Wincentaylo is the Indigenous engagement and 
culture and inclusion coordinator for the Town of Devon. 

Over the past three years he has been fostering and developing 
great relationships with the nearby First Nation communities. 
Most recently he developed a new Indigenous art database, the 
first of its kind in a municipality in rural Alberta. 

The database promotes Indigenous artists from Treaty 6 and 
surrounding First Nation communities. “I was working with 
our communication department and updating our website,” 
said Wincentaylo. “I thought: Why don’t we start showcasing 
local Indigenous artisans, craftsmen, craftswomen and crafty 
people from not only our community but around Treaty 6? If 
people want to purchase something locally made and support 
Indigenous businesses, they just go to the website and look 
through the directory. They can source out different products 
and services. 

“Treaty is the foundation of the work I’ve been doing in 

the community,” added Wincentaylo. “It’s important to know 
the true intent of that relationship, working together, coming 
together; that Nation-to-Nation relationship is so important 
and it hasn’t been taught in mainstream society for so long…. 
It’s not a check-the-box exercise, it’s not a short-term political 
campaign, and we’re not doing it just to say we’re doing it. We 
are committed to reconciliation and working towards better 
relationships with Indigenous communities in Treaty 6.”

STRATHMORE

Old Stock Minister
From “Kenney tasks newly appointed minister from remote 
village with creating Alberta Identity Strategy,” by Deirdre 
Mitchell-MacLean, PoliticalRnD, a political commentary 
podcast and blog from Strathmore, politicalrnd.ca, Jul 8, 2021. 

A lberta Premier Jason Kenney shuffled his cabinet Thursday 
morning [July 8, 2021] in an attempt to remind caucus 

who his friends are, and, for kicks, to make some lefty heads 
explode. The latter was achieved with the simple switch of the 
Minister of Culture, Multiculturalism and Status of Women, 
formerly held by Leela Aheer. Aheer alone was replaced 
as minister by Lacombe-Ponoka MLA Ron Orr, Calgary-
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Glenmore MLA Whitney Issik as associate minister of status 
of women, and Calgary-North MLA Muhammad Yaseen as 
associate minister of immigration and multiculturalism. 

Even though Yaseen is working under the Ministry of 
Labour and Immigration, his portfolio assignment will include 
being the literal face of multiculturalism for the Ministry of 
Culture, Multiculturalism and Status of Women team.  I don’t 
care what your political stripe is, YOU KNOW IT’S TRUE. As 
such, Yaseen will be “tasked with reaching out to ethnic and 
faith communities and working across government to address 
recent attacks on vulnerable individuals and communities.”

Apparently, Aheer was too much culture, multiculturalism 
and woman to implement Kenney’s vision of the Alberta Identity.

To add more insults to the initial insult, Kenney added that 
he felt Orr’s “rural perspective” would prove advantageous 
in creating an Alberta Identity Strategy. According to online 
sources, Orr lives in or near the village of Clive, population ~780. 

For the record, Leela Aheer is the MLA for Chestermere-
Strathmore, so we can only presume Kenney was simply 
twisting the knife in Aheer’s back for his own enjoyment.

Now, I’m not going to suggest Aheer was the perfect 
minister—even if you had one minister of what has now 
been divided into three different portfolios to accommodate 
the promotion of a mediocre white guy. I’ve seen complaints 
about Aheer. She “toed the party line.” She “didn’t speak up.” 
She “rolled over.” She “didn’t respond to our concerns about 
seniors issues.” I’m not saying she was all we could expect her 
to be.  What I am saying is that it took two people to replace her 
in her ministry and three to replace her completely. Women 
are used to this, but that doesn’t make it right.

SUNDRE

Mindless, Tacky, Racist Float
From “Sundre rodeo organizer denounces controversial parade 
float,” by Simon Ducatel, The Albertan, Jun 28, 2022.

T he president of the Sundre Rodeo and Race Association, 
the non-profit organization behind the Sundre Pro Rodeo, 

unequivocally denounced a parade display that made the 
community go viral for all the wrong reasons.

Out of nearly 100 entries such as the Calgary Round-Up 
Band and the Lord Strathcona Horse regiment as well as 
floats, many sharing positive messages, including a quote from 
Nelson Mandela—“May your choices reflect your hopes, not 
your fears”—one particular entry ended up casting “definitely 
a bit of a dark cloud,” said Shane Crouch.

Pictures of two men on a manure spreader labelled “The 
Liberal” pulled by a tractor—one man wearing a turban and 
fake beard and the other donning a mask presumably mocking 
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, his cohort a racialized caricature 
of Jagmeet Singh, the federal NDP leader—quickly went viral 
after pictures were posted by spectators on social media.

Both the rodeo and parade organizers posted statements 

over the weekend that the entry had not been approved.
Posts shared publicly on a local social media page showed 

that those behind the float had been openly planning and 
preparing it since late May. But Crouch doesn’t spend much 
of his limited spare time on social media, and said he did not 
know about it in advance. “I can honestly say none of us did,” 
he said on Monday, June 27. “We had no idea about that float 
going into our parade, and under no circumstances would we 
have ever let that happen. Ever,” he said.

Pressed about the images that had been posted openly 
online showing the two men in the procession lineup posing 
for pictures well ahead of the parade’s start time, he said, “I did 
not know that.” The rodeo and race association is preoccupied 
with planning the Sundre Pro Rodeo, and a subcommittee 
looks after the parade, he said.

Asked whether a family event celebrating community, such as 
a parade, is an appropriate venue to express political grievances, 
he said, “100 per cent absolutely not.” That’s something the 
association does not want to be involved with in any capacity, 
he said. “I’m a proud Albertan and a proud Canadian, and 
yeah, we all have struggles with our government,” he said. “But 
what transpired [at the parade] was unacceptable.”

With the benefit of hindsight, he added, “If I’d have been 
smarter, I’d have run out there and pulled the mask off the guy 
driving the tractor, is what I should have done. I guess I never 
even thought of the implications at the time about it. I just 
thought, ‘Well, that’s kind of a dumb float.’ ”

EDMONTON

Political Laughs
From “Jason Kenney’s Hot Boy Summer: The Musical a 
hilariously tragic triumph,” by Fish Griwkowsky, Edmonton 
Journal, Nov 10, 2021. After a sold-out Edmonton run, the show 
played in Calgary, Red Deer, Grande Prairie and Fort McMurray.

A s Hamlet’s immortal rhyme goes, “The play’s the thing / 
Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king.” Using the 

power of weaponized performance, in other words, the great 
Dane hopes to catch some sign King Claudius killed his father 
by showing him something similar on stage.

And it makes you wonder, hard, what [then-]Premier Jason 
Kenney would think about Grindstone Theatre’s savvy satire 
of where Alberta’s at since his inside truck beep-beeped to the 
podium on victory night [in 2019], as now, just a couple years 
later, he’s the lowest-polling pandemic premier in the country, 
about to deal with an internal revolution.

But instead of a pissy, Twitter-style takedown of Kenney, 
the magnificently executed thing about Jason Kenney’s Hot 
Boy Summer: The Musical is that its writers, Byron Martin and 
Simon Abbott, took a strange sort of high road. They make 
Kenney the hero, trapped between backstabbing political 
adversaries, fair-weather friends and simply wanting to be 
liked. Thanks to Donovan Workun’s bang-on, yet also very 
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loveable and high-octane depiction, we’re actually cheering for 
Kenney all the way, which pointedly makes the reality of our 
current political situation all the more sad, really.

In this multiverse joyride, it’s 1983 and Workun’s Kenney 
has just suspiciously won the title of Summer Session Student 
Union President at Alberta University, which has former 
president Rachel Notley (Stephanie Wolfe) steamed, sometimes 
even moaning on the ground, and looking for revenge.

The fact all of this is happening within a really, really well 
done and curse-laden song cycle with shades of Hair, West Side 
Story and even Jesus Christ Superstar needs to be remembered 
throughout. Try snapping your fingers as you read along, maybe?

Kenney is a member of the fraternity Upsilon Cappa Pi, 
complete with a dartboard and poster of Margaret Thatcher 
(and a well-oiled, shirtless cowboy) on the back wall. UCπ’s 
personality king is the popular, blond-afro jock Tyler Shandro, 
if not much like the real one, a beautiful eventual Judas for the 
story played by pitch-perfect singer Mark Sinongco in Adidas 
tube socks. Tyra Banda also nails it as a boisterous Kaycee 
Madu and, just briefly, a familiar-feeling NDP jazz nerd. Claire 
Theobald needs a special nod here for her costumes, especially 
Kenney’s varsity jacket with its sparkling UCπ on the back, 
the tilted-hat frat bros and everything about campus party girl 
Tracy Allard’s acid wash jeans and Hawaiian shirt. Aloha!

Hilariously, the deposed Notley is dating at deliberate arm’s 
length Justin Trudeau, the dean’s son, who is particularly mad 
Kenney has been diverting school funds into parties and away 
from his beloved drama club. “I’m sure you would have made 
a wonderful Othello,” Wolfe’s Notley says, waiting for and 
definitely getting the “oh my god” laugh. Malachi Wilkins, 
who plays both Justin and his dean father, is easily the funniest 
and honestly most note-perfect performance here, his breathy, 
halting, articulate-yet-ummming riding atop a floating ballet 
body control, and some of the biggest laughs come when he 
seems to forget if he’s playing Justin or bald-wig Pierre.

But the honest-to-goodness, feely core of the play is between 
Kenney, who’s trying against increasing odds to throw the best 
keg rodeo party ever, and the monotone Deena Hinshaw (Abby 
Vandenburghe), a left-behind library nerd whose songs about 
diseases and symptoms is pure Mary Poppins. Both outcasts, 
the tension in their friendship will actually bring a lump to 
your throat as cool kid Shandro makes Kenney pick between 
their worlds, and the scene of Hinshaw explaining chemistry 
to Kenney is beautiful. “Wow, I didn’t even know science was 
real!” he proclaims with joy as she explains how alcohol works. 

Right at the end of the first act, an outbreak of mono, thanks 
to Tracy’s Hawaii trip, turns this ’80s college film into a disaster 
movie…. The subsequent scene of dean Trudeau forcing Kenney 
to shut down and cancel the rodeo have obvious parallels in 
reality, and as everyone on stage starts coughing and getting 
sicker you really do note how insane all of this is—both the 
musical and reality, and the fact we’re watching it as a comedy.

I’ve seen many plays within plays—in Hamlet, a Thor 
movie, Midsummer Night’s Dream and Game of Thrones. But 
never one so close to reality, to the outer play—the political 
theatre we live within, full of weak performance, bad actors 

and terrible drama, and of course not really a play at all. And 
this, in essence, is why Hot Boy Summer: The Musical—with 
impressively catchy songs and expert improv saves at forgotten 
lines—is a gigantic success. It shows us how full of humanity 
the last 19 months should have been, while making us hesitant 
to walk out of the theatre at the end, where so much of the 
humour has all but curled up and rotted. #

Cree Dictionary 
by Dallas Hunt

The translation for joy
in Cree is a fried bologna sandwich
the translation for bittersweet in Cree
looks like a cows and plows payment
eight decades too late
the translation for patience
in Cree is an auntie looking after four of her own children
and two of her sister’s
the translation for evil 
in Cree is the act of not calling
your mother on a Sunday
  
the translation for expedition
in Cree is travelling twenty minutes
to the only gas station in Faust, Alberta
to buy a Hygaard pizza sub
the translation for success in Cree
is executing the perfect frog splash
on your younger brother
the Cree word for white man is unpaid child support
the translation for conflicted in Cree
is your deep, steadfast love
for country superstar
Dwight Yoakam (or, depending on
the regional dialect, 
George Jones, Patsy Cline
or Blue Rodeo)
  
the Cree word for constellation
is a saskatoon berry bush in summertime
the translation for policeman
  
in Cree is mîci nisôkan, kohkôs
the translation for genius 
in Cree is my kôhkom muttering in her sleep
the Cree word for poetry is your four-year-old
niece’s cracked lips spilling out
broken syllables of nêhiyawêwin between 
the gaps in her teeth

From Creeland, Nightwood Editions, 2021
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Extended  
Intermission
How One Yellow Rabbit  
survived the pandemic
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O
N MARCH 13, 2020, 
Lunchbox Theatre artistic 
director Bronwyn Steinberg 
walked into the tech 
rehearsal for the upcoming 

production of A Tender Thing. She bore 
bad news. “I’ve got to stop you guys,” she 
said to the cast and crew. “I’ve got to send 
you home.” Thus the COVID-19 pandemic 
abruptly upended Calgary’s arts scene.

 

By MARCELLO DI CINTIO
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Andy Curtis, Christopher Hunt and Denise Clarke perform Gilgamesh Lazyboy  
in a friend’s backyard, spring 2021.
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FEATU R E E XTENDED INTERMISS ION

Denise Clarke, long-time ensemble member of One 
Yellow Rabbit Performance Theatre, was directing A 
Tender Thing. She’d been working with Lunchbox since 
the beginning of February, just after OYR’s annual High 
Performance Rodeo festival had wrapped. A Tender Thing 
was set to open in a few days. Clarke asked Steinberg if 
she and the crew would be coming back to stage the play 
eventually. Would they be able to launch in a couple of 
weeks? Would they have to wait until the new season started 
in December? “Maybe,” Steinberg said. “I don’t know.” 

As she walked home from the theatre, Clarke worried 
about what the pandemic would bring. “I was walking along, 
horrified,” she said. Then something unexpected happened. 
“I felt this wild exhilaration come over me.” For the first 
time in years, Clarke said, she was free of responsibility. “I 
had been working really, really hard for a long time.” Now, 
all of a sudden, she didn’t have to. 

M
EANWHILE, IN MEXICO, 
OYR co-founder Blake Brooker 
was on holiday. He’d first arrived 
in Puerto Vallarta, but found 
resort tourism wasn’t to his taste. 
“Walking around sunburned 

with a Corona is not my idea of a vacation,” he said. So 
Brooker took a bus into the interior and ended up in the 
mountain town of Mascota. Sometime in mid-March, 
around the same time Clarke was being chased out of her 
tech rehearsal, Brooker received a text from a friend in 
Calgary: “Blake, do you know what’s happening?” 

Brooker had heard about the spreading pandemic 
from an Italian he’d met whose parents’ hotel in Sardinia 
closed in the wake of an outbreak there, but Brooker 
didn’t know the situation in Calgary. He decided to come 
home a week earlier than scheduled. His airline, however, 
wasn’t answering their phones. Brooker spent his last 
three Mexican days before his departure sitting in Puerto 
Vallarta reading alarming emails from his friends, each 
differing in levels of panic and fear.

The first thing Brooker did when he returned was watch 
a movie. A bad one. “I remembered from my canon of 
memory a pandemic artifact that affected me greatly 
as a teenager,” Brooker said. “And that was The Omega 
Man.” The 1971 film features Charlton Heston as the only 
survivor of a deadly worldwide plague. Brooker returned 
to the film because it was the first objet d’art he could 
remember related to a pandemic. “Human beings are 
meaning-making machines,” he explained. “The first thing 
you want to do when something scary and unknown has 
come to you is to unpack the unknown. We want to make 
meaning out of the unknown.”

Brooker also returned to some of his favourite books—
this time revisiting them in audio form. Among the ones 
he listened to multiple times was Thomas Mann’s Death in 
Venice, a novella set amidst a cholera epidemic, “about a 
human being who is obsessed with small and worldly details 

and then gets overcome by events.” Brooker saw meaning 
there too. He didn’t watch the 2011 film Contagion, though. 
“It seemed a little bit too close,” he said.

JOHN DUNN, OYR’S MANAGING DIRECTOR, had 
other things on his mind than Charlton Heston and 
Thomas Mann. Nor did he share Clarke’s exhilaration. He 
worried for the Rabbits. 

OYR had weathered trouble before. When oil prices 
collapsed in 2014, for example, so did corporate sponsorship 
dollars and audience numbers. All Calgary arts organizations 
that endure recognize the vagaries of our booms and 
busts. But OYR had never faced a complete shutdown. The 
company had been looking forward to developing a new play 
and launching a mentorship program, led by Clarke, called 
beautifulyoungartists. COVID cancelled everything. OYR’s 
six full-time staff feared for their jobs and Dunn arranged 
for daily Zoom meetings. “It was sort of a health and welfare 
check,” he said. They needed to figure out what to do next. 

Fortunately, government arts funding agencies offered 
support. “All of them wanted to keep as much intact as 
possible,” Dunn said. “We benefited from that.” The federal 
CERB program allowed artists to continue drawing an 
income. Wage and rent subsidies were implemented, and 
OYR’s landlord at Arts Commons stopped collecting rent. 
“Right away there were encouraging words and encouraging 
plans that allowed us all to calm down a little bit and take 
a breath.” OYR called up all their donors, and each assured 
them the funding would remain intact. No one at OYR 
would lose their job.

Without on-stage performances to produce, Dunn used 
the pandemic intermission to deal with mundane office 
work the company had long neglected. They rejigged their 
fundraising strategies and sent out newly crafted letters 
of appeal that resulted in hundreds of new donors. They 
managed their dataset, cleaned out the storage rooms 
and put together a new handbook for the box office. 
This busywork was less sexy than staging avant garde 
theatre productions but foundational to the running of 
the company. Those first fretful months of the pandemic 
proved unexpectedly fruitful. 

THE INCONGRUOUS HAPPINESS CLARKE felt during 
those first pandemic days never abated. “I have a long-held 
conviction about radical joy,” Clarke said. “I consider it a 
political act to try to just live in joy. Because otherwise, 
I would just join the masses of everybody going ‘Oh, it’s 
so horrible.’” In spite of all the pandemic-borne anxiety 
swirling around her, Clarke never stopped feeling grateful 
for all that she had. 

And now she had something else to be thankful for: time 
away from the stage. Instead of performing, Clarke went on 
long walks, sometimes for hours at a time. She memorized 
T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets. Taking advantage of the empty 
Arts Commons, Clarke designed a dance and movement 
piece around Beethoven’s late string quartets, alone in the 
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Big Secret Theatre. Clarke also started a written work she 
calls her “memory project.” “I started to think about how 
fantastic my memories are,” Clarke said. She spent much of 
her pandemic intermission writing those memories down. 
“It just is such an exhilarating process. Taking experiences 
that mean so much to me and trying to find the words to 
frame what the time was like.”

 Clarke didn’t miss performing, and this surprised her. 
She so delighted in her pandemic-enforced sabbatical that 
a friend warned her to tone down her visible bliss. “She 
reminded me that there are a lot of people who were really 
sad,” Clarke said. Her joy became her dirty little secret.

BROOKER TOO FOUND CREATIVE STIMULATION 
in the pandemic—though not at first. “For a few months 
there, I wasn’t interested in doing anything other than 
finding out what this was and how to live with it,” Brooker 

said. He found creating art amidst the pandemic anxiety 
a challenge. “I understand the torpor and the pressure. It 
doesn’t lead to a whimsical spirit.” Brooker’s torpor proved 
brief, though. Once he’d decided his life and livelihood 
were not under imminent threat, he began to see the 
pandemic differently.

“The pandemic both oppressed and thrilled me,” 
Brooker said. “I was oppressed by it like everyone else. 
Your quotidian habits change—not by your choice—and 
there are all these things you’re forced to do.” Still, bearing 
witness to a worldwide happening excited Brooker, both 
as an artist and as a human being. Arguably the COVID-
19 pandemic is the first tumultuous global event since the 
Second World War that everyone participated in. “We 
were conscripted. And I felt oppressed by that,” Brooker 
said. “And I also felt tremendous, because I was living 
through a thing.” 

 Jamie Dunsdon in bliss (the birthday party play), OYR’s first in-person performance since the pandemic started, fall 2021. The 
one-woman show—“part theatre, part investigation of all the things we wish we could un-know”—was a balm for a bleak year.

Audience members  
had to be vaccinated 
and masked, but the 

restrictions barely 
tempered anyone’s  

delight at being at the 
theatre again. 
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FEATU R E E XTENDED INTERMISS ION

OYR had hoped to host the High Performance Rodeo in 
January 2021. The Rabbits intended to restage Gilgamesh 
Lazyboy, a play that originally starred OYR co-founder 
Michael Green in the title role. This would have been the 
first time the Rabbits had performed Gilgamesh since 
Green’s sudden death in a highway accident in 2015. But by 
September 2020, with infections spiking again, OYR knew 
they’d have to cancel the festival. 

Much of the funding for the Rodeo comes from 
Canadian Heritage in the form of arts presentation grants. 
Even though arts organizations across the country were 
unable to host festivals like the Rodeo, the ministry didn’t 
withhold funding. “Canadian Heritage just says you’ve got 
to spend your money,” Dunn said. “We want you to seed 
that money out to as many artists and technicians and gig 
workers in the arts and culture festival scene as you can.” 

In lieu of hosting what would have been OYR’s 35th 
High Performance Rodeo, the company used their 
Heritage Canada funding to present what they called “35 
for 35: Who Are You Now?” OYR commissioned 35 local 
and international artists to create 45- to 60-second videos 
that were then posted, one per day, on Instagram. Artists 
included France’s Société protectrice de petites idées, 
Bruce McCulloch and Scott Thompson from  The Kids in 
the Hall, and Austin, Texas-based musician Alejandro 
Escovedo—along with local artists such as Karen Hines, 
Michelle Thrush and the Rabbits themselves. 

The Rabbits remained committed to Gilgamesh, though. 
So, in spring 2021, with theatres still closed and indoor 
events impossible, OYR decided to stage the play outdoors. 
Clarke, Andy Curtis and Chris Hunt rehearsed under the 
trees in Confederation Park before performing the play 
four times in their friends’ backyards. “We just wanted to 
give it a try,” Clarke said. 

T
HAT FALL, DURING THE BRIEF 
optimistic time before Alberta’s “Best 
Summer Ever” disintegrated into 
disaster, OYR decided to stage their 
first in-person performance since the 
pandemic started. They chose a playful 

one-woman show called bliss (the birthday party play), first 
staged at the 2020 Rodeo and starring Jamie Dunsdon. 
bliss, billed as “part theatre, part investigation of all the 
things we wish we could un-know, and all parts birthday 
party,” seemed the perfect balm for the bleak pandemic 
months that preceded it. 

Audiences were thrilled. The provincial Restrictions 
Exemption Program had just been imposed, requiring 
audience members to be vaccinated and masked. The 
restrictions barely tempered anyone’s delight at finally 
being at the theatre again, Dunn said. He remembers a 
mother and daughter in the audience one night who were 
“dressed to the nines.” Dunn complimented them on their 
outfits. “They said ‘God, we’ve been waiting to wear these 
for two years. We are so happy to be out.’”

CERB gave artists 
an income. 

Government arts 
funding agencies 
offered support. 

Rent subsidies were 
implemented. 

Donors continued 
funding. 
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But the bliss ended soon after bliss ended. The Omicron 
wave scuttled hopes for a proper on-stage Rodeo in 
January 2022. At first OYR thought they could go forward 
with the festival as long as they planned for every possible 
pandemic-related contingency—an exercise Dunn likens 
to playing whack-a-mole. Finally, after 10 days of Zoom 
meetings, Dunn asked the question nobody wanted to 
hear: whether or not to have a Rodeo at all. “Everybody on 
the call just stopped breathing,” Dunn said. They couldn’t 
imagine cancelling the Rodeo. Again. 

In the end, everyone agreed that launching a festival 
during Omicron would endanger the audience and 
performers alike—even with restrictions in place. So, 17 
days before the festival was scheduled to begin, the Rabbits 
pulled the plug. Thanks again to funding from Canadian 
Heritage, OYR fulfilled the contracts of all the artists 
who’d been booked. “We paid them out,” Dunn said. “They 
were blown away.”

The provincial government lifted their “vaccine pass-
port” program in February 2022, allowing unvaccinated 
people to enter businesses or attend indoor events for the 
first time since the previous September. Still, Arts Com-
mons decided to keep the restrictions in effect in all their 
theatres. Audiences had bought tickets under the assump-
tion that these measures would be in place, after all, and 
visiting artists expected restrictions, given their shows had 
been booked months earlier. 

The Rabbits didn’t stage any shows during this time, 
but some of their fellow Arts Commons tenants did. Most 
ticketholders appreciated the extended COVID measures. 
Others recoiled at being asked to prove their vaccination 
status or wear masks, and harassed theatre ushers and 
volunteers. On April 4 an unhinged pizza salesman posted 
a rambling anti-mandate video on social media calling 
the Arts Commons restrictions “despicable.” (Apparently 
nobody told him that Arts Commons had just announced 
they were lifting the restrictions that same week.) 

Even though several comments on Pizza Man’s post 
called for a boycott of Arts Commons, the complex never 
had to endure an organized protest campaign by what 
Dunn calls “the freedumb people.” Dunn wonders, though, 
if the troublemakers prompted Arts Commons to ease 
restrictions earlier than they would’ve otherwise. 

ONE YELLOW RABBIT STAGED Gilgamesh Lazyboy 
in spring 2022, properly this time, indoors at Big Secret 
Theatre. Clarke found, however, that her professional 
habits were out of practice. Like most actors, Clarke would 
normally spend the whole day preparing for an evening 

show. She would wake at a prescribed hour and eat precise 
meals at precise times. And if she had a performance the 
next night, she kept her after-party revelry in check. “You 
don’t do stupid shit,” Clarke said. “You eat properly and you 
don’t get hammered.” Clarke’s long sabbatical had dulled 
her routines. During the Gilgamesh run, Clarke didn’t eat 
enough, or she ate too early, and she went to bed too late. “I 
also did a really bonehead thing on preview night,” Clarke 
admitted. “I had three glasses of sparkly. And I felt that the 
next day. I got a little drunk by mistake.”

Despite Clarke’s rusty rituals, nothing had changed for 
her on stage, even after two years away. Clarke thrilled at 
being under the lights again. “As soon as I hit the boards, it 
was heaven,” she said. “It didn’t feel different. It felt just the 
way it was supposed to.”

Audiences, though, were smaller than Clarke and Dunn 
had hoped. And OYR wasn’t the only arts organization 
facing empty seats. This doesn’t surprise Dunn. 
Theatregoers and other arts audiences are among the most 
cautious demographics when it comes to the pandemic. 
Dunn wonders too if people have grown so accustomed 
to entertaining themselves at home that they don’t feel the 
need to attend live performances. “We don’t know this,” he 
said. “It’s anecdotal. But it’s easy to understand.” 

The Rabbits discussed streaming more performances 
online as they’d done with the “35 for 35” project. But 
these conversations never lasted long. Neither Dunn, 
Clarke nor Brooker wanted to bring the Rabbits into a 
virtual hutch. “A large part of the experience of what we do 
is gathering in real life,” Dunn said. “It’s being in the same 
room together. Meeting beforehand. Talking about things 
after the show. We’re not interested in streaming.” 

OYR, like all arts organizations, will face numerous 
challenges in the months and years ahead. Spikes in the 
cost of living will cause donations to drop and ticket sales 
to shrink. Further, the pandemic undermined the gig 
economy, which included freelance theatre technicians. 
These workers have moved on to more lucrative work in 
the booming film and television streaming services. “They 
realized they’re worth more than they were getting,” 
Dunn said. Many have left the business altogether. 
Theatre companies will have a hard time replacing these 
skilled workers. The effect of federal CERB payments 
made a strong argument for a guaranteed basic income, 
Dunn said. “If we had that [now], we’d have more artists. 
We’d have more technicians. We’d have healthier arts 
and culture.”

Still, Dunn remains optimistic about the future of OYR. 
“We’ve developed a real survival muscle,” he said. “People 
have died. Economies have collapsed. We’ve gone through 
busts and booms over and over and over again. Now we’re 
living a pandemic. And you know what, we’re resilient  
as hell.” #

Marcello Di Cintio is the author of five books, including, most 
recently, Driven: The Secret Lives of Taxi Drivers (Biblioasis).

Andy Curtis, Denise Clarke and Christopher 
Hunt perform Gilgamesh Lazyboy in the 
theatre, April 2022. Clarke: “As soon as I hit 
the boards, it was heaven.”
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THE DECLARATION OF A PANDEMIC IN MARCH 2020 lent new meaning to the phrase “the show 
must go on.” Though some arts organizations in Alberta had to shut their doors, many others proved their 
ability to rise to the challenge. 

RISING TO THE CHALLENGE

Decidedly Jazz Danceworks
Artistic director Kimberley Cooper 
created a dance film called  
suspending disbelief to play with 
what the company could do on 
screen that wasn’t possible onstage. 
The film was first a virtual dance 
performed for the National Arts 
Centre’s virtual dance festival.

In March 2021 DJD performed 
in the window of their theatre to an 
audience in the parking lot below. 
There is Something in the Details 
was the first of two drive-in dance 
productions. The second, Amplified, 
was performed in January 2022.  

“I’m an expert at running a million 
scenarios of the worst possible  
things that could happen,” says 
Cooper. “There’s something about 
being a jazz artist and having good 
improvisation skills.”

Wordfest
CEO Shelley Youngblut had to let go of big plans 
for a live festival for Wordfest’s 25th anniversary in 
2020. What the company did instead was perhaps 
better—and only possible online. The 25@25 series 
featured a daisy chain of authors such as Ian 
Williams and Margaret Atwood in conversation.

In 2021 Wordfest grew its audience by 60 per 
cent and created what Youngblut refers to as “the 
Netflix of the literary world”—Imagine On Air, a 
subscription channel with over 300 shows to date. 
Says Youngblut of the pandemic: “It reinforced my 
strong belief that you should try things, that you 
should set yourself up for risk and reward.”
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Edmonton Opera
“The live experience can’t be compared to what 
you can experience online,” says artistic director 
Joel Ivany. “But we’re going to do what we can 
to stay connected to our community.” Edmonton 
Opera did this by producing over 50 videos, 
including kitchen concerts, happy hours and DIY 
opera. The company also created a new version 
of the live experience through drive-in opera 
performances. Audiences in cars watched a singer 
performing on the roof of the Jubilee whose image 
was projected onto the wall of the auditorium. 

The COVID era also presented an unexpected 
opportunity to create new works through The Wild 
Rose Opera Project, including four new operatic 
shorts. Released online in the fall of 2021, each 
short tells the story of a character dealing with 
mental health issues. The EO also produced a 
choral piece, “Listening for What Comes Next,” in 
response to the pandemic.   

       OUTSIDE THE BOX

Alberta Ballet
In May 2020 Alberta Ballet released the first film 
of its digital dance series, The Valley, featuring 
the music of k.d. lang backing the company’s 
dancers performing in a variety of locations, 
including their own homes. Other films highlighted 
unique locations in Alberta—Medalta in Medicine 
Hat and Prince’s Island Park in Calgary. Alberta 
Ballet is continuing the initiative by inviting 
underrepresented choreographers to work with 
the company’s dancers to produce new films.
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Red Deer Museum and Art Gallery
In July 2020 the museum opened 
COVID-19: Unprecedented Times, 
a small community exhibit in the 
Remarkable Red Deer permanent 
gallery, showcasing local responses 
to the ongoing pandemic. 

Whyte Museum 
Breathe. opened at the museum in 
September 2020. Co-creators and 
Métis artists Nathalie Bertin and Lisa 
Shepherd invited artists to respond 
to the pandemic by creating masks to 
reflect their emotional state, culture 
and practice.#

Mile Zero Dance
Taking entirely to the digital sphere 
for its 2020/21 season, Mile Zero 
showed a mixture of livestream 
dance performances and dance films 
followed by live talks. The company 
also hosted its REELING: Dance 
on Screen festival, which included 
a drive-in screening at Bonnie Doon 
Centre in Edmonton. 

Calgary International Film Festival  
CIFF moved to a hybrid model for its 
2020 and 2021 festivals, showing 
select films in cinemas and others 
digitally. In 2020, 84 per cent of 
CIFF’s audience watched from home, 
with 158 of the 180 films shown 
online. The following year 170 of 205 
films were screened online. 

Art Gallery of Alberta
On March 7, 2020, the AGA opened 
“Leiden circa 1630: Rembrandt 
Emerges.” After the gallery’s closure, 
the AGA quickly released a virtual 
tour and video series of the exhibition 
in April, keeping it accessible to the 
public. Throughout the pandemic the 
AGA’s prolific digital programming 
included artist talks, behind-the-
scenes tours, art activities, an online 
design series called 250 AGA, and 
an online initiative dubbed Field Trip.

Rosebud Theatre
In April 2020 Rosebud Theatre 
opened a virtual production: the 
Homestage Tour. Performers 
connected to the theatre would 
take to the virtual stage on Fridays 
at noon through Facebook Live. 
Some performed music, others 

told stories, recited poetry or gave 
dramatic readings. By August, with 
restrictions easing enough to allow 
outdoor gatherings, the theatre 
invited some of the performers to 
the outdoor stage in Rosebud to 
do in-person shows. The theatre 
continued the tradition in 2021 
with six concerts, and subsequently 
decided to implement the concerts 
as a part of its ongoing programming, 
with afternoon concerts held every 
Saturday in July and August.    

Esker Foundation
The contemporary gallery in 
Calgary’s Inglewood neighbourhood 
quickly switched to online, offering 
programming starting in April 2020. 
Gallery staff developed the Esker at 
Home, Mini Makers and Esker Youth 
Engagement series of art activities 
for families to create at home. 

Southern Alberta Art Gallery
SAAG’s digital programming 
included creative online events 
such as a virtual Pride Party in 
collaboration with Lethbridge Pride 
Fest, a summer market, a craft beer 
festival, a holiday market and an art 
auction. 

DIGITAL STANDOUTS 

CREATIVE RESPONSES
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 M E ET TH E M I N I STE R

BIOGRAPHY
Lives: Clive (15 min. east of Lacombe)
Education: journeyman carpenter’s 
ticket; master’s degree in theology from 
Taylor College and Seminary (Baptist)
Work experience: ordained Baptist 
minister; general contracting business
Elected as MLA: 2015/5/5 (Wildrose)
Riding: Lacombe-Ponoka
Sworn in as Minister: 2021/7/8 (with 
Jackie Armstrong-Homeniuk named as
associate minister of status of women)
Quote: Orr, likening cannabis to opium 
in 17th-century China: “The human 
tragedy of what’s going to happen 
with [cannabis legislation] has yet to 
be revealed. Yes, opium smoking, like 
marijuana, was a fashionable, refined 
pastime, especially among the young. 
But I’ll tell you something: it doesn’t lead 
to the good life.” (Hansard, 2017/11/29)
Quote: Orr, on UCP backroom politics: 
“…I personally believe the premier has 
been more than fair and transparent 
with caucus. I also believe he is the 
leader God raised up for these times, 
even though I don’t like these times any 
more than you do.” (Twitter, 2022)

RESPONSIBILITIES
“Build a vibrant cultural sector by 
supporting… Alberta’s creative and 
cultural industries, artists and the arts 
community, recreation and sport [and 
the] non-profit/voluntary sector”C
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m i n i ste r of cu ltu r e an d statu s of wom e n

Ron Orr
MINISTER’S RECORD
• Oct 1, 2021: appointed Zach Polis as 
Alberta’s new artist in residence
• Oct 26, 2021: introduced the Arts Pro-
fessions Recognition Act, which “supports 
the importance of contracts, ensuring 
artists are paid fairly and encouraging 
greater respect for the profession”
Details: bit.ly/3BrpwqN
• Nov 29, 2021: allocated up to 
$1-million to Crowdfunding Alberta to 
encourage private donations to charity
• Jan 19, 2022: allocated $10.6-million 
to upgrading/building 88 public-use 
community facilities
Details: bit.ly/3qnw3MP
• Jan 26, 2022: allocated $1.9-million to  
50 non-profit community projects
Details: bit.ly/3DdARfG
• Feb 14, 2022: gave $485,000 to the Cgy. 
Centre for Newcomers to upgrade to a 
“sustainable community hub”
• Feb 17, 2022: announced grants of up 
to $25,000 for 64 projects to help the 
music industry recover from COVID
Details: bit.ly/3QznM38
• Feb 18, 2022: appointed Aeris Osborne 
as Alberta’s new artist in residence and 
arts ambassador
• Feb 23, 2022: gave $1-million to the 
Ukrainian Canadian Congress to deliver 
humanitarian aid to Ukraine
• Feb 28, 2022: gave $144,600 to John 
Ware Youth Empowerment Program
• Mar 9, 2022: introduced Bill 3, the 
Special Days Act, which standardized the 
way such days can be recognized
• Mar 17, 2022: designated ammolite as 
the official gemstone of Alberta
• Mar 29, 2022: allocated up to $350,000 
to the Sport, Physical Activity and 
Recreation Donation Fund Program to 
encourage private donations to charity
•  Mar 29, 2022: announced provincial 
support for the City of Edmonton’s 

bid to host the 2026 FIFA World Cup: 
$110-million (FIFA rejected the bid)
• Apr 21, 2022: provided $4.4-million in 
Community Initiatives Program funds
• Jun 29, 2022: gave $4-million to 
KidSport Alberta and the Alberta 
Recreation and Parks Association
• Jul 11, 2022: announced September 1 
would henceforth be “Alberta Day” 

CRITIQUE
• Peter Lee, in a letter to the editor of 
the Edmonton Journal: “Gosh, are 
we back in the 1600s during Louis 
XIV’s reign when he declared l’état, 
c’est moi, meaning ‘I am the state’? To 
be clear, neither our government nor 
Jason Kenney was chosen by God. 
We actually got rid of that idea when 
democracy toppled kings. Thank God. 
In fact, we had some revolutions and 
beheadings over it.” (2021/5/18)
• David Climenhaga: “…The awarding 
of a prize in the ‘Her Vision Inspires’ 
essay contest… to someone who 
included racist and anti-immigration 
themes while arguing that in the 21st 
century women are better suited to 
bearing babies than challenging men 
for political office amounts to evidence 
of serious mismanagement of Mr. Orr’s 
portfolio.” (albertapolitics.ca, 2022/8/22)

MINISTRY CONTACT
#224, 10800 97 Ave, Edm., AB, T5K 2B6
780 422 3559  
csw.minister@gov.ab.ca  #

“A successful 
FIFA bid will 
showcase [us] on 
the world stage.”
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People 
Need Music, 
Right ?
How the Edmonton Symphony Orchestra 
weathered the pandemic

By SANDRA SPEROUNES

I T’S A CRISP APRIL 2022 EVENING 
and downtown Edmonton feels full 
of life after two years of desolation 
during COVID-19. The sun is still 

out at 7 p.m., its rays streaming between the 
gleaming new skyscrapers in the Ice District. 
Cars honk and Oilers fans on foot chant and 
cheer as they head to Rogers Place for the last 
game of the regular season. 
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FEATU R E PEOPLE N E E D M USIC,  R IG HT?

Over at the Winspear Centre, construction of a 
$65.6-million expansion—planned prior to the pandemic—
is taking shape in a former parking lot. The original concert 
hall, opened in 1997, is home to the 70-year-old Edmonton 
Symphony Orchestra. A smaller venue, the Music Box, and 
a series of rehearsal and teaching studios will be part of the 
41,000-ft2 addition.

Inside the Winspear, hundreds of people mill about in 
the main lobby, waiting for one of Alexander Prior’s last few 
performances as chief conductor of the ESO. Seating in the 
hall itself is staggered to maintain physical distancing, so 
there are more empty spaces than bodies in the room. (The 
Winspear can fit 1,932 people if it opens the choir lofts.) 
Almost everyone is masked as they take their seats for the 
evening’s program, which includes pieces by two Edmonton-
born composers, Vivian Fung and Alissa Cheung, and 
excerpts from Philip Glass’s minimalist opera Akhnaten. 

“Tonight is a little exploration in relentlessness,” Prior 
announces from the stage. “It often takes the form of 
minimalism. Minimalists tend to stretch time. It feels like 
both an eternity and one second.” In other words, tonight’s 
music will comprise the ideal soundtrack for a pandemic. 

Akhnaten, which sounds like the theme to a Game of 
Thrones prequel, hovers from dour and cinematic to lilting 
and pastoral. Fung’s A Child Dreams of Toys captures the joy 
of total abandon—or the anticipation of it—while Cheung’s 
Impressions, with its scratchy violins, signals (perhaps) 
another round of impending doom. 

Prior and the ESO also throw in an unscheduled 
performance of Carl Nielsen’s Canto Serioso, originally 
written for French horn and piano. Before launching into 
their interpretation of the piece—complete with gongs—
Prior reminisces about life before COVID-19. As it turns 
out, he conducted one of Nielsen’s symphonies during his 
last pre-pandemic concert with the ESO. The title of the 
work? The Inextinguishable. 

“Ironic?” Prior impishly asks the crowd. 

T
HE DAY THE WORLD SHUT DOWN, 
Prior was in Montreal, getting ready to 
fly to Germany for a tour with one of its 
orchestras as a guest conductor. He ended 
up renting a car and driving the 3,600 km 
back to Edmonton. Prior wanted to be 

with his ESO family and help in whatever way he could, 
whether lobbying the government for emergency financial 
support or organizing a public fundraiser. 

“My first thought was ‘I really have to be here,’” he 
says. “But because the [restrictions] of the pandemic were 
so strong, there wasn’t much I could do. It was rough. It 
was survival mode for us and the whole classical music 
industry. How can we pivot?” 

Like so many others, the ESO pivoted to digital. While 
in-person concerts were cancelled, classes for its youth 
orchestra, YONA-Sistema, went online immediately. By the 
end of April 2020, the ESO had officially called off the 25th 

edition of its late-summer festival, Symphony Under the Sky. 
But the orchestra had by then started producing a series of 
YouTube videos, “From Stage to Screen,” featuring musicians 
alone or in small groups performing in the Winspear’s empty 
and resonant concert hall—including concertmaster Robert 
Uchida playing several of J.S. Bach’s sonatas for solo violin. 

“Thank you for this!” one viewer, Wendy Miller, 
commented on YouTube. “Everyone could use a bit of 
beautiful music right now. We miss the Winspear and ESO 
so much.” 

Prior himself, on piano, accompanied principal cellist 
Rafael Hoekman performing Sibelius’s Two Pieces, opus 77. 
“The videos told our patrons ‘We’re still performing for 
you, we care about you, and we want to keep you connected 
with our players and our community,’” says Prior.

While the videos increased the ESO’s YouTube 
subscribers by more than 65 per cent during the first 
three months of the pandemic, musicians and fans alike 
were craving live performances. Indoor concerts weren’t 
allowed, but outdoor shows were—with masks, distancing, 
fewer performers and smaller audiences. So the ESO took 
to the streets and parks and backyards of Edmonton, 
playing a series of community concerts organized by 
assistant principal horn Megan Evans.

From May 2020 to September 2020, musicians 
performed more than 180 outdoor concerts, raising more 
than $160,000 for the ESO. “We played for a 95th birthday,” 
Evans writes in the ESO and Winspear Centre’s 2020-2021 

From May to September 
2020, musicians 
performed more than 
180 outdoor concerts, 
raising more than 
$160,000 for the ESO.
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annual report. “Cellist Rafael Hoekman performed a solo 
show for a music teacher diagnosed with stage four cancer. 
We also played a concert to celebrate a 30th and a 60th 
wedding anniversary.” At one show, strong winds ended up 
blowing a violist’s sheet music into her colleague’s face.

For cellist Julie Hereish and violist Keith Hamm, these 
outdoor shows were a great way to meet music fans and 
explore Edmonton. The couple had only moved to the city 
seven months prior to the pandemic. “People were excited to 
talk to us [after a performance],” says Hereish. “That doesn’t 
happen in a concert hall. There’s less of a barrier when 
musicians are playing on a street corner—audiences feel 
very comfortable coming to chat and introduce themselves.” 

“[People] would bring lawn chairs onto their streets and 
take in the music,” adds Hamm. “We started feeling really 
close to the city and to the individual neighbourhoods that 
came out and showed support.” 

By October 2020 the ESO was back in the Winspear—
still in smaller and distanced configurations but with 
better acoustics (and less wind). Within six weeks, 
and 22 concerts by the orchestra, however, and with 
COVID infections surging across Alberta, the provincial 
government ordered another ban on indoor gatherings. 

The orchestra wouldn’t perform again for eight months—
its longest absence from the stage during the pandemic. 
(Some members continued to record and release YouTube 
videos; others started a podcast.)

In August 2021 the ESO played a series of small outdoor 

concerts in and around Edmonton, and relaunched its 
annual outdoor festival, Symphony Under the Sky, at reduced 
capacity, in Hawrelak Park. Here, all 56 members performed 
in concert together for the first time in 16 months.

Autumn saw shows at the Winspear once again, with 
the ESO offering monthly memberships instead of season 
subscriptions. After another brief shutdown in January 
2022, the ESO resumed a regular slate of performances 
that March—some with restricted capacity, some full—
and announced its 2022–23 season (including Symphony 
Under the Sky) and the appointment of an artistic adviser, 
Michael Stern, in early June. 

STILL, WITH SO FEW CONCERTS and such small 
attendance, COVID could’ve been disastrous for the ESO. 
The company made only $73,127 in ticket sales for the year 
ending June 30, 2021, compared to $4.6-million for 2019 and 
$3-million for 2020.

But the ESO and Winspear Centre weathered the 
pandemic relatively well. They received some $2.9-million 
from the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy program to help 
pay administrative staff and musicians’ salaries in 2020 and 
2021, as well as grants from six organizations, including 
the Edmonton Arts Council, EPCOR’s Heart + Soul Fund, 
Alberta Foundation for the Arts and Canadian Heritage. 
The orchestra and the Winspear did have to let go some 
administrative staff, but the ESO didn’t lay off any musicians. 

Prior thinks the ESO’s administration and Winspear’s C
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ESO tuba player Scott Whetham and trombonist Kathryn Macintosh outdoors in 2021.
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board of directors did an admirable job of keeping the 
70-year-old orchestra and its 25-year-old venue alive. 
Together, the two institutions posted an operating deficit of 
$2.7-million for the year ended June 30, 2020, and a surplus 
of $1,387,032 for the following year. (ESO CEO Annamarie 
Petrov wasn’t available for comment, despite repeated 
requests.)

“We were very fortunate to have really thoughtful 
leadership in the board and the administration,” says Prior. 
“You can’t magic money, you can’t work miracles, but they 
definitely tried. The task was to keep the little pilot flame 
burning, because the ESO is such a treasure. Thousands of 
musicians have put so much into this orchestra, and so many 
audience members have supported it regularly and selflessly 
over the years.” 

As COVID wreaked havoc on the ESO’s schedule and 
ability to perform, some of the orchestra’s musicians poured 
their energies into other projects. 

Cellist Victor Pipkin focused on his family farm about 
80 km northwest of Edmonton—raising goats, cows, ducks 
and rabbits. He spent time climbing in the Rockies, teaching 
music lessons outdoors, learning to play piano, writing 
several études and at times catching up on sleep. “I love 
performing, I love our audiences. Music is meant to bring 
community together,” says the 32-year ESO veteran. “Did I 
miss performing? Probably the answer is no, because I’m so 
busy with other aspects of life outside the symphonic circle.”

Cellist Hereish and violist Hamm welcomed two 

daughters—Charlotte in May 2020, then Claire 20 months 
later. “Having kids was kind of the perfect project for that 
time,” says Hereish, as she cradles and breastfeeds her 
youngest during a video call. “I mean, I was pregnant before 
the pandemic started, but it ended up being the perfect 
timing. We both had so much time at home.” 

Their experience wasn’t always seamless. Due to COVID 
precautions, Hamm was only allowed to join his wife in 
the hospital for the last two hours of Charlotte’s delivery. “It 
wasn’t fun,” Hereish remembers. “I was alone in labour for 
hours, and then Keith was able to join only at the very end. It 
wasn’t the experience you’re supposed to have.”

The couple also pursued their own musical side projects—
starting a duo, The New Cohort, and performing livestreams. 
Hamm even recorded an album and toured Ontario with his 
ensemble, the Rosebud String Quartet. (He hails from the 
southern Alberta town of Rosebud and is the artistic director 
of its chamber music festival.) 

Hamm says he’ll always think of the COVID years 
whenever he plays Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. The ESO 
performed the classic with conductor Mario Venzago at the 
start of 2022, back in the Winspear but in front of a more 
intimate audience. “As we were playing it, I remember 
thinking there was some part of the pandemic I could 
associate with each of the passing movements,” says Hamm. 
“Then of course, there’s the huge, victorious finale that we all 
wish and hope for as far as being on the other side of it all. I 
found a lot of parallels there.”

People would bring 
lawn chairs onto their 

streets and take in 
the music. We started 

feeling really close 
to the city and the 
neighbourhoods.

above: Members of the ESO perform a community concert on Saskatchewan Drive in summer of 2020. facing page: ESO 
concertmaster Robert Uchida, left, and former chief conductor Alex Prior at the Winspear Centre, March 2022.
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F
OR THE ESO’S CHIEF CONDUCTOR, 
however, much of the COVID period has 
been a challenge. A young (he turned 30 
only last month!) and naturally gregarious 
man who’s been writing orchestral music 
since childhood, Alexander Prior missed 

performing regularly and felt incredibly lonely. He worried 
about the future of the arts and his future in the arts. For a 
brief time, he flirted with the idea of learning to code. 

“[The pandemic] was awful,” he says. “Thankfully, a few 
close friends really rallied to my aid and kept me going. I 
found it incredibly challenging for my mental health. It 
was also really stressful to see what was happening to the 
industry and to music. People need music, right? Music is 
one of the oldest things humanity has.” 

For some relief, Prior listened to music. Perhaps more 
surprising, however, was his chosen prescription—country 
music and road trips. The UK-born and Russian-trained 
composer spent days driving through southern Alberta and 
Saskatchewan, even (once the border reopened) Wyoming 
and Montana. His favourite drive? Highway 40, which runs 
through Kananaskis and is only accessible in summer. “It’s 
just fantastic,” he says. “Open the windows all the way and 
blast country radio.” (Alberta cowboy Corb Lund is one of 
his favourite artists.) 

In addition to the pressures of the pandemic, there was 
the question of Prior’s future with the ESO. He wanted to 
stay, but his five-year contract was expiring in June 2022. “I 

didn’t decide to leave,” he says. “That was a bigger-picture 
thing. So my job was to get another job.

“But I’m full of gratitude. I’ve had quite a long run here, 
and we really love each other. It’s really good to leave on 
good terms. Many conductors don’t.” 

Prior is now the music director of Erfurt Theatre and 
the Erfurt Philharmonic Orchestra in Germany. (Flying 
to and from Europe for auditions was “rough and full of 
bureaucracy.”) He says Alberta and its capital city will 
always be close to his heart. He began his tenure with the 
ESO when he was only 24, so he feels like he matured as 
an adult in Edmonton. “It’s hard to say goodbye,” says Prior. 
“But it’s hard because it was beautiful.”

The ESO is now looking for his replacement. New artistic 
adviser Michael Stern is helping with the search. He’s 
also scheduled to conduct 11 concerts himself, including 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. The ESO’s 2022/2023 season 
also features repertoire by titans such as Bach, Mozart and 
the Beatles. As for the Winspear Centre’s expansion, the 
goal is to open next spring. 

“The ESO is a real treasure and it has an awesome future 
ahead of it,” says Prior, who promises to return to guest 
conduct at some point. “I’m proud to have been part of the 
history. I’ll be part of the future, too, in a different way, and 
I’m very grateful for that.” #

Sandra Sperounes is a music journalist based in Edmonton 
who was formerly on staff at the Edmonton Journal.E
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FEATU R E PHOTO ESSAY

CREATIVE
ADAPTATION
Photos by Leah Hennel 
Necessity is the mother of invention. Whether by 
wearing a mask during a portrait sitting, putting 
pictures of the absent congregation in the pews, 
getting vaccinations in unusual places or attending 
a graduation ceremony via truck, Albertans found 
ways to adjust during the pandemic. #

above: Hana Ibsa is a porter at Peter Lougheed Centre in Calgary. April 2020.  
below: Rev. John Pentland, minister at Hillhurst United Church in Calgary, stands in front of pews with photos of community 

members, March 2020. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many religious services went online. 
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above: Floyd Black Horse celebrates during the drive-in graduation ceremony at Mount Royal University, June 7, 2021. 
below: Dr. Gaganjot Sandhu gives a COVID vaccine to Elsa Tesfu at the pop-up clinic at Village Square Leisure Centre, June 5, 2021.



 

4 2   N O V E M B E R  2022

IMAGINE, FOR A SECOND, A WORLD WITHOUT music 
or stories or dancing. Would you want to live in such a world? 
Art is a basic human need, and thankfully, in Canada, we 
recognize this and have a long history of publicly funding it. 

The origins of public arts funding can be traced to the 1951 
Massey Commission, which called for a strong public funding 
system to protect Canada’s settler cultures from rising US 
dominance of our radios, screens and stages. While this vision 
succeeded, it failed to respect the sovereignty of Indigenous 
cultures or anticipate today’s multicultural mosaic. Still, the 
commission’s core concern remains vital: how to cultivate a 
distinct Canadian cultural identity in the face of US influence. 

We already know how to support Canadian industry. We 
spend $1.6-billion annually to help Canadian farmers stay 
in business. Without these supports, Canadian agriculture 
would likely collapse against cheaper imports, making us 
forever dependent on others for food. Similarly, according to 
an OECD estimate, we spend some $4.5-billion annually in 
subsidies to oil and gas industries. Alberta alone contributes 
more than $1.6-billion annually to oil and gas, and this is for 
a sector that posted record profits in 2022. This spending is 
considered necessary to sustain business investment in Canada 
and keep high-paying jobs here. Meanwhile, total government 
investment in culture is about $10-billion annually, but the 
sector accounts for some $57-billion in GDP and 672,000 
direct jobs. Of that $10-billion, only 7 per cent is for the “arts” 
(visual, performing and literary)—the subsidy-backed arts 
sector is quite a bargain compared to the rest of the budget. 

But we shouldn’t buy something just because it’s cheap; it has 
to add value. The arts are hugely popular with Canadians. We 
now spend twice as much on the performing arts ($1.4-billion) 
as we do on live sports ($650-million). Canadians value 
theatre as much as, if not more than, professional hockey. But 
just as it’s good that we spend public money on making sports 
accessible for everyone, it’s good to spend public money on 
artistic activities that many more people engage with. Total 
public investment from all levels of government makes up only 
36 per cent of Canadian arts revenues. If arts organizations 
weren’t popular, how would they raise the remaining 64 per 
cent from tickets, donations and sponsorships?

Not only do we need to fund the arts publicly, we need to 
invest much more. While the arts have proven resilient, stagnant 
funding and rising costs mean companies must charge higher 
ticket prices. Public funding should prioritize subsidizing 
access for people on low incomes (youth, seniors, people with 
disabilities etc.). We should also prioritize those communities 
that are often neglected when it comes to culture, such as rural 
towns and First Nations. The current system of arts funding is 
far from perfect, but the way to improve it is to invest more so 
that more Canadians can enjoy the many benefits art gives us.

owais lightwala 
The professor, producer and arts entrepreneur 
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IMAGINE BEING THE CONVENIENCE STORE worker 
you see every time you visit the store. Or perhaps you’re a low-
income single mom or senior citizen on a fixed income. Now 
imagine you read a news story about a Canadian artist who 
received several thousand dollars from the federal government 
to put on a solo art show in Germany called “Whose Jizz is 
This?” The artist’s show features sculptures, prints, videos and 
several giant sex toys she calls “The Fleshies.”

How would you feel knowing your tax dollars were used to 
fund such a controversial purpose while you were struggling 
to make ends meet? Suffice it to say, many Canadians would 
feel disappointed.

Is it right to force people to fund the arts through their 
taxes? I argue no. To be sure, I like the arts as much as the next 
person, but the arts are not a core government service such 
as policing, road repair or healthcare. When many people are 
struggling just to scrape together money to fix their roof or 
repair their fridge, it’s hardly fair to force them to fund a sex-
toy show in Germany.

Now more than ever household budgets are stretched. 
Inflation has hit a 40-year high and food banks across the 
country are overwhelmed. Many Canadians will tell you 
they have more pressing expenditures than art—food, their 
mortgage and home repairs, to name a few.

A more effective and fair approach to funding the arts would 
be for governments to leave more money in each taxpayer’s 
pocket. This way everyone can decide for themselves if 
spending their own money on art is a priority, and if so, what 
kinds of art they want to support.

Some readers might suggest the “Whose Jizz is This?” 
example is an outlier. But it’s not. Art by its very nature is 
subjective and often divisive. Many readers will remember 
the controversy caused by “Voice of Fire,” a large $1.8-million 
painting that the National Gallery of Canada purchased in 
1989. The painting had just three simple lines—two vertical 
blue stripes with a red line up the middle. Another example 
is the band that Ottawa funded whose album depicted Jesus 
Christ as a piece of excrement. One doesn’t have to be a 
Christian to understand why this was controversial.

In Calgary, city hall has funded public art that offended local 
Indigenous people (“Bowfort Towers”), that literally burned 
a hole in an observer’s jacket (“Wishing Well”) and that had 
to be removed because it used images without permission 
(“Snapshots”). The city’s art program stumbled so many times 
that public pressure led to its being paused and reviewed.

When you—an individual—are left in charge of funding the 
arts, you can decide whether a piece is offensive or brilliant, 
great or mediocre, or if it’s a priority given fiscal constraints. And 
when you’re left to fund the arts, governments then have more 
time to focus on what they should be doing—core services.

colin craig  
The president of think tank Second Street 
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D IALOG U E SHOULD THE ARTS BE PUBLICLY FUNDED?

OWAIS LIGHTWALA RESPONDS TO COLIN CRAIG

MY COLLEAGUE GIVES THE EXAMPLE OF THE 
art project “Whose Jizz is This?” as something that is too 
“controversial” to “force” “struggling” Canadians to fund 
with taxpayer dollars. Let’s unpack each of these last 
three words. 

What exactly are the criteria for being “controversial?” 
Simply that the content references human sexuality, a 
topic that is literally the subject of most popular songs? 
Or perhaps it’s the queer, feminist, questioning nature 
of the piece that makes it too risqué for the average 
Canadian to bear the existence of? No one will argue 
that every Canadian must participate in or equally 
appreciate every piece of art, but it is a core value of 
our society to protect freedom of expression unless it 
incites hatred or violence. Also, we need to clarify how 
the creator of this piece, the musician Peaches, came to 
receive federal funding to present “Whose Jizz is This?” 
in Germany. The current system for public arts funding 
is a highly competitive process, with rigorous layers of 
evaluation, reporting and accountability. 
For example, the Canada Council for 
the Arts funds only 10 per cent of the 
applications it receives each year (6,000 
out of some 60,000). In contrast, the top 
Ivy League universities in the US have an 
acceptance rate of around 7 per cent. The 
artists who do somehow make a living 
working exclusively in the arts (and most 
do not) are the very best of the best. We 
don’t fund hobbyists; we fund renowned experts who 
bring us acclaim and prestige on an international stage. 

Then there is the issue of “forcing” “struggling” 
Canadians to pay for arts while they may have difficulty 
making ends meet. This argument does not hold much 
water, as a 2017 report by the Canadian Taxpayers 
Federation shows that Canadians who earn less than 
$50,000 only contribute 13 per cent of federal income 
tax revenues, while representing 68 per cent of all tax 
filers. In fact, one-third of Canadians, presumably 
with the lowest incomes, didn’t pay any taxes at all. So 
the convenience store worker, struggling single mom 
and senior citizen cited as examples are probably not 
contributing to the funds that pay for any public services, 
let alone for the arts. The group that’s arguably “forced” 
into supporting the arts is the wealthiest Canadians 
who pay the majority of taxes, a group for whom I am 
reluctant to shed tears. 

The larger argument put forth against public funding 

 Anyone committed 
to democracy has 

to be committed to 
democratizing means of 
expression and speech.

for the arts is that governments should focus on core 
services and let individuals decide the rest. I’ll challenge 
this in a couple of ways. First, as I already established, 
public funds are largely coming from wealthier people 
to begin with, so individual choice instead of public 
funding would really only lower taxes for the rich. Those 
wealthy individuals can now spend the surplus funds as 
they see fit, concentrating more power for censorship 
into the hands of fewer people. 

In this country, thankfully, our government is elected 
democratically, and if we don’t like our representatives 
we get to fire them and hire new ones. By extension, 
public funding has to be accountable to the larger public 
or it will be subject to public outrage. The example of 
Calgary temporarily suspending funding for public 
art is given as a failure, but I’d say it’s actually a great 
example of public accountability in action. Conversely, if 
a handful of wealthy patrons decide privately what arts 
are good and bad, what is offensive and inoffensive, we 

return quickly to a medieval culture 
of aristocratic feudalism. Anyone who 
is committed to democracy has to be 
committed to democratizing means of 
expression and speech as well. One is 
impossible without the other.  

My main contention with this claim 
that governments should focus on 
“core services” is the definition of 
core services. The arts are absolutely a 

core service. Funding the arts is funding education, as 
the arts include arts education and training. The arts 
are where we build the increasingly valuable skills of 
communication, collaboration, creativity, innovation, 
conflict resolution, emotional intelligence; the list is 
endless. These are vital skills that our workforce is 
going to need as the economy continues to transition 
away from traditional low-skilled labour to high-skilled 
knowledge and service sector work. Funding the arts is 
also healthcare, as a slew of studies have demonstrated 
the strong relationship between participation in 
arts activity and better mental health and increased 
community belonging. Dancing is a much cheaper 
way of preventively addressing diabetes, hypertension, 
arthritis and heart disease than any drug currently on 
the market. What could be more “core” than ensuring 
Canadians live long and healthy lives? The arts are at 
the core of our humanity, and robust participation in 
the arts has to be core to any thriving human society.
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COLIN CRAIG RESPONDS TO OWAIS LIGHTWALA

I AGREE WITH OWAIS LIGHTWALA’S POINT THAT 
life would be pretty dull without the arts. A good tune, 
thought-provoking painting or captivating movie—these 
artistic endeavours enrich our lives. However, mankind 
has created art for millennia without government 
subsidies. Exceptional artists will thrive with or without 
state funding.

Lightwala argues subsidies are necessary because 
Canadian artists have to compete with the dominant 
cultural presence of the United States. So why is there 
such a long list of famous Canadian artists who have 
overcome that challenge without public funding? 

Readers will know the name Justin Bieber, one of 
Canada’s most popular musicians ever. It’s fairly well 
known that Bieber got his start after he and his mother 
began posting clips on YouTube of him singing. Through 
sheer talent and word of mouth, Bieber’s videos attracted 
10 million views in no time. His performances eventually 
caught the attention of a recording executive, and the rest 
is history. No subsidies required.

Nickelback is a polarizing band—you 
either love them or hate them—but it’s 
not debatable that they’ve enjoyed success 
on the world stage. In an interview with 
loudwire.com, the band explained how 
guitarist Ryan Peake used his day job 
working in the cattle industry to borrow 
$30,000 from a local bank to get the band 
off the ground, while lead singer Chad 
Kroeger borrowed money from his father-in-law.

It’s not clear if Rush, one of Canada’s most successful 
rock bands of all time, ever accepted public funding, but 
as they started out as a libertarian-inspired band, it seems 
doubtful they would have asked the state for financial 
help to write lyrics denouncing the state. 

Like Canada, Ireland also has a culturally dominant 
neighbour: the United Kingdom. So how did U2 break 
through and become the top grossing act in the entire 
world during the 2010s (pulling in more than $1-billion)? 
Watch their performance of the song “Out of Control” 
at Slane Castle on YouTube and you’ll hear lead singer 
Bono explain that each band member asked a relative 
for a loan of 500 Irish pounds in the 1970s. U2 used that 
money to help pay for recording their first album, and 
that obviously turned out quite well. 

These examples show that exceptional talent will rise to 
the top without subsidies.

Lightwala cites the 1951 Massey Commission report 

Justin Bieber, 
Nickelback and U2 

show that exceptional 
talent will rise to the top 

without subsidies.

as the impetus for state funding of the arts in Canada. 
But even if you accept the argument that subsidies were 
needed in the 1950s, one can’t ignore how much the 
world has changed in the last 70 years. As Justin Bieber 
has shown, YouTube, Facebook, Instagram and TikTok 
allow artists to build a following directly with the public. 
Etsy, eBay, Bandcamp and other sites help artists sell their 
products around the world. Artists who want donations 
can always try Patreon, GoFundMe or Kickstarter.  

What about public art—surely it would fail without 
subsidies? Not necessarily. Consider the “See Art Orlando” 
project in Florida. Unlike the City of Calgary’s scorned 
subsidized public art program, Orlando’s has received 
positive reviews and is paid for 100 per cent through 
donations and corporate sponsorship. While the City of 
Calgary has placed public art in inconvenient locations 
(including one piece behind a fence in a compound that’s 
inaccessible half the time), Orlando’s nine exhibits are 
located throughout the downtown and make for a nice 

two-mile stroll from exhibit to exhibit. 
 Finally, Lightwala argues that there’s 

an economic benefit in favour of 
governments subsidizing various special 
interest groups, including more funding 
for the arts. Let’s ignore the fact there’s 
no money available—Ottawa’s debt 
is rising by $6 million per hour. The 
pro-subsidy claim is common: give a 
special interest group millions and get 

an even larger economic return. But is that true? Readers 
should note that such claims are routinely put forward 
by recipients and their hired consultants. The conflict is 
obvious. Conversely, independent economists often come 
to the opposite conclusion. For example, while every 
professional sports team will tell you significant benefits 
come from subsidizing their facility, a 2005 survey of US 
economists found 86 per cent agreed or strongly agreed 
that subsidies for pro sports teams should be eliminated.

Lightwala cited how much Canadians are spending on 
the arts right now. A good question to ask is: Why aren’t 
people spending more? There’s nothing stopping them… 
unless of course it’s just not a priority, considering their 
budget constraints and other choices available to them. 

This brings me back to my first point: when 
governments leave more money in your pocket, you can 
decide for yourself if supporting the arts sector financially 
is a priority for your household and, equally important, 
which artists to support. #
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W HERE WERE YOU WHEN…? One generation will 
remember where we were the day the American 
president John F. Kennedy was assassinated, 
November 22, 1963. Another will remember the 

moment they heard or saw the Twin Towers slide hideously to 
the ground of lower Manhattan on September 11, 2001. But for 
roughly 345,000 Ukrainian-Albertans across generations, February 
24, 2022, will be the day we mark as the morning we learned 
Russian forces had invaded Ukraine.

Almost everyone among my Ukrainian-Albertan friends and 
colleagues stopped dead in their tracks and reordered their lives. 
In my case, meetings were cancelled and new ones urgently 
organized while my inbox spilled over with links to webinars 
and roundtables of international experts as well as phone-ins 
with Alberta-based professors. I learned of Edmontonians of all 
origins who scrambled to gather humanitarian aid and organize 
impromptu fundraisers. People at my old housing co-op hung 
enormous blue and yellow flags on their balconies and planted 
sunflowers. So many of us with relatives in Ukraine were desperate 
to learn whether we could still e-transfer funds to Ukraine—in my 
case, to second-cousins in western Ukraine near the Romanian 
border. Still others anticipated hosting evacuees. 

And nobody could say how long the war would go on.

FIGHTING  
IN WHATEVER WAY WE CAN

Ukrainian-Edmontonians and the war in Ukraine

By MYRNA KOSTASH
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That buildup of 150,000 
Russian troops on Ukraine’s 

borders? “I thought it was  
just sabre-rattling.”

 vince rees

VINCE REES

February 23, 2022: Vince Rees, founder and owner of 
Edmonton-based Cobblestone Freeway Tours, had just 
returned from a tour of Ukraine, where he had been rallying 
his staffers in Kyiv and Lviv—plus an extended crew of 
drivers, artisans and musicians—after a two-year pandemic 
shutdown. “We had a repertoire of tours that could run for 
10 more years: Christmas in Ukraine, Easter in Ukraine, 
Highlights of Ukraine,” he says. That buildup of 150,000 
Russian troops on Ukraine’s borders? “I thought it was just 
sabre-rattling.”

February 24, 2022: Vince was in shell shock, “doom-
scrolling” through media. Meanwhile in Lviv, Cobblestone 
staffers were making and storing Molotov cocktails, while 
others were suddenly working as translators and fixers for 
the international media arriving in droves. As Lviv ran out 
of accommodation, Cobblestone gave over its office space to 
refugee families fleeing west from the war zones in the east, 
on their way to the Polish border.

Having put Cobblestone Tours “on idle,” Vince no longer 
has a job. “But my business doesn’t matter,” he says. “I’m 
lucky in Canada. I can do other things, teach dance, live with 
my mother—my condo is up for sale. I’m educated, I have 
connections and a reputation. I’m still in shock. So I’ve sunk 
my teeth into the Cobblestone Foundation.” The Foundation 
was first established to support cultural projects in Ukraine 
but, with the war, donations are now sent directly in cash to 
support humanitarian aid—to purchase food, shelter, water, 
medicine, blankets, baby formula, a night’s stay in a safe 
place and a tank of gas to drive from Lviv to safety, among 
many, many other needs.

It’s Day 126 of the war as I read the Foundation’s Facebook 
page. Back on April 25, “The village of Tulova, supported by 
our Foundation, banded together to provide Easter bread 
known as paska for soldiers and refugees this weekend. 
Thank you to the villagers and to our donors for making this 
possible.” Ah, yes, Tulova. I had wondered how the villagers 
were faring: both Vince and I have ancestral roots in Tulova.

Each time Vince had organized dance tours around 
Ukraine, he visited Tulova and brought friends along “who 
could see how powerful an experience it was for them, to eat, 
drink, sing along with the villagers, an ancient vibration.” In 
2011 Cobblestone Tours was incorporated, and thereafter 
Tulova was on the itinerary as an example of “eco-rural 
tourism” and the best way to get to know people. “These 
were not tours where the only local people you meet are 
hotel staff,” he says. I joined a tour in 2013, was swarmed 
by distant relatives and presided at a long table almost 
bending under the weight of home-made pyrohy. 
And now? Vince has emailed his people in Tulova 
for an update. “Thanks for not forgetting us,” they 
write. “We are well. How are you?” Perhaps, I 
muse, villagers’ sense of security is one form of 
resistance to terror.

After hearing from Tulova again, Vince tells 
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me, “It’s fascinating.  They are continuing to support the 
troops and following the same system they use to herd the 
village cows. One street at a time takes responsibility for 
the village collective efforts. Once a week, one street takes 
responsibility for preparing food packages for soldiers on the 
front lines.  They also have quite a few refugees.  An empty 
house with five rooms has several families living in it. They 
still struggle with the regular air-raid sirens, which are 
driving them crazy. But it’s war… what are you going to do?”

In Mid-May Vince’s kuma (mother of Vince’s godchild) 
arrived in Edmonton with her two children and her mother-
in-law after making their way from Kyiv to a refugee camp 
in Romania and on to a friend’s cottage in Spain where 
they waited for a three-year visa to Canada. “They’re here 
because I’m here,” Rees says, “but also because, through my 
connections, I knew they would be in good hands in our 
community.” His kuma’s husband, Roman, is fighting in the 
Donbas; the two kids are enrolled in the bilingual Ukrainian-
English program at St. Martin Elementary Catholic School 
in south Edmonton’s Lendrum Place neighbourhood. 

I ask: How long will they be here in Edmonton? Vince: 
“You tell me… for as long as the war lasts.”

LIANNA MAKUCH

February 23, 2022: playwright and theatre activist Lianna 
Makuch was working at Edmonton’s Citadel Theatre as 
assistant director of Jane Eyre. At supper she was feeling 
“queasy.” A text came in from an uncle in Vancouver: 
“Explosions in Kyiv.” She turned on CNN—“best source of 
news coverage”—and went into shock.

Lianna and I spoke on June 15, 113 days into the war. I 
had seen the workshop and then the full production of her 
newest play, Alina, “an exhilarating, breathless journey toward 
and away from war” (per its Facebook page). The script 

had a long development, beginning with a trip 
with her collaborators in Pyretic Productions 

to Ukraine in 2017. Travelling a “grassroots” 
itinerary—“It was an exploration of my 
Ukrainian-Canadianness with an emphasis 

on the Canadianness”—Lianna had help 
from Vince Rees in planning the visit to 
eastern Ukraine.

“Why not go to Slovyansk? He got us 
a fixer, we met with displaced people, 
people living in their ruined homes, 
an orphanage, a sanatorium. All the 
places we visited in 2017 are now in the 
war zone within 5 km of the Russian 
border. In the course of meeting 
veterans [of the war ongoing in the 
Donbas since 2014 against Russian-
sponsored separatists], I asked to meet 
a woman. The story of the play is of 
Alina Viatkina in 2015.”

“We are collecting funds for 
bulletproof vests, tourniquets, 
thermal vision lenses, vehicles. 
Alina has been purchasing 
supplies in Poland.”
lianna makuch
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In 2015 Alina was a 19-year-old who showed up unbidden 
at the front line of the Donbas war zone and schemed to join 
a combat battalion as a medic. Her harrowing experience 
under heavy shelling led to prolonged PTSD. The play, Alina, 
is a first-person telling of her courage and resilience in the 
mayhem of war. 

February 24, 2022: Lianna fired off text messages to friends 
in Ukraine. Alina had just left Kyiv, driving with her mother 
to Poland. Lianna wired money. Dmitryi, a war veteran of 
the Donbas she had met earlier, posted a selfie, “being silly,” 
striding down a street yelling, “Let’s go, Ka-put-in!”

In May 2022 in Edmonton the play is also a fundraiser 
for Alina Viatkina’s gathering and distribution of medical 
supplies to a war zone now immeasurably more violent and 
destructive. “We are collecting funds for bulletproof vests, 
tourniquets, thermal vision lenses, vehicles and more. Alina 
has been purchasing supplies in Poland, then bringing them 
back across the border to Lviv, where they are being delivered 
directly to volunteers and then on to the front lines.”

In June Lianna explained to me that, since the war, she 
had felt a resurgence of Ukrainian identity, “which is not 
a theatrical identity. My work in Ukraine has changed the 
course of my creative life as an artist. What I want to do 
now is with a deepened resolve, fighting in whatever way we 
can—for example fundraising for Alina. This has been a way 
of humanizing the need.”

I asked her about two phrases from the playscript, both 
spoken by the character Alina: “There is no future.” And: 
“We have a future.” For Makuch there is no contradiction 
but a paradox. “Alina’s trauma as we have witnessed it in the 
theatre lies in not being able to conceptualize a future in the 
midst of war… and yet going on to fight for it.”

RUBY REMENDA SWANSON

Ruby Swanson grew up in Humboldt, Saskatchewan, speaking 
Ukrainian at home until, at school, she switched to English 
although her parents and aunties, all Canadian-born, 
kept on speaking Ukrainian. “I’m okay as a Ukrainian 
speaker,” she says now.

In the wake of her family’s experience when 
elder son, Carl, came out as a gay teenager, Ruby 
published a memoir, A Family Outing, in 2016. 
Just ahead of its publication, interested in family 
history, she and her younger son, Paul, set out 
to Ukraine on a “roots expedition.” She was 
also curious to know more about the LGBTQ 
community in Ukraine and had already 
corresponded with Olena Globa of TERGO, 
Ukraine’s equivalent of PFLAG—Parents, 
Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays.

 An appointment at the Canadian embassy 
in Kyiv brought together people from the 
Pride Centre, Olena, another mother, a 
psychologist and some of the embassy people 

They are all familiar with the 
country, “the actual roads, 

the actual villages. I can’t cry, 
because once I start I don’t 

know if I can stop.”
ruby swanson
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to talk about her forthcoming book. Olena then arranged for 
her to meet the parents of TERGO.

A “roots expedition” with local driver Yarema to the 
ancestral village was a Ukrainian-Canadian rite of passage, 
but this invitation in Kyiv was to prove an entry to a milieu 
and community for which Ruby was utterly unprepared. 
“The visit to the Pride Centre was clandestine; no visible 
number on any building, though we had the address. We 
made our way across an empty lot to the back door of a 
horribly rusting building that was falling apart and into a 
nicely renovated suite of rooms. Mostly young people were in 
the audience of some 25.

“The reality of the parents’ experience compared to mine 
in Canada is that as parents they were demoralized and 
defeated because of their children’s imprisonments and 
beatings [for not being straight], and because many of these 
young people had escaped Ukraine as refugees. They gave me 
a look as if to say: ‘It’s nice that she’s saying and writing these 
things, but she doesn’t understand.’ In fact, it is the mothers 
who are accepting of their children’s sexual orientation; 
there were no fathers at the TERGO meeting. I read a couple 
of translated passages from my book and the young people 
begged me to get the whole book translated so they could 
give it to their parents.” 

Done. Connections (at the University of Alberta) and 
funds (the Heinrich Böll Foundation) and the Ukrainian 
publisher, Krytyka, produced, in Ukrainian, Family Values: 
Memoir of the Mother of a Gay Son. 

“In the summer of 2019 they printed 1,300 copies,” Ruby 
tells me, “but then came COVID and now war. I have no idea 
how the book is doing.”

Ruby walked in the last Equality March in Kyiv in 2019 
and is now acting as a conduit for activists to tell their stories 
abroad. She has kept up contact with members of Ukraine’s 
gay community throughout the war. Some have fled 
Ukraine or moved to safer locations or have been directed to 
organized shelters. Or stayed at home. As one trans woman 
emailed her: “I feel like my place is here [in Kyiv]. Some 
LGBTQ people [joined] the Armed Forces of Ukraine, and I 
know some who are on the frontline now and taking action 
in the battles against Russian occupiers.” Ruby knows of a 
soldier, out and open as gay, who reports that his sexuality is 
“irrelevant” to the struggle on the frontlines.

Ruby shares an email with me sent in early July from Mila, 
a young woman she met in 2014, a translator for the election 
monitoring team: “I’ve started working with the Handicap 
International organization; we are helping with rehabilitation 
of wounded people who are sent to the western Ukraine for 
medical assistance. It looks like it will be a long-lasting war, 
and we try to adapt to the new reality we could never even 
think of. Probably we have taken our freedom and human 
values for granted and now we have to fight for them.”

As for Ruby and her family in Edmonton, she says, it’s very 
personal. They are all familiar with the country, “the actual 
roads, the actual villages. I can’t cry, because once I start I 
don’t know if I can stop.”

ANDREA KOPYLECH

THE DAUGHTER OF A UKRAINIAN “mixed marriage” 
(father born in Germany, mother in Saskatoon), Andrea 
Kopylech first travelled to Ukraine in 2013 and “at the first 
sight of the Cyrillic alphabet I felt ‘I’m home.’” The product 
of Ukrainian-English bilingual schooling in Edmonton and a 
dancer in a Ukrainian youth group, “even as a child I felt a 
passion for liberating [then-Communist] Ukraine.”

No longer Communist but its sovereignty threatened by 
Russia’s formidable war machine, Ukraine has once again 
evoked that passion in Andrea in her current work with 
the University of Alberta’s Canadian Institute of Ukrainian 
Studies [CIUS]. Already a professional fundraiser and then a 
“perfect fit” for CIUS as communications and public relations 
lead, she was on only the second day of her job when Russia 
invaded Ukraine.

“A trial by fire that first week,” is how she describes it to me, 
“going 24/7 handling media enquiries”—138 interviews with 
CIUS scholars between February 24 and May 13—“keeping 
the YouTube page current, assembling a Zoom roundtable 
right away, responding to Putin’s lies by posting an online 
Q&A, ‘Did you know?’” with 10-minute clips:

“Are Ukrainians and Russians the same people?” with Dr. 
Frank Sysyn.

“Is the Ukrainian language the same as the Russian 
language?” with Dr. Marko Stech.

“Is the war in Ukraine a result of ethnic conflict?” with Dr. 
Natalia Khanenko-Friesen.

Looking back on that frantic first period of the war, and 
as part of a staff of only three, Kopylech nevertheless knows 
that she was “in the right place, at the right time. But it felt 
solemn, heavy, scary. I can breathe a little better now, but 
there is so much to be done.”

CIUS’s network includes scholars, students and researchers 
in Ukraine, and Andrea is helping coordinate the Ukraine-
Archives Rescue Team: “We need to secure private digital 
space to preserve work threatened by massive targeted 
attacks.” She is also organizing support for Disrupted 
Ukrainian Scholars and Students (DUSS), because students 
had begun arriving in Edmonton as evacuees. Reaching 
out across campus—faculties, departments, institutes—
DUSS has raised funds internally, reallocating $529,000 
to bring the scholars over, house them, find grants and 
scholarly positions (these are scholars of all kinds, 
not just of Ukrainian subjects). “The outpouring of 
support for and interest in our community has been 
overwhelming,” she says. “It’s interesting what it 
takes to put a country on the map: a war.” 

Andrea has close relatives in Ukraine, and 
every second day now FaceTimes with a cousin 
who has relocated to Germany with her two 
children while her husband runs humanitarian 
aid to “hot spots.” The personal impact of the 
war on Kopylech has been profound. 

“I have cried for all that is going to be lost. 
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That frantic first period of  
the war “felt solemn, heavy,  

scary. I can breathe a little 
better now, but there is so 

much to be done.”
andrea kopylech

But it has also brought out how proud I am and always have 
been to be Ukrainian. This has given me such richness. We 
speak of the Ukrainian soul, our ‘dusha,’ and we will survive.” 

MARK MINENKO

For Mark Minenko, legal scholar and retired barrister and 
solicitor, there was no dramatic pivot from life on February 23 
to life after February 24, because “from the time I could speak, I 
‘stood with Ukraine.’” The son of refugees from Soviet Ukraine 
who as teens fled ahead of the Red Army as it pushed west to 
Berlin in 1943, Mark grew up in Ukrainian-speaking homes 
in Toronto, Grimsby and Winnipeg. “My parents ensured we 
siblings knew who we were and where we were from,” he says. 
“We could read, write and speak Ukrainian so that, in spite 
of the Russification of Ukrainian culture since Tsardom, we’d 
always be able to read the source material” of that culture.

In retrospect he was primed for February 24: he had been 
part of the Ukrainian-Canadian youth wave in the 1970s who 
participated in demonstrations in front of the Soviet embassy 
in Ottawa and elsewhere, including Edmonton, protesting the 
imprisonment of Ukrainian artists and intellectuals in the 
Gulag. (His ongoing research interest as a legal historian is 
the treatment, including internment, of Ukrainians in Canada 
during the First World War.) When the People’s Movement of 
Ukraine a.k.a. Rukh (which means “motion or movement”) 
was organizing the eventually triumphant referendum for 
Ukrainian independence in 1991, Minenko, “standing for 
Ukraine,” was a member of Rukh-Winnipeg.

But February 24, 2022, mobilized him all over again: “My 
initial reaction was to go into the basement and open two large 
tubs of Canadian military gear from 36 years of service in the 
CAF Medical Reserves to see what I could use to go [to the 
front]. My second reaction was to realize I was 64 years old and 
I’d probably be a greater burden than help overseas.” Instead, 
he joined hundreds who attended a rally at the Legislature 
that evening. He has since assisted Ukrainian Canadian 
Social Services and St. Anthony Ukrainian Orthodox parish’s 
Humanitarian Aid Committee on an ongoing basis, while 
waiting for a family to arrive from Kharkiv: “The father is my 
late mother’s godfather’s son.” They had been communicating 
back and forth for some years, but at the start of war began 
talking about Canada as a safe haven. “We’ve received 
donations of furniture—including from a salesperson at The 
Bay—and not just from Ukrainian-Canadians.” 

Both Edmonton Public and Edmonton Catholic 
school boards are accepting Ukrainian students without 
documentation. Both of the parents Mark is helping have 
Ph.D.s in internet technology. I ask Mark bluntly: Is Canada 
abetting the brain-drain of a vulnerable society? He says no—
these evacuees know the future desperate need of Ukraine to 
rebuild, and they are determined to be part of it. #

Myrna Kostash writes literary and creative nonfiction, including 
All of Baba’s Children, which has never gone out of print.
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FOR A FEW YEARS NOW, WE CANADIANS 
have witnessed a near-constant swirl of political 
leadership contests. I don’t mean elections, national 
and provincial, because those have to be spaced 

apart to allow time for governance. Party leadership contests, 
however, can pop up any old time. I’ve chosen this moment 
to comment because the latest leadership races (Alberta UCP 
and Conservative Party of Canada) are over, and the folks who 
voted haven’t had time (yet) to start hating the winners. It’s a 
narrow window, and I’m jumping through it while I can.

The newly annointed leaders are taking their bows. They’re 
snug (and smug) as bugs in a rug. With cheers still echoing 
and the banners still waving in their minds, they think they 
will be loved forever. Poor fools. Naïveté is a minor crime but 
it’s punished hard.

One day these new leaders 
will lose an election, and they 
will be stunned by how quickly 
their loyal followers turn on  
them. The turnaround time 
between lavishings of love 
and lashings of hate seems to 
shorten between one election 
and the next. As Canadians 
become increasingly rage-
prone, the endings of 
political careers have become 

progressively messier. After a defeat, voters and party 
members turn on their defeated leaders (and the most visible 
ex-ministers) with near-hatred. They look at them and see 
nothing but failure, an embarrassing wreck. And what do 
you do with a wreck? You tow it out to sea and sink it. You 
send it to a yard to be cut into scrap. The wrecking yard for 
dispatched CPC leaders is piled particularly high.

I cannot say that Jason Kenney has ever struck me as a 
brilliant politician, but he has shown canniness in choosing 
his way out of the UCP leadership. Quitting when the pre-
vote on his leadership came in just above 50 per cent was 
inspired. It kept him off the ice floe. By even more mysterious 
sleight of hand, he finagled the interim leader job while the 
UCP hopefuls played Survivor on the island. For Kenney, this 
little cloud above the fray must have been blissful, perhaps 
the happiest place he’d been in politics since he and Skippy 
Poilievre were political children, hecklers-in-chief on Harper’s 
opposition back bench.

But something about Canada has become a little weird, 
hasn’t it? These tumbrels spin night and day. The dumping of 

the old. The ascent of the new. At every stage: rage. 
Looked at from the outside, Canada is one of the most 

admired nations in the world, chosen top five for freedom 
and prosperity year after year, applauded for its debt-to-GDP 
ratio, boasting one of the lowest inflation rates amid the recent 
world price surge. But the nation, on the inside, is a boiling 
fudge of discontent. Truly a rage machine.   

As for why this is happening, I’m going to incur a little wrath 
myself by singling out social media. I won’t claim that social 
media is the sole cause. Would that it could be so simple. But 
as it’s the factor I keep noticing, I’ll elaborate. 

Whether the “news” of the day be information or 
misinformation, it arrives instantly. Consider for a moment 
that not so many decades ago many rural Canadians waited a 
week between mail deliveries, and your mailbox could be a mile 
or more from the house. Even in cities, there was no minute-
by-minute updating of local, national and international news 
stories. News was something people sat down to at the end of 
the working day.

Gossip was even more difficult to move than news. Unless 
the object of a rumour was Elizabeth Taylor, a malicious 
story would fall flat long before a reputation could be ruined. 
Even if a rumour were to succeed, it could take weeks or 
months. When you finally did hear about the affair or the 
suspected financial malfeasance, what would you do with the 
information? Tell a couple of acquaintances, maybe. What 
you couldn’t do was tweet it to 5,000 followers.  

In a slower world, people had to really work to sustain a 
rage. With long spaces between each jolt of annoyance, 
distractions flowed in and piled up, the normal tides of 
sensory and experiential data. For normal folks, the anger 
would wash away, would be cooled into insignificance. 
Naturally there were people then, as now, who didn’t need 
others to corroborate or sustain their rage. The grumpy and 
the rage-prone have always been with us. I remember walking 
along a downtown street in Ottawa and seeing a man in a fury 
beat up a light standard. But let’s just say these self-feeders 
of rage were no one’s heroes. They were people to avoid. Not 
someone you’d vote for or roll with in a convoy.

P.S.: In this age of great fickleness, if you find a political 
party that can lose an election without dumping its leader, you 
might want to bookmark that, for you might just have located 
a last bastion of Canadian calmness and decency. Such a party 
might be a good place to park your vote next time around. #

Fred Stenson’s novels include Who By Fire, The Trade, 
Lightning and The Great Karoo.

Wrecked Leaders

Turn them into quick cash!

In a slower world, 
with long spaces 
between each 
jolt of annoyance, 
people had to 
really work to 
sustain a rage.
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BOOKSHELF

I’m a climate optimist. There’s nothing starry-eyed or 
Pollyanna-like about it. It’s not a slogan or a marketing 
pitch.” This opening passage from Calgary author Chris 

Turner’s most recent book, How to Be a Climate Optimist: 
Blueprints for a Better World, might strike many as surprising. 
After all, the news is full of stories about climate-fuelled 
extreme weather wreaking havoc on lives and livelihoods. 

The news media reality, however, is that “if it bleeds, it 
leads,” and the news is more likely to cover the controversy and 
conflict of the energy transition than the good-news stories that 
are cause for optimism. But they’re out there, and in this book, 
Turner does a brilliant job of capturing and conveying them, 
drawing upon his two decades on the “climate solutions beat.” 

From the backstory of Germany’s Energiewende, that 
country’s transition to a low carbon, reliable and affordable 
energy supply which unleashed the potential of solar power, 
to the “energy transition Disneyland” of Bornholm, a Danish 
island that has served as a living laboratory exploring what a 
better, cleaner energy system looks like, to the quiet but rapid 
rise of China to become the world’s largest manufacturer and 
installer of wind turbines and solar panels, Turner captures 
the confluence of technological, economic and political forces 
that have made the clean energy transition an inevitability. The 
question, clearly, is not whether the transition will happen, 
but how quickly.

by Chris Turner
RANDOM HOUSE CANADA

2022/$23.00/296 PP.

How to Be 
a Climate Optimist:

Blueprints for a Better World

Of course, how quickly the energy 
transition unfolds isn’t just a function 
of technology or economics; it requires 
political will. Or as Turner puts it, “only 
political will?” In sections aptly titled 
“Political Will is Not the Easy Part,” 
“Climate Politics 101 (Or: How I Learned 
to Stop Worrying and Love Politics and 
Then Hate Politics and Then Realize I 
Needed Politics No Matter How I Felt 
about it),” and “The Highly Qualified, 
Necessarily Compromised Thrill of 
Climate Victory,” Turner draws upon both 
observations and experience over the past 
two decades, from Germany’s Bundestag 
to UN climate conferences, and from 
the grassroots of Calgary municipal 
politics to the pragmatic climate politics 
of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. It is 
a refreshingly honest accounting of the 
realpolitik of climate progress. 

Turning from politics to policy, Turner lays out how, 
by harnessing solutions from energy efficiency codes to 
electrifying—that is, substituting clean electricity for fossil 
fuels—just about everything, the next decade holds the promise 
of being “not a flight from danger, but a march, even a race, 
toward a better world.” Embedded in this, as it is throughout the 
book, is a central thesis drawn from Denmark’s achievements 
(from Copenhagen’s embrace of cycling to that country’s 
leadership in offshore wind power): “the best solutions arise 
not by stopping what you don’t want but by seeking what you 
do want. Not by reducing emissions or eliminating fossil fuels 
but by building a new kind of grid, developing better kinds of 
transport, assembling a much better way of living.” 

Like Turner, I’ve spent the past two decades engaging at the 
intersection of climate change and energy transition, and like him 
I’m a self-described climate optimist who shares his conclusion: 
“The energy transition will make its greatest strides yet, and it 
will make the world better in all the ways I’ve observed and in 
many I can’t even imagine yet.” But we are in the minority—a 
2021 poll found two-thirds of Canadians are pessimistic about 
climate change. If you’re in this camp or know somebody who 
is, read or gift this book—readers will be hard-pressed to come 
away from it without a feeling of climate optimism.

—Dan Woynillowicz is the principal of Polaris Strategy + 
Insight, a climate and energy policy advisory firm.

“



5 4   N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 2

BOOK REVIEWS

When Chelsea Vowel’s new book Buffalo is the New 
Buffalo was released, I’d been away from the home 
Métis territories for about a year. In Vancouver I 

craved the openness of prairie sky and the landscapes, stories 
and community that held me as a child and then as an adult. 
When I heard the book was out, I immediately got a copy. 

From the first story, “Buffalo Bird,” I knew I had found home 
within the narratives that Vowel so carefully crafts. I’ve always 
been a fan of her work. I’ve sat in on live podcasts that she 
and her co-host Molly Swain have done for Métis in Space. I’ve 
taught extensively from her first book, Indigenous Writes. And 
I constantly refer to the way Vowel centres kinship networks of 
the Métis and Cree peoples in the Lac Ste. Anne area. When we 
hosted speaker sessions at the Indigenous Student Centres I’ve 
worked at, she would show up two hours early to sit and drink 
tea and visit with the students and Elders. Then after the talk 
she’d be answering questions and creating community within 
the Indigenous spaces. That’s the kind of person she is. 

But outside of all that, Buffalo is the New Buffalo stands 
out for how Vowel continues to teach and educate everyone, 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike. A lot of intense, 
in-depth research went into this book, expressed in a way 
that centres the Métis and Cree matriarchal experiences, and 
gives ownership back to community through the accessibility 
of the story form. These are stories that can be told around 
the campfire late at night when the aunties howl back at the 
wolves. These are stories that can be taught in a graduate level 
seminar on Indigenous literatures. Whatever that means. 

Vowel includes a commentary on each story, which brings the 
educational experience full circle. These commentaries provide 
a deeper dive into Métis storytelling traditions, bringing out 
the subtle nuances of language, thought and process, with 
insight on where we stand as Indigenous peoples in relation 
to colonialism, futurisms and the past. Vowel shows a world 
where the prairies return to old (but not gone) Indigenous 
alliances, where we all speak nêhiyawêwin, where the urban 
and rural landscapes are reformed to a sustainable/natural 
place and where we return to Indigenous governance systems. 

Buffalo is the New Buffalo continues Chelsea Vowel’s work 
of breaking down tropes, stereotypes and misconceptions of 
Indigenous peoples, more specifically, Métis peoples. It inspired 
me to reflect on how western social constructs and colonial 
systems have imposed boundaries on my own way of relating 
as a Métis person. I hope future generations of Métis youth pick 
up this book and find home within its pages just as I have.

—Conor Kerr is the author of Avenue of Champions (2021).

by Chelsea Vowel
ARSENAL PULP PRESS
2022/$21.95/342 PP.

Buffalo is the 
New Buffalo

One of the most difficult things to measure is how 
design connects people to place. Design—a broad 
field including architecture, interior design, industrial 

design and visual communications—can create community, 
elevate the marginalized and, at times, contribute to social 
justice. Yet the success of the design industry is usually 
measured solely through an economic lens: in the export of 
goods and services and the resulting capital inflow. 

Situating Design in Alberta, edited by Isabel Prochner and 
Tim Antoniuk, primarily looks at design in the province 
through the lens of economic growth. Essays from academics 
and practitioners focus on the design of products, start-
ups and the built environment, analyze attempts at industry 
diversification, and dive deeply into design education and the 
entrepreneurial experience. The essays reveal the challenges 
of practising design in Alberta, where design-trained students 
often migrate out of the province. “I am trying to stop that 
trend,” says Edmonton designer Tyler Vreeling, a self-described 
design outlier from the rural north. Educator Carlos Fiorentino 
amplifies that sentiment, emphasizing that opportunities come 
with creating a design culture in which practitioners can thrive. 
“If you really want to make a difference as a designer,” he writes, 
“you should not go where everything is well designed.”

Simply creating more goods, however, even with better 
materials and smarter production, doesn’t necessarily lead to a 
better future. To situate design reveals a context of values. It’s in 
discussing the Alberta context that the book opens other ways 
of measuring design, ones in which underrepresented voices 
are elevated and the designer has a role as an advocate and a 
listener. In a foreword to the book, for example, Calgary-born 
Indigenous architect Douglas Cardinal identifies Alberta’s 
diversity as the province’s “greatest natural resource.” Cardinal’s 
focus on diversity is notable in his own working process, in 
which he goes through numerous iterations with public input 
until a design reflects that community. Similarly, in a different 
essay, Edmonton architect Ron Wickman ascribes his advocacy 
for barrier-free design to the tedious chore of pre-identifying 
destination entries for a parent in a wheelchair.

In a historical survey of Alberta’s civic and built form, architect 
Barry Johns reveals a “prairie zeitgeist” in the forms and patterns 
of metropolitan growth, and “an undeniable paradigm shift 
in the way that prairie cities are contemplating their futures.” 
Perhaps the next stage of situating design involves looking 
inward. What histories remain uncovered? What role can design 
play in connecting us? How should we actually measure success?

—amery Calvelli is co-founder of the Design Talks Institute.

edited by Isabel Prochner 
and Tim Antoniuk

UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA PRESS
2021/$39.99/240 PP.

Situating Design 
in Alberta
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BOOK REVIEWS

Nancy Jo Cullen’s fourth full-length poetry collection, 
Nothing Will Save Your Life, reflects both literary and 
life experience. A frank meditation on mortality, 

family, religion and consumer culture, the poems relate personal 
history with emotional depth and sass. Readers are invited to 
consider questions of loss and perseverance that, while perhaps 
unanswerable, can certainly be sat with in good company.

The book begins with “Ghosts,” a poem that introduces 
family dynamics and what we might “give up”—ghosts, drink, 
fingertips to oil rigs. Cullen’s depiction of grief is relatable and 
specific. After a funeral, “Who knows what we talked about, / 
our brother’s giggle or the furious chain that tore off his finger?” 

Motherhood is a recurring and complicated subject in a book 
that states early that “nobody asks to be born.” We encounter 
a mother’s “arch sadness” alongside images of today’s mothers 
at large: “Mothers are crying into their cold-pressed, non-
GMO organic juice / the mothers of the mothers have had 
too much sun / fragile little snowbirds.” The distance between 
generations of mothers is a focal point of these poems, explored 
via deft combinations of memory, religion and contemporary 
perspective: “when they said crisis response planning they 
meant anti-wrinkle cream… not to mention all that human 
trash accumulating in the belly of the whale.” Sharp metaphors 
weave domestic life with larger realities. 

Maternal concern fuses with economic critique as Cullen 
observes “the rich live longer everywhere.” Looking back 
on times “Before we became insurance brokers / Or single 
moms / Or sober,” the poems trace the speaker’s trajectory, 
one shared with other women who were “glorious bitches” 
and now “find we have failed as bigly as our own mothers / 
and our ex-lovers are old or dead or mad.” Amidst powerful 
turns describing various life stages, Cullen’s edge is sharpest 
as a parent imagining their children’s future: “Our kids have 
become students of commerce / They’re rolling out affordable 
flights to Mars / Such adorable little emigrants.” 

Cullen’s lines flow with logic and wit as a religious sense of 
responsibility merges with issues of economic complicity. “Your 
continued participation serves as express consent / Bring your 
noise cancelling headphones / The Lord helps those who help 
themselves.” Spiritual well-being can’t be separated from health 
and consumerism as we reach “clinical levels of acquisitiveness.” 
From Beatlemania to “the hottest month yet recorded… we have 
sinned through our own fault / My darling gluttons….” 

Evocative, humane and accessible, Nothing Will Save Your 
Life will appeal to poetry readers and prose lovers alike.

—K.B. Thors is a poet and translator from Red Deer County.

by Nancy Jo Cullen
BUCKRIDER BOOKS: 

AN IMPRINT OF WOLSAK & WYNN
2022/$18.00/96 PP.

Nothing Will Save 
Your Life

U nder the Nakba Tree, by Edmonton author Mowafa 
Said Househ, is not the usual distanced “objective” 
narrative on Palestine, Israel and Canada that western 

audiences might often hear and read in the news. Told from 
the first-person perspective of someone whose entire life has 
been impacted by an unfolding tragedy, Househ’s story centres 
indigenous Palestinian voices and experiences when relating 
the impact of the 1948 Nakba—the destruction of Palestinian 
society by Zionist militias—on himself, his family and an 
entire Palestinian-Canadian generation born in exile. In doing 
so, Househ exposes the fragility of settler-colonial states built 
on stolen Indigenous land. 

Househ’s vividly told story begins one hot summer night in 
Palestine in 1948 when his grandmother Nima, together with 
her nine children, fled the horror inflicted on her hometown. 
The Israeli order said that “the inhabitants of Lydda must be 
expelled quickly, without regard to age.” Along the way to 
exile, facing “exhaustion, thirst, hunger and uncertainty,” Nima 
abandoned her six-month-old baby, Said, Househ’s father, 
hoping someone would find him and care for the baby. A few 
minutes later Nima reconsidered her decision and sent two 
of her sons to retrieve the infant, and their journey into the 
unknown continued. In that journey at least 335 civilians died 
on the road. Nima and her children were lucky to arrive at the 
El Hussein refugee camp in Jordan, and then eventually in 
Alberta, over 10,000 kilometres away from Lydda. 

This story of growing up as an Arab Muslim in Alberta is 
both inspiring and unexpectedly gloomy. Bullied as a child, 
Househ heard his father called racist names and saw Al-Rashid 
mosque vandalized in the 1990s. At university, where Househ 
got a Ph.D. in health information science, his political awareness 
grew. In often searing prose, he recounts a journey back to his 
homeland, where, he writes, “Witnessing life under occupation 
in Palestine burned [a] need to heal into my mind, just as the 
grief and fear I felt standing outside our vandalized mosque as 
a teen in Edmonton remains in my heart.”

Told with empathy and moral courage, Under the Nakba Tree 
offers a refusal of the Palestinian generation born in exile to let 
their history and rights disappear from political and domestic 
conversations. Published on the eve of the 74th anniversary 
of the Nakba, this story offers a narrative of survival and 
resistance—a refutation of past and current inequality, 
discrimination and injustice. By opting to stand up and tell his 
story, Househ does not hide or swallow the humiliation but 
instead spits it out. 

—Ghada Ageel teaches political science at the U of A. 

by Mowafa Said Househ
ATHABASCA UNIVERSITY PRESS

2022/$24.99/213 PP.

Under the Nakba Tree:
Fragments of a Palestinian 

Family in Canada
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For an author examining his own work,” writes essayist 
and cultural historian George Melnyk, “literary 
judgment can be messy.” Well, that’s a good reason to 

leave the judgment to scholars who can view the work through 
a more objective lens. Unfortunately such reliable critics are 
few, and they are overburdened, or distracted, by the biannual 
geysers of new books pumped out by publishers dredging up 
literary nuggets (and fool’s gold) deposited by rivers of Canada 
Council grants. It’s not uncommon for an author’s entire 
oeuvre to get washed away in the sluice box of this deluge.

It is in this climate, then, that DIY litterateur George Melnyk 
has decided to summarize and critically examine his own 
published works in this “confession.” But if you are looking 
for juicy accounts of saucy literary romances, look elsewhere. 
“By writing this literary confession,” he explains, “I am going 
back to my printed books, trying to preserve their memory, 
and fighting to keep them alive in the culture by sticking my 
finger into an ever-expanding hole in an ever-thinning wall 
holding back the digital onslaught… but what I am really doing 
is consoling myself emotionally, trying desperately to somehow 
validate what I have done in the Age of the Digital Screen.” So 
with one finger plugging the Google dam, our author sets out 
to summarize, in only 104 pages, his 45 years of publishing and 
writing, in case you missed him the first time around. He begins 
with his forays into “radical regionalism” in his early days, on 
to his work on behalf of the co-operative movement, with gear 
changes into philosophy, the cinema, the essay and poetry. 

Oddly, Melnyk sheds little light here on the sterling 
contribution to our literary culture that he made as the founding 
editor of NeWest Review back in the 1970s, and of NeWest Press 
which followed, vehicles sorely needed, which gave so many 
authors a place to publish poems, stories and essays of Alberta. 
As a young man he was a singular and dynamic essayist and a 
cultural operative, in mysterious and arcane Ad-monton, known 
to the poet Andrew Suknaski and myself as “The Melnyk.” The 
definite article was in deference to his being not so much a literary 
person as a literary project, or projects. To steal a trope from 
poet Tom Wayman, The Melnyk was editing in Edmonton, and 
all we could do was submit. His time at NeWest resulted in the 
creation of one of his best-known books, Radical Regionalism, 
which captured the zeitgeist of a resurgent West, eager to take its 
historical, economic and cultural place in Confederation. 

Over the years, Melnyk ventured forth and transformed into a 
full-scale establishment figure: a treasurer of the Writer’s Union 
of Canada, executive director of the Alberta Foundation for 
Literary Arts, on the board of PEN, author of the two-volume 

by George Melynk
BAYEUX ARTS

2021/$19.95/108 PP.

Breaking Words:
A Literary Confession

Literary History of Alberta, full professor of Film Studies at the 
University of Calgary, winner of the Writers’ Guild of Alberta 
Golden Pen award and an esteemed authority on Canadian 
cinema. He has been described, by playwright Frank Moher, 
as “probably the most important literary and political thinker 
in Western Canada since George Woodcock.” Yet in this book 
he repeatedly presents himself as an “outsider” to the literary 
establishment. For my money—as a long-time literary outsider 
in this province—if Alberta Literature was a corporation, 
George Melnyk would be on the board of directors. The 
man wears many hats: ideologue, polemicist, film critic, but 
the greasy bush hat of the outsider? Definitely not. From the 
portrait drawn in this memoir, I picture him “in full harness” 
(to use his term for when he’s in writing mode) sporting an 
urbane beret, or a fedora—and a jacket and tie is mandatory.

—Sid Marty is the author of five books of poetry and five 
books of non-fiction. He lives in southwest Alberta.

BRIEFLY NOTED
New Alberta books

CanalWatch 
by Ken Rivard, Mosaic Press, 2022
“Dissolving into life is the epitome of 
everything the canal has given me,” muses 
a character in Calgary author Ken Rivard’s 
engaging, thoughtful and at times brilliant 
collection of flash fiction (very short stories, 
about 500 words each). Rivard’s 11th book is 

centred on a nameless “mysterious canal that might be found 
anywhere.” Each story recounts a “passing image” at the urban 
canal—a pregnant woman contemplates her unborn child, a 
homeless man and a passerby discuss vegetarianism, a police 
officer recognizes an author who freaked out when no one knew 
his name. Often told in first person, the stories reveal pain, joy 
and vulnerability; tenderly observed moments of fleeting life.

100 Years of Connecting Lives: 
Calgary Humane Society, 
1922–2022  
by Miriam Carey, published by the 
Calgary Humane Society, 2022
By telling the story of how the 
Calgary Humane Society (CHS) has 
“demonstrated a proven ability to put 

animals first, move with the times, lead social discourse, modify 
our practices, and educate our community and ourselves” over 
the last 100 years, author Miriam Carey has written an engaging, 
deeply researched coffee table book celebrating the centennial 
of the CHS. From early advocacy (Famous Five member Louise 
McKinney called for the formation of animal welfare societies 
and an end to the use of bird feathers for decorative purposes in 
hats in 1904), to recurrent battles with the Calgary Stampede, 
to profiles of volunteers, vets, philanthropists and rescued 
animals, it’s a fascinating window into Alberta’s history. #

“
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PROF IL E
Population: 52,685                                          
(average Alberta riding: 46,803)
Constituency first contested: 2019  
MLA: Devinder Toor (UCP, 2019–)
Main industries for employment  
(in order): retail trade; transportation 
and warehousing; healthcare and 
social assistance; construction; 
accommodation and food services 
Median full-time income:              
Male: $36,851 (Alberta: $54,868)
Female: $25,198 (Alberta: $33,249)
Population with a post-secondary 
certificate, diploma or degree: 50.9% 
(Alberta: 63.9%) 
Population that takes public transit 
to work: 18.6% (Alberta: 10.1%) 
Visible minority population: 68% 
(Alberta: 23.5%)
Top five languages spoken at home, 
other than English, in order: Punjabi; 
Tagalog; Spanish; Cantonese; French
Voter turnout (2019): 51.7%    
(Alberta: 67.5%)

CON STITU E NCY CLOS E U P

Calgary-Falconridge
Another close election brews in a diverse constituency. 

(Top) looking northwest from Calgary-Falconridge; (bottom) a man tending his garden. S
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CONSTITUENCY BOUNDARIES
for Calgary-Falconridge

MLA 
Devinder Toor  
UCP

ALBERTA’S CLOSEST ELECTION RACE IN 
2019 was in Calgary-Falconridge, where NDP 
candidate Parmeet Singh Boparai lost to the 

UCP’s Devinder Toor by only 91 votes out of 14,825 cast. 
Located in the city’s northeast, directly east of the airport, 
and including the largely working-class neighbourhoods 
of Whitehorn, Temple, Castleridge, Falconridge and the 
more upscale Coral Springs, the constituency could see 
another close outcome in the next election. 

Boparai, a realtor, was again nominated as the NDP 
candidate in October 2021. He’s been campaigning ever 
since, doorknocking and attending events. “We’re getting 
a really good response at the doors,” he says. “We’re 
hearing about healthcare, education and affordable 
living—insurance has gone up, utilities have gone up, 
people are really concerned about that…. People who 
voted conservative last time, they are regretting it. 
People are disappointed with this current government.”

MLA Toor has a different perspective. “Mostly in this 
community you have a lot of new immigrants,” he says. 
“When they come here the first thing is that they have to 
look for a job, they have to succeed here. The good thing 
is that we have a good environment going on [with high 
oil and gas prices benefiting corporate and government 
budgets]; people don’t have trouble finding a job. But 
house prices are going up, so inflation is concerning. 
At the same time, the [provincial] finances are in order 
now, so we can help the people.” 

Exactly what that help would be, he didn’t say. In the 
past Toor has courted controversy. He owns a number 
of liquor stores, and a former employee—a temporary 
foreign worker—alleged in a statutory declaration that 
Toor (before becoming an MLA) withheld wages and 
pressured him into seven-day work weeks. Then, in 2021 
Elections Alberta fined Toor $15,000 for five violations of 
the Election Finances and Contributions Disclosure Act. 

HOW THEY VOTED 
2019 provincial election results: 

Ninety-nine per cent of [adults in 
northeast Calgary] are vaccinated.”

devinder toor, mla, calgary-falconridge

UCP 
Devinder Toor
45.6%
NDP 
Parmeet Singh Boparai 
44.9%

Alberta Party  
Jasbir Dhari
5.7%
Liberal 
Deepak Sharma 
3.8%
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(Clockwise, from left) Prairie Winds Park; some of the riding’s many small businesses; MLA Devinder Toor on Canada Day. (Facing) Calgary-
Falconridge NDP candidate Parmeet Singh Boparai (second from right) greeting locals at Canada Day celebrations at Prairie Winds Park, 2022.
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EXCERPT: From “‘Really proud moment’: At 99 per cent 
first dose coverage, northeast Calgary a vaccine success 
story,” by Jason Herring, Calgary Herald, Nov 13, 2021.

ALMOST 99 PER CENT OF ELIGIBLE residents in 
northeast Calgary have now received at least one dose 
of a COVID-19 vaccine. It’s a statistic that places the 
region in rarefied air, with vaccine uptake across Alberta 
sitting at under 88 per cent for those aged 12 and over, 
the age group currently eligible for the jab. Calgary’s 
upper northeast now ranks number-one in first-dose 
vaccine coverage among Alberta’s 132 local geographic 
areas, two percentage points ahead of second-place 
Edmonton Rutherford. The area’s 92 per cent uptake for 
full vaccination is second-highest in Alberta.

It also represents a dramatic narrative shift for the 
region, which at points during the pandemic faced 
criticism for high rates of viral spread, including from 
Premier Jason Kenney.

Anila Lee Yuen, the CEO of the Centre for 
Newcomers in the northeast and a key organizer of 
community vaccine efforts, said it took a village to 
achieve the remarkable results. “I’m ecstatic that all the 
hard work that we’ve put in, all of the advocacy and all 
of the resources that went into the community, actually 

had this kind of a profound effect. We’re literally as 
a community able to save lives by putting all those 
resources there,” said Lee Yuen. 

Vaccine education and outreach in the northeast 
was a wide-ranging group effort involving Government 
of Alberta financial and logistical support as well as 
254 organizations including the Calgary East Zone 
Newcomers Collaborative and Refugee Health YYC…. 
Alberta’s publicly available COVID-19 data suggest 
vaccine coverage in northeast Calgary helped insulate 
the region from devastating impacts seen throughout 
Alberta during the fourth wave. 

The working-class region, characterized by a large 
population of visible minorities and immigrants as 
well as multi-generational homes, struggled through 
previous waves, at times posting the worst infection 
rates in Alberta. 

It’s been “delightful” to help build the success story 
for this part of the city, Lee Yuen said, and it shows what 
can happen when community groups work together 
to break down barriers. “It’s a dense population where 
they’re all front-line service providers. Whether that 
means they’re a doctor or a nurse or whether that means 
they’re a custodian or a cashier, northeast Calgary kept 
the entire city going with essential services,” she said. 
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Interviewed at the Canada Day celebrations at Prairie 
Winds Park, an event hosted by the Ahmadiyya Muslim 
Community Calgary and attended by thousands of 
Calgarians, Toor is more interested in talking about how 
to find solutions, rather than discussing controversy. 
“This is the most diverse place anywhere in Canada,” 
he says. “You can see people from all backgrounds. I 
think when we talk about building strong communities, 
that’s what’s needed—you need different perspectives 
and different approaches. People [here] have different 
stories to tell, and you can see the people who were 
successful and they can share the success stories, and 
people who can tell us the exact problems we’re having. 
You have to know those problems before you can see 
the solution.”

The event “shows love between all the communities,” 
says Boparai, who also attended Canada Day at Prairie 
Winds Park. It’s a public interest spirit that should be 
practised by the government, he suggests: “We are 
lacking in schools here, education facilities, healthcare 
is overburdened, doctors are leaving Alberta. Those are 
the biggest concerns facing [Calgary-Falconridge].”

In late 2020, COVID-19 was also a major concern, with 
infection rates spiking in northeast Calgary. Premier 
Jason Kenney went on a south Asian talk radio show and 
ascribed the “very high level of spread of COVID-19 in 
the south Asian community” in the northeast to “large 

families, multi-generational families” living together in 
homes. Radio host Rishi Nagar pushed back on Kenney. 
“The people living in this area are the taxi drivers,” he 
said. “They are the transit drivers. They are the truck 
drivers. They are working in the cleaning facilities at the 
airport, and other janitorial services are being provided 
by these people. They cannot stay home. They cannot.”

Less than a year later, northeast Calgary had among 
the highest rates of vaccination and the lowest rates of 
severe infection in Alberta. But the sting of Kenney’s 
blaming comments lingered. “People were really upset,” 
says Boparai. “People in Calgary-Falconridge, most of 
them are frontline workers. They have sacrificed their 
family time to serve the community, and those kinds 
of comments from the premier were not appreciated.” 

“Ninety-nine per cent of people are vaccinated [with 
at least one dose, among adults in northeast Calgary],” 
says MLA Toor, praising the community’s response to 
the pandemic. “I don’t see anywhere higher.”

The spirit of resilience and innovation characterizes 
the northeast, wrote urban planner Richard White in a 
CBC op-ed in 2021. “These newer waves of immigrants, 
like the pioneers who came to Calgary in the late 19th 
and early 20th century, are going to play a key role in 
creating Calgary’s future,” he wrote. “It is no coincidence 
Calgary’s last two mayors grew up in the northeast.”

—Tadzio Richards #T
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CITI Z E N ACTION

When problems arise we’ve been 
forced to blindly trust the onsite 
HR team. Typically HR quickly 
backs Associates into a bureaucratic 
corner with convoluted processes 
and inconsistent messages—relying 
on our lack of knowledge of the laws 
that protect us. Abuse of Associates 
(many of whom are in strict processes 
of achieving citizenship) has simply 
become the passive norm for 
“leadership” and HR alike. Our pressing 
concerns are swept under a rug.

In spring 2021, however, members 
of Teamsters Local 362 began greeting 
us at our facility property line with 
pamphlets about what a union could 
do for us. Having come from the 
service industry, I didn’t know how 
a union functioned. Only after the 
Teamsters filed to the Alberta Labour 
Relations Board (ALRB) for a vote to 
be held at YEG1 on forming a union 
did I take more notice—because the 
culture inside the warehouse shifted 
swiftly. Many Associates’ long-standing 
concerns and personal grievances 
were promptly addressed. Half of the 
seasonal Associates were let go; the rest 
were given full-time contracts.

With the Teamsters’ application 
before the ALRB, we were soon 
surrounded by a legion of new 
“leadership” vests from all over 
North America, who began 
asking Associates—in one-on-one 
meetings—if we’d signed the union’s 
petition, indicating our support for 
a union vote. They then regaled us 
with their corporatist “training” 
monologues. These drones possess a 
knack for draining the politics from 
our workplace reality by resorting 
to meaningless truisms, thus 
deflating Associates’ efforts through 
conversational exhaustion. We watched 
Amazon spend vast resources resisting 
the union’s message, rather than simply 
offer us a living wage or safer working 
conditions.

That application to hold a vote was 
rejected by the ALRB, after Amazon 
inflated the workforce at YEG1 to 
diminish the appearance of union 
support. Many problems in our 
warehouse remained unfixed. A second 
effort to certify a vote last summer 
likewise ended without success. 

 But many of us are not simply going 
to accept the old ways. After speaking 
with folks at the Teamsters, I’ve learned 
truths more profound than simple 
workplace Dos and Don’ts. This union 
drive is about putting power at YEG1 
where it belongs: into the hands of 
Associates. This battle is not over.

Liam Woolman lives in Edmonton and 
works at Amazon in Nisku. #

AS I REFLECT OVER THE EIGHT 
months I’ve spent toiling within the 
relentless entity that is the Amazon 
Fulfillment Centre just south of 
Edmonton (known to us as YEG1), 
I’ve come to realize something: At no 
time in school was there any discussion 
of labour law or workers’ rights, let 
alone the role a union can play in 
protecting fundamental work standards 
and a basic quality of life. Perhaps not 
coincidentally, one of the underlying 
problems at YEG1—where there is 
no union—is a lack of knowledge. I, 
like most Associates here, had no real 
understanding of workers’ rights, nor of 
whether or when or how we can legally 
refuse an order from our employer.

Most of us who work at YEG1 are 
titled Associates, a significant portion 
of whom are new Canadians. This rare 
environment of languages, connections 
and cultures inevitably expands 
one’s perspective. Underneath all the 
torment from the powers that be is a 
hidden gem of human interaction, and 
I’m grateful to be part of it. There is, 
however, a small group of people here 
with no hands-on experience of the 
labour itself, who give little credence 
to the damage repetitive-motion-work 
can do, especially to older staff. These 
“leaders” are, overall, in the earlier and 
impressionable stages of their careers 
(I’ve found there’s a fine line between 
training and brainwashing, and that 
may apply here). These managers tend 
to prioritize their superiors’ approval 
over the health concerns of their staff.

Only after the union 
filed to the ALRB did 
the culture inside our 

warehouse shift. 

Empowering Amazon Workers
By LIAM WOOLMAN
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If you were in a movie,
this is the part where 
they’d put the epic music.
It’s a different world up here. 
Learn why.


