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Artistically, the Belfry Theatre’s 2019-2020 Season was an exceptional one.  We 
programmed five outstanding plays—each of which grappled with pertinent and thorny 
issues.  Three of these plays were Canadian, two were by British playwrights.  
Programming for our 2020 SPARK Festival included four major presentations—from 
Newfoundland, the Yukon, Vancouver and Syracuse, NY.  We also commissioned three 
mini plays that converged musically, written by Krystal Cook, K.P Dennis and Tobin 
Stokes—an Indigenous artist, a black poet, and a Caucasian composer, respectively.  
SPARK programming also included two readings of plays in progress and three 
readings of plays from diverse cultures, as part of Puente Theatre’s WorldPlay series, 
which we have hosted for many years, and were including in SPARK for the second 
year, in the hopes of increasing its profile. 
 
Our Mainstage season opened with Lucy Kirkwood’s The Children, which dealt with a 
disaster at a nuclear power plant and raise the question: what kind of planet will our 
children inherit?  Starring Brenda Robins and real life couple, Nancy Palk and Joseph 
Ziegler, it was beautifully acted and equally beautifully designed by favourite 
collaborators Christina Poddubiuk and Alan Brodie, with music from the incomparable 
Tobin Stokes.  Strangely—to me at least—I received enormous praise for my 
direction—which remains a mystery to me to this day.  Molly McDowell Powlowski 
assisted me as part of our Emerging Artist Enhancement Program. 
 
Canadian playwright Kat Sandler returned to our Mainstage with a comedy that dealt 
unflinchingly with racial profiling and the epidemic of police shootings of young black 
men, plus a healthy examination of voice appropriation.  BANG BANG, another happy 
co-production with the Manitoba Theatre Centre, was directed by their new Artistic 
Director Kelly Thornton, and was embraced much more readily by our audiences than 
the previous season’s Kat Sandler play, Mustard.  (I have to give the Board credit for 
trusting me when I told them that I was planning another play by the writer of that 
polarizing 2018 production.) 
 
And then, in the run-up to the holidays, we produced a play about depression and 
suicide—!  Every Brilliant Thing is in itself a brilliant thing—a play that uses audience 
participation as a way to create community and empathy among those attending.  With 
a remarkable performance by Dawn Petten, sensitive and nuanced direction by Estelle 
Shook, Sound Designer Brian Linds spinning records live, and a reconfiguration of the 
Belfry’s stage-audience configuration, our patrons were captivated.  Lancelot Knight 
assisted Brian Linds on the sound design as part of our Indigenous Learning Exchange 
program. 
 
We kicked off 2020 with the premiere production of Tara Beagan’s The Ministry of 
Grace—a highlight of the season, embraced by the audience and, according to many, 
their favourite Belfry production ever!  With the exception of composer Alyson Lynch, 



this was a totally Indigenous creative team—playwright, director, set, costume and 
lighting designers.   
 
We launched the 2020 SPARK Festival on March 7th, with Puente Theatre’s beautifully 
staged reading of a Romanian play called Insomniacs, followed on subsequent days by 
an all-ages Hootenanny Dance Party, a reading of Jan Wood and James Fagan Tait’s 
new play Same Old Same Old.  The Mainstage presentation of Busted Up: A Yukon 
Story, from Open Pit Theatre in Whitehorse, directed by Jessica Hickman, and the BMO 
Studio Theatre presentation of Destiny, USA, created by Laura Anne Harris, previewed 
on March 10th and opened on March 11th. 
 
All was going smoothly.  And then the reality of the COVID-19 pandemic set in.  On 
Friday the 13th, the decision was made to cancel the remainder of the festival—before 
the companies of Between Breaths and Kismet, Things Have Changed began their 
travels from St. John’s, Newfoundland and Vancouver, respectively.  The 2020 SPARK 
Festival was over—with the exception of the presentation created by the high school 
students participating in our Belfry 101 program.  Their collective creation was quickly 
recalibrated and—working solo and in groups—they created an online presentation of 
pieces they crafted and filmed--pieces that addressed the new reality that was slowly 
sinking into everyone’s consciousness. 
 
We then cancelled the final Mainstage production of the 2019-2020 Season:  1979—
Michael Healey’s play about ethics in politics—which was to have been directed by 
Glynis Leyshon, with a perfect cast comprised of Luisa Jojic, Anton Lipovetsky and John 
Ullyatt, and designed by Pam Johnson, Jeff George, Carolyn Moon and Tobin Stokes.  
Jennifer dawn Bishop had been scheduled to assist Glynis as a participant in our 
Indigenous Learning Exchange Program, and Hailee Jake Friesen had been engaged to 
assist Pam Johnson on the costumes, as a participant in our Emerging Artist 
Enhancement Program. 
 
We immediately cancelled—hopefully postponed—two of the larger cast productions we 
had programmed for the 2020-2021 Season.  Then, as dates for the opening of that 
season began to be moved later and later, we had to cancel our Indigenous production 
for that season, as the director was no longer available.   
. 
 
Prior to and throughout the nearly six months of the pandemic, we have been busy with 
our less public artistic and community responsibilities. 
 
Our New Incubator Project has traditionally had a cohort of three theatre creators and/or 
theatre companies in a two-year development process with access to space and 
mentorship.  This year, we received so many dynamic applications, that we accepted 
nine projects—plus one hold-over from previous seasons.  In order to nurture all of 
these creative endeavours, we formed the Creators’ Circle—a playwrights’ unit—and 
hired Governor General’s Award-winning playwright Kevin Kerr to facilitate it. 
 



Our Artistic and Community Liaison, Taiwo Afolabi, began with us in August of 2019 and 
worked quickly, establishing new relationships within the community, and strengthening 
existing ones.  Most of the organizations Taiwo targeted deal with the IBPoC 
community, and include:  Here Magazine, the Intercultural Association of Victoria, the 
Community Partnership Network, the Victoria Immigrant and Refugee Centre, and the 
District of Saanich.  Together, Taiwo and I examined all of our Belfry activities, with an 
eye to using each of them to help integrate the diverse and non-diverse segments of 
this population. 
 
We formalized Tower Residencies—an offer of the Belfry tower as a space for writers—
with priority given to IBPoC writers. 
 
IGNITE! is a new program—created in May as a means of putting money into the hands 
of artists during COVID-19.  We created three pairs of theatre-makers—previously 
unknown to each other—primarily from the IBPoC community.  We provided them with 
seed money and no instructions—other than to brainstorm ideas.  We are starting to 
hear back from these artists and are hearing about the exciting creative plans they are 
concocting. 
 
And, of course, we have been examining the Belfry’s activities through the lens of the 
Black Lives Matter movement—though this process for us began well before the murder 
of George Floyd.  While we have focused energy over the past few years creating 
space for Indigenous artists, we have not significantly addressed the needs of the rest 
of the IBPoC community.  Our efforts to date have been somewhat token—with the 
exception of SPARK Festival presentations such as Sound of the Beast and Good 
Morning,Viet Mom—and last season’s  production of BANG BANG. 
 
Prior to the murder of George Floyd and the subsequent revitalization of the Black Lives 
Matter movement—we had organized a meeting of IBPoC artists and arts 
administrators within the CRD.  The ZOOM meeting had been scheduled for June 11—
following the tragic event in the States.  Facilitated by Taiwo, it was attended by over 50 
members of IBPoC community. 
 
That meeting was followed by a meeting we convened of senior management from most 
of the arts organizations in Victoria, to discuss where we see our organizations in five 
years with regard to the IBPoC arts community—and how we intend to get there.  But 
as that meeting took place in July—you’ll have to wait until next year’s AGM to hear 
about the results—as well as other actions we have taken in response to the Black 
Lives Matter movement. 
 
Despite the challenges presented by COVID-19—and its tendency to dominate our 
thinking—I have to restate my pride in the season we brought to the stage prior to its 
arrival.  We engaged and pleased our audiences with important plays dealing with 
topical contemporary issues.  We never talked down to our audiences—never under-
estimated them.  We are doing the work we should be doing—and we are recognized 
as a mature and important theatre company in this country. 



 
In closing, I would be remiss if I did not thank our Executive Director, Ivan Habel, for his 
exemplary care and support of the artists who lost work at the Belfry due to COVID-19, 
and the staff members for whom we are responsible.  Ivan went above-and-beyond in 
this—as in all things—eschewing the necessary, and choosing instead to be guided by 
the ethical. 
 
I would like to finish by sharing a recent Facebook posting from Tara Beagan—
playwright and director of The Ministry of Grace: 
 
“Lots of theatre companies have been posting about their good or improved intentions 
lately, so I just wanted to remark on the show I has on stage this season (- so blessed 
these took place just before shut-down!)  
   
At the Belfry Theatre Michael Shamata came to me, open hearted, and programmed 
The Ministry of Grace.  we were fully supported at every step, with resources and 
impassioned collaborators.  The audiences came out because michael has been 
building beautiful diversity into the programming for some time.  It takes time and real 
commitment. 
 
I’m grateful. 
that’s all.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


