Growing
Opportunities:
Theatre Thrives in
Rural Saskatchewan

by M. E. Powell

Professional theatre houses began to appear in Saskatchewan’s rural towns and communities
in the early 1990s. Three are worth noting: the Station Arts Centre (Station) in Rosthern,
Dancing Sky Theatre in Meacham, and Burning Sun Productions, which is establishing a
permanent home in Moose Jaw. Facing the same challenges and opportunities as rural theatre
and creative enterprises across the country, these theatres have thrived for decades on strong
community support and word of mouth to keep their houses renovated and running. The
artistic directors have forged unusual alliances and, in some cases, made unusual choices.
For the bold nature of their commitment to theatre, these three examples of Saskatchewan’s
rural theatre provide models for communities across the province and across the country.

Becoming a Centre of Attention
Housed in a renovated historic Canadian National Railway station, circa 1902, Rosthern’s
Station Arts Centre promotes heritage and historic preservation on the outside while
functioning inside as a multi-arts venue, promoting workshops, theatre, music, and literary
and visual arts in the community. It houses a theatre, a concert series, a meeting/seminar
space, a tea room, and an art gallery showcasing local emerging as well as fully professional
artists (Robinson; “The Story”; Wilson, “Roots” B3; Wilson, “Rural Beacon” E20).
The centre opened in October 1990 with a theatre performance of Harvest Moon by
Rod MacIntyre, according to administrator Diana Domm Smythe, and it has been producing
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Station Arts Centre. A combination art gallery and performing arts
centre in a 1902 Canadian National Railway station. Opened in 1990.
Rosthern, Saskatchewan.

Station Arts Centre. Patrons are invited to arrive early to browse
through the art gallery and have dinner before the show. Rosthern,
Saskatchewan, 2012.
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and the Station has made a name for itself as having quality
professional theatre.”1

“If it’s a good performance, people will
come. Word of mouth is really key.”

Station Arts Centre. The annual “caboose shot,” this
year featuring the cast and crew of Jake and the
Kid (by W. O. Mitchell as adapted to stage by Conni
Massing). A mix of established and up-and-coming
artists. Rosthern, Saskatchewan, 2012. Performers:
Back row (l to r): Diana Domm Smythe (gold top),
Deborah Buck, Andy Curtis, Angela Kemp, and Jacob
Yaworski. Middle row (l to r): Theresa Germain (jean
jacket), Julia Jamison, Alex Baycki, and Joshua Beaudry. Front row (l to r): Liz King (black shirt), Craig
Langlois, and Jenna Maren.
Photo by Rod Andrews, Saskatchewan Valley News

professional actors but has hired professional directors,
actors, and stage management for the past decade (Wilson,
“Rural Beacon” E20).
“Rosthern is a town of 1600 people, yet we can do thirty
performances over the course of four weeks, and sell out
every night,” says Domm Smythe. “Our region is quite broad
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In 2009, the Station was renovated, adding square footage
to the theatre performance space—including dressing rooms
and a washroom for the performers, a backstage crossover/
storage space, and a technical booth—and increasing the
seating capacity from 150 to 160. Audiences number 15,000
to 20,000 each year, with attendance peaking in the summer
at about 12,000. She expects about four to five senior bus
tours annually, as well as people from across Saskatchewan and
Canada, many with family connections in the area. Tourists
from across the country make a point of returning to the
Station whenever they are in the area, making it a popular
destination year-round, said Domm Smythe.
“If it’s a good performance, people will come. Word of
mouth is really key.” The first week presents a special challenge
because of heavy competition for audience attention from
Canada Day celebrations and camping excursions, as well as
the necessary farming and other rural business activities in this
season.This year the Station will shorten its run to three weeks
to avoid some of that competition. Ticket sales are its largest
source of income. For example, the Station’s $236,000 budget
for 2011 included about $30,000 from grants, $44,000 from
donations, and $127,000 from ticket sales. The renovations
were largely funded by donations, and in 2012 donations are
allowing Domm Smythe to double the current supply of lights
to forty-five. “As an organization, we have a lot of support
from the community,” she says. This is not unusual for rural
professional theatres; as Stacey Klein wrote of her Double
Edge Theatre at the Farm Centre in Massachusetts, summer
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activity attracts people “from all over, but also everyone in this
region comes and supports our work” (50).

What Marco de Marinis would call a
“shifting hierarchy” (108) allows the
audience to be receptive to multiple
messages, from the arts centre setting,
from the performance, and from
the overall shared experience.
Summer productions at the Station generally have a
rural theme or reflect on rural life, giving audience members
a new perspective. Often the drive out becomes part of
the experience. For example, two summers ago the theatre
produced Katherine Koller’s The Seed Savers, a play about
genetically altered canola, and many audience members
commented on the drive out past “fields upon fields upon
fields of canola,” adds Domm Smythe. Janet Amos, while
artistic director of the Blyth Summer Festival, wrote that
theatre offers small communities like Blyth (pop. 970) a
different chance to explore identity, providing the community
with confidence and a sense of its own individuality (10).
“It’s an experience that’s more than theatre,” agrees Julia
Jamison. Her performing experience ranges from Stratford to
NewYork City to the European Opera Centre, as well as major
Canadian theatres. The Station “just has a lovely ambiance—a
lot of light and space and local art,” not to mention the tea
room, renowned for its gourmet and unusual fare.What Marco
de Marinis would call a “shifting hierarchy” (108) allows the
audience to be receptive to multiple messages, from the arts
centre setting, from the performance, and from the overall
shared experience.
The gradual improvements to the intimate 160-seat
theatre and the increased cache of lights have opened up
apprenticeship opportunities for student performers and
designers, Jamison adds. She calls the new theatre a “lovely
elegant little space, and all of the seats are good.” Casts include
a combination of union and non-union actors, people who
have been in the profession for a while and people who are
just beginning, Jamison adds, which again brings the Double
Edge experience to mind (Klein 59). For the past decade,
Jamison has taught acting and voice for the University of
Saskatchewan’s Department of Drama, and she has enjoyed
the ability “to stream some of the students that I taught into
the production.”
Director-dramaturge Stephen Heatley, who teaches in
the University of British Columbia’s Department of Theatre
and Film, agrees that he has also welcomed opportunities
to connect students to the theatre as actors and designers.
He’s directed several professional casts at Rosthern over the
years. Before the 2009 renovations, Heatley says the biggest
challenge was “how to get any play onto this stage that was
ctr 154 spring 2013

Station Arts Centre. Jake (Andy Curtis) and the Kid (Alex Baycki) in Jake
and the Kid, 2012. While Station Arts Centre’s mandate to celebrate
rural life serves iconic writers like W. O. Mitchell, it also showcases the
work of contemporary Prairie playwrights like Conni Massing, Leeann
Minogue, Greg Nelson, and Katherine Koller.
Photo by Tim Yaworski of timkip Imaging

Station Arts Centre. Young Academic (Jacob Yaworski), Jake (Andy Curtis), and the Kid (Alex Baycki) in Jake and the Kid, 2012. Outdoor scenes
are accommodated more easily on the expanded stage.
Photo by Tim Yaworski of timkip Imaging

“There was a kind of excitement in the air
when people arrived, and there was an
excitement in the house when the show
started. I really loved that atmosphere,”
Heatley says. “This is their theatre and
there’s a kind of fierce protective quality
and a fierce love of what was going on.”
the size of a postage stamp.” Limited staging options also gave
rise to creative opportunities. In 2001, for example, when he
directed Quiet in the Land by Anne Chislett, he choreographed
a cross backstage that he wouldn’t have needed in another
space.
Other challenges include lack of rehearsal time, which he
calls a chronic problem in Canadian theatre, and the general
need to tone down language and religious connotations that
seemed “a little too spicy.” But he points out that the theatre’s
doi:10.3138/ctr.154.003
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Dancing Sky Theatre. Intimate theatre in a renovated Ukrainian Hall
(Harvest Hall). Opened 1997. Meacham, Saskatchewan.
Photo by Dancing Sky Theatre

Dancing Sky Theatre. Like the Station Arts Centre, Dancing Sky regularly invites its patrons to have dinner before the show. Meacham,
Saskatchewan.
Photo by Dancing Sky Theatre

deliberately mixed fare also allows him the chance to direct
challenging material like Michael Healey’s The Drawer Boy, as
well as Anne of Green Gables – The Musical, with a cast of seven
as devised by Don Harron.
He also appreciates the local nature of rural theatre and
finds it particularly gratifying because it matches his aesthetic
beliefs about theatre. “There was a kind of excitement in the
air when people arrived, and there was an excitement in the
house when the show started. I really loved that atmosphere,”
Heatley says. “This is their theatre and there’s a kind of fierce
protective quality and a fierce love of what was going on.”

was stepping out of ‘the Biz’ as it was recognized. I wanted
a space for myself, where I could make the theatre I want to
make, in the way I want to make it.”
Concepts like freedom and flexibility and “ideas about
everyday life and lifestyle” (241) have spurred the growth of
what Lise Herslund calls a “rural creative class” (235): people
like the Fergusons, well educated with highly developed skill
sets, who choose rural areas for their businesses. For the
Fergusons, Meacham provided a good place to start a family as
well as a theatre, and they now have two teen boys.
When they started their rural theatre, the Fergusons
had to reconsider most of what they knew about creating
theatre and attracting audiences. “We don’t think about
it, but the trends of culture and economics and politics are
urban-centric,” he says. Equity regulations are a challenge in
Saskatoon, a city of 200,000. “What are the rules for hiring
an actor when you’re in a village of seventy-six people?” Also,
people in cities are used to going to the theatre and cultural
events, but how does it work in villages?

Building Creative Bridges for Rural
Audiences
Angus and Louisa Ferguson began their professional theatre
career in Montreal in the late 1980s. “It’s a demanding
lifestyle,” Angus recalls. “I guess we reached a point where we
questioned whether we were actually done with theatre. And
we came to the conclusion that we weren’t really done with
the art form, but we were done with the business the way we
knew it and the way we were doing it.”
Deciding that theatre should spring out of their lifestyle
and influenced, among others, by Bread & Puppet Theater
an independent theatre company that moved from New York
City to Vermont in 1974 (Estrin 21), they began looking for a
suitable location to start their own kind of theatre. When they
discovered land wasn’t affordable in or around Montreal,Angus
convinced Louisa (who grew up in Montreal) to try his home
province of Saskatchewan, and they moved to Saskatoon. In
1993, they left Saskatoon to join a group of artists in Meacham
(pop. 76) who were buying a school building together as a
workspace where they could also “root” themselves.
“I have the space [and] the freedom to make the plays that
I want to make,” he says, “and work with the people that I want
to work with. I knew when we started at Dancing Sky that I
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“I have the space [and] the freedom to
make the plays that I want to make,”
he says, “and work with the people
that I want to work with. I knew when
we started at Dancing Sky that I was
stepping out of ‘the Biz’ as it was
recognized. I wanted a space for myself,
where I could make the theatre I want
to make, in the way I want to make it.”
“We couldn’t find anybody who had really done it
[theatre in rural areas] when we started, so we kind of had
to invent a lot of it as we went along.” As Joanna Coles points
out, rural theatres everywhere were faced with the same
Theatre Thrives in Rural Saskatchewan

drive to the city every time. “There’s nobody
to share those expenses with us.”
In 1997, they moved into the “beautiful,
old, Ukrainian hall in the village which we rechristened Harvest Hall.” They were able to
maintain its “vintage feel” while renovating it
into an adaptable performance space.

“We’ve kind of grown into
the role of research and
development. You know,
we want to do new plays,
new actors, new writers, and
we can do that relatively
cheaply compared to a
lot of other theatres.”
Dancing Sky Theatre. Later rehearsal of In the Air by Rod MacIntyre. Staging and audience
dynamics remain intimate and flexible. Meacham, Saskatchewan, 2011. Performers: In the
house (l–r): Gareth Cook, Kenelee Keller, and Angus Ferguson. Onstage (l to r): Aubrey Erickson, Tim Hildebrand, and Joel Bernbaum.

Like the Station Arts Centre in Rosthern,
Dancing Sky Theatre also quickly learned to
provide food for their audiences. Many people
in the area have friends in Saskatoon and were
Photo by Dancing Sky Theatre
used to going into the city for dinner and
drama, but now they could reciprocate by
inviting their friends to the village for supper
and theatre. Here the experience provides
another example of de Marinis’s shifting
hierarchy, with perhaps more intensity
because of the intimate nature of the space.
“You know, when you eat together and drink
together and talk together, before the play,”
Ferguson said, “it makes the experience more
communal, and more intense.”
For Ferguson, the opportunity to do
developmental theatre far outweighed the
challenges of making theatre in a rural setting.
Dancing Sky specializes in developing and
producing new work, as well as supporting
the work of new theatre artists and writers in
Saskatchewan. Because they’re in a rural area
and because they’re small, the overhead is
Dancing Sky Theatre. The “Plane-Barnstorming” scene.” In the Air by Rod MacIntyre.
lower. “Our freedom to be part of a research
Meacham, Saskatchewan, 2011. In the Air was nominated for an Achievement in Playwritand development kind of approach is bigger,”
ing award at the 2012 Saskatoon and Area Theatre Awards (SATA) in Saskatoon. In 1990,
MacIntyre was also the first playwright featured at Station Arts Centre. Performers (I to r):
Ferguson adds. The risks he takes in new play
Tim Hildebrand, and Joel Bernbaum.
development are different to the risks larger
Photo by Dancing Sky Theatre
urban theatres face. “We’ve kind of grown
into the role of research and development.
lack of attention and money (4). Ferguson quickly learned to
You know, we want to do new plays, new actors, new writers,
point out to funding agencies that the kinds of co-operative
and we can do that relatively cheaply compared to a lot of
relationships and cost-sharing measures easily forged between
other theatres.”
theatres in larger urban centres were often impractical in rural
As with the Station Arts Centre, content is limited to
theatres. When he needed to use a photocopier, for example,
some extent by audience tolerance, Ferguson admits. But he
he faced a choice between buying one or making a two-hour
can experiment in form and staging. In that sense, Dancing
ctr 154 spring 2013
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Sky, like Double Edge, has trained its audience to keep coming
back, even when work is non-linear or “too weird” for them
at first (Klein 48). The experience is “about dialogue ... it’s
about the relationship with the audience, and it’s about living
culture, and I would say, identity and how identity works”
(Klein 54).
And the payoff is worth it, as the Fergusons watch plays
they’ve developed move into the urban centres and across
the country. For example, Dogbarked by James O’Shea had its
world premiere at Dancing Sky in 2002 and has since gone
on to productions at Regina’s Globe Theatre, Saskatoon’s
Persephone Theatre, and Winnipeg’s Prairie Theatre Exchange.
Dancing Sky has also participated in major events such
as the Moose Jaw Festival of Words and the Saskatchewan
Centennial theatre tour, an original collective creation
written by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal artists that toured
fifty-nine provincial communities and Ottawa. Ferguson hosts
workshops and classes in the area, and when he talks about
maintaining a dialogue with the community it again brings to
mind Double Edge (Klein 54). In the end, like Bread & Puppet,
Dancing Sky is “an energetic school” for its participants and its
audience (Estrin 30). It would probably please Ferguson to
think that, like Bread & Puppet, he leaves the audience “some
kind of longed-for joining, take me with you, I, too, want to
run away and join your circus,” even for a short time (Estrin
30).
Has it been successful? “The measures of success are
different,” he explains. “You don’t have the economy of scale
and economy of numbers, but you need to lead a rich valuable
life with the same access to things as people from the cities
do.” For example, Dancing Sky’s audience doesn’t compare
in real numbers to Persephone or Globe, but in a town of
seventy-six people, each production sells 1,200–1,400 tickets.
“So if you’re looking at it in those terms, then it’s incredibly
successful.”

A “Classic” Finds a New Home
The year 2008 marked the first professional production
of The Medicine Line by Ken Mitchell, a play that has been
done in amateur productions since it premiered in Moose
Jaw’s downtown Crescent Park in 1976. Mitchell’s company
Burning Sun Productions hired professional theatre director
Philip Adams from Toronto and a troupe of professional actors
and riders to take a “compact” version he renamed Spirits of the
Trail on one-day touring productions between 2009 and 2011.
“We rode into each community with our riders and
horses, and regalia,” Mitchell says. The regalia included eight
professional actors, half a dozen horses, a Red River cart, and
“a mule that we recruited along the way, to create an outdoor
local spectacle we called ‘Theatre on the Hoof.’”
The Chautauqua-style production played in eighteen
communities and parks from Fort Walsh to the International
Peace Gardens on the American border, in spots that were
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historically relevant to the narrative. The production tells the
story of the “Moose Jaw Sioux,” a Lakota band that came to
Canada with Sitting Bull but didn’t return to surrender in
1881. It featured a chuck wagon supper or BBQ before the
performance, as well as a campfire concert in the evening
“where they invited all the local storytellers, musicians,
dancers and ‘bullshit artists’” to generate local participation
in the event. The hosting community group that sponsored
the touring production also kept the gate and supper ticket
sales for its community initiatives. Word of mouth was more
important than media and advertising, Mitchell claims.
“Our slogan was ‘working with available resources,’ so
each community had a clear but different local sensibility,”
Mitchell says. He’s dealt with the unpredictability of livestock
and performers, as well as weather. Plastic sheeting covers the
sound equipment in rainy weather, but Mitchell has had to
adapt and improvise. “It doesn’t help to put plastic sheets over
speakers in a wind, for example. It just makes it worse.” At
a recent production in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police
(RCMP) Heritage Centre, severe weather saw Mitchell and
Adams restaging an indoor-outdoor spectacle with one day’s
rehearsal. Again, echoing de Marinis, shifting hierarchies
helped draw audience members into the experience. “There’s
always the unexpected to deal with,” Mitchell adds. It’s also
expensive to tour with livestock and large casts. Last year the
company toured eight productions at a total cost of $60,000.
Burning Sun and its non-profit partner, the Saskatchewan
History and Folklore Society (SHFS), have teamed up to
overcome this financial hurdle, says Finn Andersen, SHFS
executive director. This year, they have initiated a ten-year
economic development program to create a permanent theatre
on the abandoned Wild Animal Park grounds on the outskirts
of Moose Jaw (pop. 35,000). “The proposal is to turn that park
back into its natural state and make it an international tourist
attraction, by doing these Theatre on the Hoof shows involving
livestock and large casts and participation,” Mitchell says.
A $35,000 Community Initiatives Fund grant allowed
them to hire a production manager and provided seed money
for the required $150,000 production budget. In 2012,
Burning Sun performed a five-scene version of the work on
Canada Day in Moose Jaw, and elsewhere at other times as
required, as a prelude to future seasons.

Growing Futures
Rural theatre by its nature depends more on word of mouth
than on media, and professional theatres compete for
audiences with many other activities within the region they
serve and outside it. Yet in these three locations, professional
theatre practitioners have found a way to grow and thrive
along with their audiences.
At the Station Arts Centre, strong community support
has permitted the theatre to survive mainly on ticket sales,
with additional donations fostering renovations that expand
Theatre Thrives in Rural Saskatchewan

the opportunities for professionals working there. As well,
it is developing into a training ground for promising student
apprenticeships under professional mentorship.

That riskier developmental work has grown
to inform the larger surrounding theatre
community, initiating and developing
plays that have later received productions
by major theatre houses in urban centres.
At Dancing Sky, the theatre has attracted audiences more
than a thousand times its community size. As resident “rural
creatives,” its founders have continued to use the company as
theatre professionals to explore the freedom and flexibility and
create their own type of theatre. That riskier developmental
work has grown to inform the larger surrounding theatre
community, initiating and developing plays that have later
received productions by major theatre houses in urban centres.
Burning Sun Productions initiated plays of historical
and local significance for its audiences in various rural
communities, earning the right to bring the production and
the company home to the city of Moose Jaw, where it will
remain historically relevant.
As Janet Amos says of the Blyth Summer Festival,
professional theatre houses in rural centres have
... created an artistic environment through which a
little community can dream big dreams and make them
a reality. It is a place where the line between art and
reality blurs, the one inspiring the other. At the same
time, the search goes on for the ideas, themes, and plays
which can continue to unlock this potential. (13)

In light of this, one must applaud the past success of
Saskatchewan’s own professional rural theatres and their
potential for future growth.
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1.

All quotations unless otherwise cited, are from the
interviews. While not directly quoted, the e-mail messages
supplied valuable background to the interviews, and clarified
and informed material within them.
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