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With debates swirling around cultural and racial diversity in Canadian Theatre, and having 
been involved in those debates for a considerable number of  years, I was curious when I 
received a call from playwright and director Ravi Jain inviting me to see the production of 
We Are Proud to Present at the Theatre Centre in Toronto. My curiosity grew  when Ravi 
indicated that Franco Boni and he were inviting me to see this play and to write, not 
necessarily about the play but about its reviews that appeared in the Toronto press. 

What a peculiar request, I thought; and rather 
risky.  For instance, there were only 2 shows 
left and I might not be available to see either.  
Also, what if I came away with the same 
thoughts as the critics?  And what if  I simply 
didn’t like the play at all?  As well, I have to 
confess that a bit of a chill went down my spine 
when Ravi mentioned to me that the play was 
by an African American woman with a particular focus on anti-Black racism.  Was this going 
to be about cultural appropriation – a Brown man focusing on Black peoples?  This 
question was quickly resolved for me when I learned that previous productions of  this play 
had been directed by persons of  colour who are not Black and who worked closely with 
Drury. 
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“...they were concerned about the 
number of reviews where White 
reviewers appeared to have been limited 
by a ‘gaze’ that left them short-sighted 
when it came to Black and White bodies 
on stage”

Michael Ayres, Brett Donahue, Brendan McMurtry-Howlett and Marcel  Stewart in Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We 
Are Proud to Present... at The Theatre Centre.  Production Photo by Dahlia Katz (2015)



In meeting with Ravi and Franco, I soon learned 
their interest, i.e., they were concerned about the 
number of  reviews where White reviewers 
appeared to have been limited by a ‘gaze’ that left 
them short-sighted when it came to Black and 
White bodies on stage, in this case in a play 
about the work-shopping of  a script that tells or 
rather, purposefully fails to tell, the story of what 
has been called the first genocide of the 20th 
century where the German colonial power nearly 
wiped out the Herero of what is now Namibia. 

Needless to say, I could not resist and went with 
my wife (who happens to be German and an 
invaluable advisor and contributor to my writing) 
to see the performance. On entering, we were 
quite amused with the play’s beginnings, the 

seeming informality of  being shown to our seats by the cast, the high-school presentation 
style postings of material about the historical subject matter on the wall, and then the play’s 
artfully clumsy formal start that went on to swing like a pendulum between the seemingly 
inept lecture about the haunting historical facts, the dynamics of which the heedless 
‘actors’ turn out to be quite unequipped to grasp, and the ‘performance’ of  the play in the 
play - a matter progressively fraught with contentious rehearsals for a play that never 
comes to be.

The experience of this particular piece of theatre 
seemed more than timely, given that I had 
devoted a lot of thought (and words) to the topic 
of ‘voice and authenticity’ in my recent writings 
on law, education and the arts.1  So, after I saw 
the play, it was with some wariness that I began 
to read the local reviews of We Are  Proud To 
Present; especially given several similar 
scenarios in the world of  theatre were currently 
fuelling an intense debate on racial dynamics on 
stage and about who could conceivably tell 
whose story – or who should be permitted to do 
so.

As I began reading reviews of  We Are Proud To 
Present, I was also aware of other similar 
scenarios that suggest that the reviews of this 
play are not alone but, rather sadly, are legion.  
To me, this suggests a sectoral issue, one that is 
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1 See: Feminism, Law and Inclusion; Crisis, Conflict and Accountability: Law Enforcement and Racial 
Profiling in Canada; Anti-Racisim in Education: Missing in Action; Pluralism in the Arts in Canada: A 
Changes is Gonna Come; The Dirty War: the Making of the Myth of Black Dangerousness published 
respectively by Canadian Scholars Press (formerly Sumach Press) and the Canadian Centre for Policy 
Alternatives.  Several chapters of my work on racial profiling have also been published in U. of T. Press.
In addition, I had also spoken about this in keynotes and lectures on contemporary Black aesthetics at Queen’s 
University, Concordia University and the Big Dream Conference in North Bay. These latter pieces were efforts 
to discuss heterogeneity and radical Black aesthetics as I have become increasingly concerned about the 
homogenization of arts’ funder categories that lump all racialized peoples into the category they term ‘visible 
minority’.  

Michael Ayres, Brett Donahue, Darcy Gerhart, 
Brendan McMurtry-Howlett, Marcel  Stewart, and 
Khadijah Roberts-Abdullah in Jackie Sibblies 
Drury’s We Are Proud to Present... at The 
Theatre Centre. Production Photo by Dahlia 
Katz (2015)

Ravi  Jain Directing Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We 
Are Proud to Present... at The Theatre Centre. 
Rehearsal Photo by Dahlia Katz (2015)



critical to artists who fall outside of the Eurocentric project.  Some context here is important 
as it places this play and its reviews within a contemporary discourse that is now  raging 
across North America, the continuing fiasco with the Oscars not being an anomaly.  For 
example:

● Award-winning actress Tonya Pinkins’ rationale for leaving production of  Brecht’s 
Mother Courage;2

● Ross Jackson’s accusing American theatre of three very troubling practices: slotting, 
tokenism, and dehumanization;3

● Assorted discussion of  the “Depressing montage of white actors in non-white roles 
as exposed/highlighted in Master Of None.”4

I must add quickly, before being accused of  Americanizing Canadian theatre, that these 
debates swirl across Canadian terrain as well as shown among others in the 2014 
research Figuring the Plural, an examination of ethnocultural, or ethnically/culturally 
specific, arts organizations in Canada and the United States.5

To return to Canadian soil and stage, there are several current examples that relate to:
● Canstage and its selection of all-White directors, playwrights, choreographers and 

translators;6
● The challenges issued by Real Theatre Canada in regard to allegations of  racism in 

Vancouver theatre;7
● The writing of choreographer Natasha Bakht on how  South Asian dance forms have 

been reviewed;8

● The contentions raised by Peter Chin in regard to a review of his new work;9

● The writing of George Elliot Clarke about pervasive racism in Canadian Theatre;10

● The Equity in Theatre project of the Playwrights’ Guild of Canada which looked at 
gender equity in theatre and the intersections of  gender with race and other social 
identities;11

● The attempt by Luminato to bring an exhibit developed by a White South African on 
human zoos to Toronto;12
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2 Who Loses, Who Thrives When White Creatives Tell Black Stories, January 01, 2016.  See also: The New 
York Times, Theatre 1/1/2016
3 Blackness in Nonprofit Theater: Where Representation Becomes Marginalization, Equity, Diversity, 
Inclusion Project with NPQ, January 29, 2016
4 Caroline Siede, January 29, 2016, http://www.avclub.com/article/heres-depressing-montage-white-acto…4?
utm_source=facebook&utm_medium+ShareTools&utm_campaign=default
5 Mina Malton et al, Art Institute of Chicago, 2014
6 See Matthew Jocelyn ducks real question on Canadian Stage diversity, Globe and Mail, January 29, 2016, J.  
Kelly Nestruck
7 See Allegations of systemic racism in Vancouver theatre could spark change, http://globalnews.ca/news/
2143702/allegations-of-systemic-racism-in-vancouvers-theatre-scene-could-spark-change/
8 See Mere Song and Dance, in Pluralism in the Arts in Canada: A Change is Gonna Come, edited by 
charles c smith, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives
9 See Is everyone a critic: Changing Paradigms in Dance Criticism, in The Dance Current, Kathleen Smith 
http://www.thedancecurrent.com/feature/everyone-critic
10 See The Stage is Not White and Neither is Canada, in Pluralism in the Arts in Canada: A Change is 
Gonna Come, edited by charles c smith, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives
11 See http://eit.playwrightsguild.ca/
12 See Social Media Uproar over rumours of ‘Exhibit B’ Installation coming to Luminato, J. Kelly Nestruck,   
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/theatre-and-performance/social-media-uproar-over-rumours-of-
controversial-exhibit-b-installation-coming-to-luminato/article23867715/, April 9, 2015

http://www.avclub.com/tv/master-of-none/
http://www.avclub.com/tv/master-of-none/
http://globalnews.ca/news/2143702/allegations-of-systemic-racism-in-vancouvers-theatre-scene-could-spark-change/
http://globalnews.ca/news/2143702/allegations-of-systemic-racism-in-vancouvers-theatre-scene-could-spark-change/
http://globalnews.ca/news/2143702/allegations-of-systemic-racism-in-vancouvers-theatre-scene-could-spark-change/
http://globalnews.ca/news/2143702/allegations-of-systemic-racism-in-vancouvers-theatre-scene-could-spark-change/
http://www.thedancecurrent.com/feature/everyone-critic
http://www.thedancecurrent.com/feature/everyone-critic
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/theatre-and-performance/social-media-uproar-over-rumours-of-controversial-exhibit-b-installation-coming-to-luminato/article23867715/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/theatre-and-performance/social-media-uproar-over-rumours-of-controversial-exhibit-b-installation-coming-to-luminato/article23867715/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/theatre-and-performance/social-media-uproar-over-rumours-of-controversial-exhibit-b-installation-coming-to-luminato/article23867715/
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/theatre-and-performance/social-media-uproar-over-rumours-of-controversial-exhibit-b-installation-coming-to-luminato/article23867715/


And for Quebec, playwright and director Rahul Varma has issued the following charge of 
carryover racism of the colonial past:  

“Quebec is hit by the blackface controversy again. In an article titled La 
victoire des moustiques published in Véro, actor Louis Morissette attacked 
Radio-Canada for wanting to hire a black actor to play a black character 
instead of employing a blackface, i.e. a white actor in degrading make-up: 
blackened face, afro-wig, puffed-up lips and enlarged hips – for his year-end 
satire called Bye Bye 2015. Those who criticized his stand on blackface, he 
mockingly called them mosquitoes. Morisasette is not alone; he is a product 
of the inherent colonial racism so present in the Francophone art world. 
Boycott him and his shows.13

These are just some of  the recent examples that spring to mind and I’m sure I’m leaving 
much out here, but my intent is simply to give some sense of the veritable vortex of a 
controversy as context in which the reviews of We Are Proud to Present must be placed. 
We have to look at this as a sectoral issue and as one that is of  critical importance to artists 
who fall outside of the Western Eurocentric project that still dominates the Canadian (and 
the North American) stage.  
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13 See Facebook posting, February 4, 2016.  This view is reinforced in the Clarke article I cited earlier. 

Brendan McMurtry-Howlett, Marcel  Stewart, and Khadijah Roberts-Abdullahin in Jackie Sibblies 
Drury’s We Are Proud to Present... at The Theatre Centre. Production Photo by Dahlia Katz 
(2015)



As for the Toronto reception of We Are 
Proud to Present, what I saw  seemed both 
post-modern in technique and form and 
informed by a critical race perspective that 
interrogated the story, the actors, the time 
between the actual historical events the play 
was to portray and other historical moments 
not only in Africa but, more pointedly, the 
U.S. south.  It contained the enthusiasm of 
young actors in their characters trying their 
hands at various roles that cut across the 
historical periods the play covered but, 
equally, their own personalities – the latter 
playing greatly in the interactions between 
them, especially on matters of  race as 
evident in some of  the play’s conflicts, i.e., 
whose stories are being told, what efficacy 
can be placed on oral v. documented records 
in historical story-telling and the role of skin 
colour, authenticity and cultural appropriation 
in the portrayal of characters.

As I sat and watched the play I was astounded by the ways in which the scenes, actions 
and dialogue changed to depict these apparently divergent elements.  I was struck by the 
linkage of the Herero story to that of Black bodies in the U.S. south and to the depictions of 
Blackness by the cast, particularly the insistence of  Black Man #1 about the importance of 
Black stories as told by Blacks and the striking monologue of Another White Man as the 
grandmother of Black Woman.

After insisting on authentic approaches to 
Black lives and conjuring thoughts of Black 
Lives Matter, I was struck when Black Man 
#1 ran from stage following a mock 
lynching that White Man #1 was about to 
commit, despite his repeated assertions 
that he could not do what the Germans had 
done nor what southern Whites had done 
to Black bodies – a matter he turned his 
back on when his character shot a Herero 
man who simply wanted to cross a field in 
order to return home, a scene quickly 
linked with U.S. southern racism and 
possibly his own.

What is more telling is Another White Man’s 
rendition of a Black grandmother – his 
audacity in doing it, his insistence, his 
abilities and his seeming pleasure.  Who 

can play what role? If  Blacks can play Whites, why not vice versa?  An issue in theatre 
today as evident in the controversy surrounding ‘The Unplugging’ at Factory Theatre where 
two white women played the roles of Indigenous women.

Then there was the haunting silence that filled the theatre when the final actor had left and 
it became apparent that the play was done.
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Brett Donahue, Brendan McMurtry-Howlett, and 
Marcel  Stewart in Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We Are 
Proud to Present... at The Theatre Centre.  
Rehearsal Photo by Dahlia Katz (2015)

Brett Donahue, Darcy Gerhart, and Marcel  Stewart in 
Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We Are Proud to Present... at 
The Theatre Centre.  Rehearsal Photo by Dahlia Katz 
(2015) 



I had seen the play before reading any of  the 
reviews.  When I did, I became increasingly 
concerned about some of the issues I noted 
earlier regarding who judges such work, what 
is their ‘standpoint ’ and their social 
responsibility to engage in discourse around 
such difficult issues as racism and how  that 
gets portrayed in performance?  In a richly 
racially diverse city like Toronto, why are there 
still so few  reviewers of  diverse backgrounds, 
particularly Indigenous and racialized, who 
have a strong grounding in critical analysis?  
Why the continued and seemingly normalized 
reliance on the extensive reach of the ‘White 
Gaze’?

However, before going any further, it is 
important to note that there were a number of 
good and constructive reviews of  this play.  
Despite this, what became noticeable during 
the process of  working my way through all reviews I could get my hands on, was the 
pervasiveness of  negative and decidedly non-constructive rhetoric informed by writers 
imperviously claiming authority on matters they were clearly either not knowledgeable of, or 
did not provide sufficient (if any) evidence to support their opinions.  

To delve into these, let’s look closely at some recurring arguments.

Stereotyping:

Comments about this play’s use of stereotyping were rather pervasive.  For example, J. 
Kelly Nestruck writes:

“One black actor…demands that the Herero take up more space in the play 
– and the actors start to attempt to put themselves in the shoes of the tribe.  
But in inventing scenes, the actors – both black and white – end up falling 
into African stereotypes or filtering the events of  the early 20th century 
through more familiar ones from the United States.  During a harrowing 
standoff  between a German soldier…and a Herero man trying to return 
home…, the German develops a Southern accent and the Herero man ends 
up seeming more like a stand-in for the martyrs of the Black Lives Matter 
movement”

“Ravi Jain’s direction, assisted by Lisa Karen Cox, teases out the complex 
questions left in the wings in the current casting controversies.  Is it possible 
to perform a different race on stage without relying on stereotypic 
shorthand?...”14

Martin Morrow  begins his piece evoking the memory of the Seinfeld actor Michael Richards 
who hurled racist epithets at Blacks who had come to see his stand-up performance.15  He 
then goes on to write: “And when they get down to the business of  telling the Herero’s story, 
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14 The Globe and Mail Friday November 20, 2015 – Theatre Review
15 November 2015, The Torontoist

Michael Ayres, Brett Donahue, Darcy Gerhart, Brendan 
McMurtry-Howlett, Marcel  Stewart, and Khadijah 
Roberts-Abdullah in Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We Are 
Proud to Present... at The Theatre Centre.  Production 
Photo by Dahlia Katz (2015)



racial stereotypes creep in.  Another White Man…is particularly adept at these, doing a 
mean impersonation of a cranky black grandmother who could’ve waddled (talk about 
stereotypes) out of a Tyler Perry Film.”

It is interesting that these writers wrote this. After all, Drury makes it clear that that is 
exactly what they are to do.16   Further, while Drury does note the characters resorting to 
stereotypes, she does so related to specific parts of the acting and not as a blanket 
incorporating the entire play that seems to be the focus of some reviewers.

As for the these two reviews, nowhere 
does Nestruck define what an ‘African 
stereotype’ is and he further travels down 
this road in his comment about Jain 
relying on stereotypic shorthand.  Again, 
there is no pointing to examples from the 
play to support this statement; nor is there 
any acknowledgement of the author’s 
clear intent.

As for Morrow, I was struck by his evoking 
the Michael Richards scenario - a White 
actor deliberately using racist epithets to 
insult members of his audience.  How 
Morrow  connects this to the play is very 
strange since Richards did not have any 
agreement with his audience about the 
use of  these terms whereas Drury clearly 
wrote her piece to be shared by six 
actors.  The play also makes clear at the 

outset that it is about a very difficult subject, the near-genocide of a group of  people 
because of a colonial intrusion, all of which based on race, and the violence of racialization 
in such episodes of conquest.  In such a context, one should presume that very 
uncomfortable and disturbing moments, including verbal exchanges between the 
characters, will emerge.

These are markedly different stories and Morrow’s analogy seems a bit disingenuous.  And 
in the quote I use of  his, he does not point to anything in the play that gives evidence to his 
claim of  stereotyping.  In fact, his rather off-the-cuff reference to Tyler Perry sit-coms, and 
reference to the ‘waddling’ of a Black grandmother (something Another White Man did not 
do), suggests that he has brought something into this picture that I suspect may not have 
been intended by the author.  

Morrow  seems to conflate the portrayal of  a Black grandmother by a White Man as the 
latter employing stereotypes and not acting.  However, I did not see the stereotype Morrow 
thinks he saw.  Instead, I witnessed a young White Man cavalierly demonstrate his acting 
abilities so that what seemed at issue was the appropriateness of  him doing so.   What is 
‘real’ here is a White Actor attempting to be a Black grandmother and doing so based on 
what he knows about such a person, which is nothing.  Hence, he does what he is suppose 
to do and Morrow  ignores the author’s and director’s intent in that the way he describes 
‘stereotype’, if it all, seems dismissive and pejorative about the play and its direction.
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16 See the Appendix April 2013 Vol 1, #2 Interview with Christopher Heaney published June 12, 2013 

Michael Ayres, Brett Donahue, Darcy Gerhart, Marcel 
Stewart, and Khadijah Roberts-Abdullah in Jackie 
Sibblies Drury’s We Are Proud to Present... at The 
Theatre Centre.  Production Photo by Dahlia Katz (2015)



This is all the more evident when one reads an interview with Drury that goes as follows:

CH: —but it’s a moment that is working at so many levels. You have the 
black actor talking about empathy and identifying with the Herero and 
starting the play because of it, while you have the white actor—I don’t know, 
making a mockery of that?

JSD: I really like that moment because it’s such a multilayered kind of  irony. 
Both actors that have played the Another White Man character have done 
this very neat thing where over the course of that scene they take that black 
grandmother to a place that feels less stereotypical. Which is insane, but for 
the scene to succeed, the white actor playing the grandmother must say 
something that is very true in that moment.17

For me, to write about racial/racist stereotyping is, and ought to 
be, serious business.  I’m reminded of the Randall Kennedy book 
Nigger: The Strange Career of a  Troubling Word18 where he 
charts the history of this term and how  it is used today in many 
venues, including popular culture.  Kennedy does not treat this 
subject lightly nor in a manner that is simple; he points to the 
complexity of  the term and its contingent meanings based on the 
particular circumstances of who is using it, when, and how.  

This is an example of social responsibility that Nestruck and Morrow  clearly avoid and may 
not even consider their responsibility at all.  If  Kennedy, a Black man, goes to such lengths 
to place and define such a loaded term, why should we not expect Nestruck and Morrow  to 
at least provide examples of  what they believe supports their assertions about the claims of 
stereotyping they have made?  And should we not expect them to at least consider the 
intent of the playwright and director?
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17 Ibid
18 Vintage Books 2003

Michael Ayres, Marcel Stewart, and Khadijah Roberts-Abdullah in 
Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We Are Proud to Present... at The Theatre 
Centre.  Production Photo by Dahlia Katz (2015)

“ . . . shou ld we no t  expec t 
Nestruck and Morrow to at  least 
provide examples of what they 
believe supports their assertions 
about the claims of stereotyping 
they have made?  And should we 
not  expect them to at least 
consider the intent of the 
playwright and director?”



The Trans-historical - How to Tell Stories of Black Lives:

There are several moments in the play when dialogue on historical evidence takes place, 
most notably in the use of the letters of  a German soldier to his wife.  This is argued as 
‘reliable’ since there is a record and juxtaposed against the Herero who left no written 
record behind about the near-complete genocide.  Rather, Black Man #1 pushes the notion 
of telling the story from a Black point of view.  It is then when the scenes of the U.S. south 
enter the play as both, I believe, analogy and to position the trans-historical, i.e., that there 
are similar things that happen at 
different historical moments and 
that these things underline the 
pe rvas i veness o f  t he i ssue 
addressed.

Again, while there were several 
comments about this by various 
reviewers, there were numerous 
examples where the reviewers 
simply had no understanding of 
this.  For example, Nestruck asks 
“Is this metatheatrical challenge 
acceptable to audiences because 
we know  it has been crafted by a 
black woman?”19 

This short statement is telling in its 
avoidance of  how  a more fulsome 
interaction between Whites and 
Blacks does in fact occur.  Both the 
African-American scholar W.E.B. 
DuBois and recent French scholars 
Deleuze and Guattari spend considerable time discussing the ‘double consciousness’ of 
Black bodies and what that signifies in terms of what such bodies reveal of  themselves to 
Whites and their absolute necessity in knowing White society for survival.  Both also 
discuss the ways in which these bodies speak to each other, a kind of code that is usually 
not understood by others.20

Robert Cushman suggests something even more inflammatory in writing: 

The first major glitch comes when Black man accuses the show-in-progress 
of concentrating on white people’s problems: more precisely, of basing its 
text on letters sent by German soldiers to their wives back home…White 
man counters that these letters, which skirt around the subject of slaughter, 
are the only documentation we have.  This struck me as a straw-man 
conflict, the kind of  scene that makes the audience want to bang the 
characters’ heads together and tell them to stop shouting.  There must be 
some record of the genocide, or nobody would have known it happened…21
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19 The Globe and Mail Friday November 20, 2015 – Theatre Review
20 See The Souls of Black Folks and What Is A Minor Literature
21 November 16, 2015, National Post
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As if in a tag-team, Christopher Hoile writes:

The second impetus for the group to create their presentation is that, by 
unknown means, it has come into possession of the only physical 
documents that survive from German colonial rule in South-West Africa.  
These consist solely of letters sent home by German 
troops… Whether to use the letters or not becomes a 
point of debate that takes up nearly an hour of the 
running time.  This bizarre focus on the soldier’s letters 
means that there is only one scene in the play about 
the life of the Herero on their own.22

Hoile follows this up with:

But when the workshop finally moves on to depicting the genocide, White 
Man and Another White Man suddenly adopt American Southern accents 
and as does Black Man, their main victim.  Since, as we discover, the actors 
are all American, their depiction of the genocide in Africa comes to resemble 
nothing more than a lynching of  a black man in the American South urged on 
by the other actors both black and white.

In the absence of documentation past history can be interpreted only 
through analogies to the present which necessarily falsify the original 
history.23 

Along similar lines, Carla Maga sets the following questions:

Does the director of the piece, a Black woman…have the authority to tell this 
story though she has never experienced genocide personally?  And can 
Another White Man…use his grandfather’s traumatic experience in the U.S. 
Civil War to equalize the trauma of  the persecuted? …And, above all, is an 
extremely Western European theatrical tradition an appropriate vehicle for 
this kind of story?24

Cushman, Hoile and Maga avoid the question of how  stories of  the oppressed are told, of 
how  subordinated groups pass information along to each other without using pen and 
paper, information that captures vital stuff and may be what leads to a group’s death or 
survival.  Such is the case in American slaves escaping through the Underground Railroad, 
the development of patois or creole in the Caribbean and Ebonics across North America 
today.  There are clear and effective ways of recording vital information that do not conform 
to the standards Cushman and Hoile are accustomed to; however, not once do they even 
question this even though the play provides ample discussion on approaches to story 
validity and import.  

Further, Cushman, Hoile and Maga pose serious challenges to how  such stories can be 
told by the bodies that are concerned about them and connected to them through history 
and ancestry (direct and indirect), in this case an African American woman.  They seem to 
suggest that we cannot tell our stories how  we wish unless it meets their standard of 
validity and value.  Hoile goes even further and becomes quite patronizing when he writes 
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22 Theatre Current Reviews 
23 Ibid 
24 See We Are Proud to Present smart and meaningful: review, Toronto Star, Nov. 11, 2015

“They seem to suggest that 
we cannot tell our stories 
how we wish unless it meets 
their standard of validity  and 
value.”



“Then, who actually understands a past event best – someone tied to it by race or an 
outsider who can observe it more objectively?  Besides this, is it possible to present a past 
event objectively at all?  Will not bias, even unconscious, taint a creation?”25

This passage divorces those who live the story, or are connected to it by ancestry, from 
telling it ‘objectively’.   There are several issues here.  Hoile writes as if  we are not all tied to 
it by ‘race’ even though the play shows very clearly how  both Whites and Blacks are ‘tied’ to 

this, and these stories – i.e., about the 
Herero, the U.S. South, Black Lives Matter 
and the exhibition of racism in the 
rehearsing of  a play.  While I don't know 
Hoile’s body of work as a reviewer, I 
wonder if  he asks these questions of  other 
plays that deal with historical incidents?  
Or is his ‘gaze’ focused solely on this one?  

Maga presents two other contentious 
notions: (1) she questions equating the 
story of  Another White Man’s ancestor 
with that of the Black grandmother; and (2) 
it seems she assumes the play’s format is 
based on a Western European aesthetic. 
The first point, while raised as a question, 
is troubling to consider given the radically 
opposite position of a soldier in war v. a 
Black woman facing the daily barriers of 
historical racism.  As such, one might 
expect something more declarative from 

the reviewer.  The second one suggests she is ignoring other forms of theatre and that, 
yes, theatre, acting, drama have long histories in other parts of the world and based on 
other aesthetic standards.

On this particular play, Drury speaks clearly to her intent, something one would think known 
to the reviewer.  In a recent interview, this was discussed as follows:

RO: This piece refuses categorization. It even positions itself as non-theatre—
rather, it’s a “presentation” about a historical subject that spins wildly out of 
control. (my emphasis).  The characters are Actors, played by actual actors, 
who themselves have had to wrestle with the difficult political and social 
subject matter on a personal level throughout the rehearsal process. What 
happens, in your mind, when we try too hard to shoe-horn this performative 
event into known classifications?

JSD: This piece doesn’t work very well when we attempt to explain all the 
connections and tie up all of  the messiness—to fix it. The play is broken a little 
bit on purpose, just like the historical (and contemporary) events it describes. I 
think that the most fertile space in it is where people can enter it and have an 
empathetic creative response, and also a critical, rational, creative response.

RO: You mentioned that you’ve purposely built the play to feel “broken.” Can 
you say a little more?
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Michael Ayres, Brett Donahue, Darcy Gerhart, 
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JSD: The play tries to combine two different events, or two different forms of 
discrimination. It can’t equate them, but it puts them next to each other on the 
same plate, and the characters of the Actors get confused about it. I hope that 
everyone in that room gets confused about it too because I certainly feel 
confused about it! There’s slippage of one sort of racial relation into another, 
there is a build-up, but there’s no cause and effect. Because of the subject 
matter, the equation of  the play is not an equation that works. That’s what I 
mean by it being broken. Of course, this is all very cryptic and vague and may 
actually be slightly pretentious.26

Discomfort v. Resolution:

Several reviewers found the play’s ending disturbing and were uncomfortable with its lack 
of resolution.  On this, Morrow writes:  

The actors are aware of their limitations and, finally, it’s only by dredging up 
their own cultural past that they are able to authentically express their 
character’s anger, fear, and hatred. But at the play’s sickening climax, you 
feel that the Method has also unleashed madness.

Drury’s thesps….(blunder) into their subject with more determination than 
good sense.  And Drury herself isn’t quite sure what to do with them in the 
end; if  her play has a flaw  … it’s that the abrupt ending leaves you desiring 
some kind of realization, if not resolution, on the part of its characters.

Nestruck joins this in writing: “Drury’s play 
itself culminates in an unleashing of 
performative hatred on stage that asks 
whether it’s actually possible to separate the 
shouting of  a slur on a stage from shouting it 
in the streets.  Great questions, no answers – 
just a theatrical experiment that left the 
audience I saw  it with sitting in silence for 
almost 10 minutes at the end.” 

And while Gillis offers some very positive 
comments about the play and chimes in on its 
attention “…to get at the root of the actor’s 
biases, and illuminate the ways in which 
racism and privilege are still hyper-present 
today…”,27 further on this review  states:  “Our 
least favourite part was the way the show 
ended…We both felt it lacked closure, though 
I suspect that may have been deliberate.” 
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Gillis later adds:  “I also feel there was a deeper message in the ending, namely: the white 
actors, like all white folks, get to just walk away from the realities of racism and slavery.  
The black actors can not, because these violent legacies endure to this day.”28

Gillis provides a great segue here.  Yes, I too believe the end was deliberate and I too 
believe there is a ‘deeper message in the ending’ and that is very much what Gillis 
references.  There is no resolution for Black bodies or, as James Baldwin once said “To be 
a Negro in this country and to be relatively conscious is to be in a rage almost all of  the 
time.”   While Baldwin writes about the U.S., Carl James et al comment on this in terms of 
Canadian experience and recent updates of  the DSM equate the daily racial discrimination 
experienced by racialized groups with PTSD of soldiers who have survived combat.29  

We have seen the rage in Canada in the Black Lives Matter Movement, the call for 
reparations, the ongoing debate about ‘carding’ and ‘racial profiling, the shootings of 
unarmed young Black men, the way in which the Mayor of Toronto recently ignored Black 
voices opposing racist police practices (‘carding’) only to change his tune when a group of 
Concerned Citizens’ led by prominent White men spoke out, effectively brushing aside the 
grassroots leadership of  Black voices and their allies.  Is there any resolution to any of 
these?  And what is the significance when the DSM adjusts its measures to include 
everyday racism as an event so traumatic that it is equivalent to the PTSD soldiers face?

If art is to reflect, interpret and present us with creative explorations of  our lives, then how 
can it tie up in a neat bow what is an ongoing dilemma?  

Similar to Nestruck, my wife and I both sat in silence at the end of the play.  We were 
immersed in the emotions and the stunning end and, after we left the theatre, we talked 
about this over a coffee and then continued to talk about this for several days after.  And 
yes, it is safe to assume that this is one of  several similar matters we discuss quite 
regularly.  One of  the reasons for this might be best summed up in a concept of Philomena 
Essed in her work Understanding Everyday Racism: An Interdisciplinary Theory30 
where she coins the term ‘cumulative instantiation’, i.e., that daily experiences of racism are 
systemic and societal and often connect memories of other experiences so that the current 
experience carries the weight of all remembered incidences.  Again, James et al and 
Patychuk provide ample context here for a Canadian reality of these experiences.31

In closing, I think it worth noting the comment I made earlier about ‘double consciousness’ 
and how  that plays into what we understand of  racialized lives and their depiction in the 
arts.  I’m reminded of the stories of escaping Black slaves who sang spirituals that their 
White masters clearly did not understand and the double meanings of Ebonics, Jamaican 
patois, and the creolization of language.  I’m reminded of art council juries and magazine 
editors who reject work because of  its references to African Orishas or historical characters 
and incidents that are either unknown or seen as unimportant.  In these, and so many other 
cases, the White Gaze, or the Gaze of  the powerful, is very much at play, relying on far too 
many groundless assumptions. How sadly mistaken. And how terribly misinformed.
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