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The Modern
Theatres series
continues with
Gary McCluskie
discussing the
Festival Theatre in
Stratford, Ontario

The only thing a rural Canadian community
of 19,000 had in connection with William
Shakespeare in the early 1950s was the name
of his hometown. Stratford, Ontario, 90 miles
west of Toronto, seemed an unlikely place to
become a major force in staging the Bard’s
plays. But when a railroad company closed up
shop, local journalist Tom Patterson took on
the task to reinvent Stratford as a celebrated
centre for seasonal theatre. It not only became
that, but also, with its innovative thrust stage
design, set new standards for staging all kinds
of plays with an influence that continues to
resonate 65 years later.

Stratford has become one of the most
significant performing arts organisations in
Canada. The innovative concept and design of
the Festival Theatre has been developed and
replicated in many countries around the world,
including the UK, Germany, Japan, Italy, the
United States, and, most recently, France.

The zeitgeist was with this bold post-war
vision. The legendary British theatre director
Tyrone Guthrie, intrigued by the idea, became
more so when Patterson told him there was no
venue as yet to launch the festival. “Guthrie
had been experimenting with thrust-like
staging and saw the opportunity to custom
build the kind of theatre he wanted,” said David
Prosser, current Communications Director at
the Stratford Festival. Guthrie had staged a
landmark production of a medieval comedy
in 1948 at the second Edinburgh International
Festival. The venue was essentially found
space — Edinburgh’s General Assembly Hall
of the Church of Scotland on the Mound —
where a version of the thrust stage was used
to great effect.

In October 1952, the Stratford Festival
was incorporated and Guthrie became its
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first Artistic Director, recruiting stars Alex
Guinness and Irene Worth as well as actors
from across Canada for the first season
the following summer. The venue would
consist of a concrete amphitheatre beneath
a large canvas tent, a design solution of an
architect recommended by an acquaintance
of Guthrie’s who had no theatre design
experience and only six months to realize the
structure. But it was the stage — designed by
Tanya Moiseiwitsch, whom Guthrie recruited
from the UK — that would revolutionize the
production and theatrical experience of
Shakespeare’s plays along with many other
dramatic forms in the decades that followed.
Moiseiwitsch’s pioneering role in 20th-century
theatre included hundreds of set and costume
designs for acclaimed productions in addition
to subsequent thrust stage designs after
Stratford, among them the Crucible Theatre,
in Sheffield, England.

“This was an original invention, not a
reproduction of an Elizabethan stage,” said
Prosser. “It had influences of Greek and
Roman theatres. The thrust was hexagonal,
not a projecting square that we often associate
with Shakespeare and was reproduced at
Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre in London.”
Stratford’s protruding stage consisted of
nine acting levels and eight major entrances
in addition to a balcony, trapdoors and two
vomitoria. Steps lead to the audience level on
all sides of the thrust. The tent theatre’s original
configuration accommodated 1,800 seats with
none more than 65 feet from the stage.

But it wasn’t this radical shift from
a proscenium stage that almost ended
Stratford’s dream before it began: like so
many artistic endeavours, a lack of funding
nearly bankrupted the idea. With construction
underway, the debts were mounting. The
Stratford community had been divided about
any public investment in the enterprise,
including the initial $125 commitment by the
local council to send Patterson to New York to
research how to launch a theatre festival. He
returned unsuccessful in his attempt to meet
with Laurence Olivier.

In that spring of 1953, the buzz began to
grow in Stratford and grass roots support
turned in the festival’s favour; women'’s
auxiliary clubs and local business groups
got behind it, spurred by the sight of the tall
wooden masts that would hold up the tent
canopy in the park next to the Avon River.
When told the Festival Foundation was having
cash flow problems, the contractor building
the stage instructed his staff to keep working.
The Governor General Vincent Massey and a
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In Canada, the Festival Stage influenced
the design of the Atlantic Festival Theatre
in Wolfville, Nova Scotia and the theatre at
the National Arts Centre in Ottawa, to which
Diamond Schmitt Architects added in time for
Canada’s sesquicentennial celebrations in
2017 improved spaces for performance, new
wings for audience and presentation events
and a visible presence and identity with a
marquee tower. Tellingly, the thrust stage
theatre required little in the way of intervention.
On the other hand, for Sidney Harman Hall in
Washington, DC, home of The Shakespeare
Theatre Company, we designed a flexible
space that is readily adaptable to a thrust
stage. Ten years on, the thrust configuration
is rarely used.

For the town of Stratford, the festival has
been a major economic driver. From the first
season in 1953 with 68,600 in attendance, in
2015, the audience numbered 475,742. And
other recent seasons have exceeded the half
million mark. For a festival known for staging
Shakespeare, only about 30 percent of tickets
in 2015 were for productions of the Bard’s
works. Other classics and contemporary
dramas garnered a similar percentage while
the remaining 40 percent was allotted to
two musicals that season, Carousel and
The Sound of Music. The economic impact
generated by the consistent 150,000 room
nights booked per season and goods and
services amounted to a $170-million shot in
the arm to the local economy in 2001.

The thrust stage at Stratford continues
to encourage experimentation in the 21¢

century. In a January 2017 article, Lighting &
Sound America magazine examines how the
classic proscenium musical A Chorus Line
was adapted at Stratford the previous season
for its first ever non-proscenium staging. “A
thrust space is built for the actor and soliloquy
in Shakespeare. What musical has more
monologues and soliloquies than A Chorus
Line?” said the show’s director, Donna Feore.
The signature white line in the set design was
moved from the edge of the apron to the back
of the stage, freeing up emotional space down
stage for when the characters go back in time
in their memories.

Augmenting that shift in time was LED lighting
technology never before used at the Festival
Theatre that served to dramatically delineate
the storytelling. A cluster of loudspeakers was
hung that remained in full view as an element
of the set design. Directors of concurrent
productions of Macbeth, As You Like It and
Moliere’s farce, The Hypochondriac, all chose
to use the technology in their shows, taking the
experimentation and adaptability of the thrust
ever onward in new directions.

Footnote:

The genesis of the Stratford Festival and its
daring, rocky start is the subject of a 40-minute,
Oscar-nominated National Film Board of
Canada documentary called The Stratford
Adventure (1954). It is available online at nfb.
ca

Gary McCluskie is a Principal of Diamond
Schmitt Architects, Toronto and leads on the  Sketch of Stratfordl Festival
design of cultural buildings. Theatre, Gavin Green
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