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SPOTLIGHT
THE ROYAL WINNIPEG BALLET

The Royal Winnipeg Ballet is celebrating its 75th anniversary with an ambi-
tious full-length work inspired by a very difficult subject. The new ballet Going
Home Star — Truth and Reconciliation deals with the traumatic experiences of
First Nations children who were torn from their roots and placed in residential
schools. The creative collaborators are a starry lot, indeed — choreographer
Mark Godden, composer Christos Hatzis and acclaimed native Canadian au-
thor Joseph Boyden. In preparation, Godden spent a year and a half following
live streaming of the testimonies by former students at the Truth and Reconcil-
iation Commission hearings. The plot revolves around four characters, two in
the present and two in the past at residential schools, and how they are linked
together. Hatzis has incorporated powwow music of the Northern Cree Singers
and the unique stylizations of Inuit throat singer Tanya Tagaq into the score.
The title comes from the aboriginal name for the North Star — the Going Home
Star — which helped the native people in their navigations. Says Boyden: “We
are taking a very European form and introducing it to a First Nations experi-
ence.” - Paula Citron

Going Home Star — Truth and Reconciliation is at Winnipeg’s Centennial
Concert Hall from Oct. 1to 5 (rwb.org).
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FEST FOR ALL

SEP 5-7

Downtown'’s biggest street festival is back
as Broadway closes to vehicular traffic for
the three-day block party, Manyfest. Watch
movies on the big screen in Memorial Park,
sample local craft beer and fine wine, or get
up and glow at the Electric Donkey Run. The
festival also hosts Food Truck Wars, where
Winnipeg's best street eats will be crowned,
and Ciclovia (below), a celebration of active
transportation. Visit manyfest.ca for full
events listings and more information.
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EDITOR'S PICK
SEARCH FOR

TRUTH

OCT1-5

The Royal Winnipeg Ballet begins their 75th season with
Going Home Star—Truth and Reconciliation (above).
Commissioned by Artistic Director André Lewis with the
support of Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the
piece marries the First Nations experience with a European
form to represent the varied stories of residential school
survivors and their families. Tickets available at the RWB

box office, 380 Graham Ave, 204-956-2792, or at rwb.org.
Centennial Concert Hall, 555 Main St.
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THE WRITE STUFF

SEP 19-27

A bookworm's dream, the annual THIN AIR Winnipeg International Writer's
Festival showcases authors from Canada and around the world, with performances,
interviews, lectures, book launchings and signings. This year's guests include multi-
award winning Eleanor Catton from New Zealand, as well as local legends David
Bergen and Miriam Toews (pictured). Pick up a free program or visit
thinairwinnipeg.ca for more information. Festival passes and programs available at
McNally Robinson Booksellers, tickets for individual events available at the door,
some events free. Various venues, 204-297-7323.
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Looking Back to

Move Forward

Royal Winnipeg Ballet
premieres a ballet about
Canada’s segregated history.

A company that usually sticks to crowd-pleasing story
ballets, Royal Winnipeg Ballet will open its 75th-anni-
versary season with a work centered on a controversial
topic. Going Home Star— Truth and Reconciliation,
choreographed by former RWB dancer Mark Godden,
is inspired by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
of Canada, established in response to a federal policy
that forced indigenous children to leave their families

! : ) Choreographer Mark Godden
for Indian Residential Schools. The goal of these board- leads rehearsal at RWB.

ing programs, which were government funded from the
18805 to the mid-1990s, was to assimilate indigenous

children into white culture, and students were cruelly punished if libretto by writer Joseph Boyden. “I think Canadians need to under-

they did not conform. “It’s a Canadian story,” says Godden, who stand,” says Boyden, “that for almost 100 years, our First Nations

read survivor testimonials to prepare for the ballet, which premieres Peoples were not allowed to practice their own dance, speak their own

October 1-5 at Centennial Concert Hall in Winnipeg, “I think it’s language or participate in their own religions.”

important to get people talking about the injustices that humans have Godden is proud that RWB, and Canadians in general, are willing

done to one another.” to look back into the country’s unpleasant past—even if it is, ironi-
The work’s purpose, says Godden, is to apologize for Canada’s cally, through the lens of an art form with European roots. “You

history of human rights abuse and to honor indigenous heritage. The can’t make change if you can’t see the error of your ways. These

full-length story ballet will include performances by Steve Wood and stories are so deep and personal. I was completely swallowed up by
the Northern Cree Singers and Inuk throat singer Tan ya Tagaq, plus a them.” — Deirdre Kelly
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New ballet brought together diverse group
of creators to deal with difficult subject

Dialogue
through
dance

DancePreview

Going Home Star —

Truth and Reconciliation

1 Royal Winnipeg Ballet

8 Wednesday to Sunday, Centennial Concert Hall

B Tickets start at $29 via www.rwb.org or 204-956-2792
§ The RWB is holding its tirst Pay What You Can

evening on Thursday. Pay What You Can tickets will be
avaliable In person at the concert hall two hours before the
performance.

 Bydenzorai

VER a decade

ago, the late elder

Mary Richard

sat in the office
of André Lewis, the Royal
Winnipeg Ballet's artistic
director. She had an idea
Shatanaldibringdndice-
people together in collab-
oration and conversation.

On Wednesday night at

the Centennial Concert
Hall, the curtain will rise
on Richard’s vision.

The RWB will open its 75th = to have a diverse group of creators,” Lewis says. “I feel reconciliation
season with Going Home Star can be achieved through this combination of people. It's a very power-
— Truth and Reconciliation, a new full-length ballet created with the ful work. The subject matter is a delicate one, but we've been very
support of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. Writ- fortunate to have Tina Keeper. Without her, I wouldn't have taken it
ten by Giller Prize-winning novelist Joseph Boyden and choreographed on”
by Mark Godden, the brains behind some of RWB's most provocative Lewis and Jeff Herd, RWB's executive director, approached the
works, including Dracula and Svengali, Going Home Star — Truth and Cree actress, media producer and former member of Parliament five
Reconciliation was inspired by the harrowing recollections of surviv- years ago, looking to discuss a potential project with an indigenous
ors of Canada's residential school system. focus.

1n the ballet, we are introduced to Annie (soloist Sophia Lee), a “I think they just wanted me to listen and give notes,” Keeper says.
young, urban First Nations woman who is disconnected from her cul- “When I found out from Andr¢ that the inspiration for this project
ture and caught up in a hife of excess. When Gordon (principal dancer came from his relationship with the late elder Mary Richard, I was
Liang Xing), a trickster disguised as a homeless man, meets her, they really thrilled by that. I was really impressed by it. I think that often
embark on a healing spiritual journey, learning that without truth, you = as aboriginal people, we struggle a lot to have our voices heard. That’s
cannot have reconciliation. [;]J part of our life experience”

The ballet is choreographed to a visceral score by Juno-winning com- For decades, what happened in Canada’s residential schools — a
poser Christos Hatzis that features the Winnipeg Symphony Orchestra, SCAN PAGE system of forced assimilation meant to “kill the Indian in the child” —
Grammy nominees Steve Wood & the Northern Cree Singers and Inuk TOSEE wasn't talked about; the lasting effects of abuse and cultural erasure
throat singer (and recent Polaris Music Prize winner) Tanya Tagaq, was poorly understood. When the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
with set design by Winnipeg indigenous visual artist KC A ) ston of Canada was established in 2008, survivors came forward. The

Going Home Star — Truth and Reconciliation is the result of five silence — and the shame and stigma that came with it — was finally
years of hard work by a host of talented people. “Originally, what T starting to be broken.
really wanted with this — and I think it reflects Mary's wishes — was

Continued
Please see DIALOGUE D8

[ mage soloist Soplia Lee as Annis (n Going Home Star abuve. HWB dancers participate in a pipe ceremony in Libau
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THE STAGE IS SET

Royal Winnipeg Ballet soloist Sophia Lee and principal dancer Liang Xing play Annie and Gordon in
Going Home Star - Truth and Reconciliation during a media preview on Tuesday. Based on a story by
acclaimed author Joseph Boyden, Going Home Star makes its worldwide debut on Wednesday at the
Centennial Concert Hall. BERNICE PONTANILLA/METRO

probe of how police handled
the disappearance of a teen
whose body was eventually
pulled from the Red River
wrapped in a bag.

Police in Winnipeg are
conducting an internal inves-
tigation after discovering two
officers came across Tina Fon-
taine during a traffic stop in
August — a week after she had
been reported missing — but
did not take her into custody.

The 15-year-old was last
seen the following day. Fon-

than a week later.

Police say the t
have been put on &
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tion is ongoing,
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Aluced by the Royal Winnipeg Ballet in
-year history.

The company kicked off its diamond anniver-
sary season Wednesday night with the highly
anticipated world premiére
choreographed by Mark God-
den. It's a work 10 years in
the making, first envisioned
by late Cree elder/activist
Mary Richard and artistic
director André Lewis, and
in turn supported by the
national Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission and
the production’s associate
producer Tina Keeper.

The nearly two-hour story
ballet openly acknowledges
Canada'’s painful legacy of government-sanc-
tioned residential schools, where indigenous chil-
dren were ripped from their families and forced
into boarding schools designed to “kill the Indian
in the child.” The fact that this tale, inspired by
survivor recollections that emerged through the
commission’s investigation, is being told via a
400-year old European art form serves as further

festament to healing.

Based on a story by Canadian novelist Joseph
Boyden, Godden’s mostly classical ballet tells the
tale of First Nations woman Annie (soloist Sophia
Lee), a young urbanite hairdresser caught up in a
downward spiral of boozy clubbing and meaning-

less hook-ups with Random Lover (second soloist
Tristan Dobrowney). After meeting trickster Gor-
don (principal dancer Liang Xing), she becomes
spirited away to confront the devastating truth of
the residential schools. She witnesses with him as

~stane-faced clergymen beat their young wards,

until they both finally discover a sense of peace
through reconciliation.

Christos Hatzis's tour-de-force score viscer-
ally integrates contributions from recent Polaris

- Prize-winning Inuk throat singer Tanya Tagag,
Steve Wood and the Northern Cree Singers with
the Winnipeg Symphony Orchestra superbly led
by Tadeusz Biernacki. The Toronto-based com-
poser’s multi-layered, electro-acoustic score is a
game-changer. Mangled hymn tunes bleed into
Tagaq's guttural vocalizations, and it even pays a
sy od to Swan Lake as Annie flies through the
air in her dreams.

Winnipeg visual artist KC Adams’ tour-friendly
set design of cold brick walls contrasts with
more naturalistic items such as suspended birch
trees, arched whale bones, which become a visual
theme, and a giant, luminous turtle shell. Sean
Nieuwenhuis’s video projections of starry night
skies, gently falling snow and hurtling subway
tunnels add texture and dimensionality while
Pierre Lavoie’s shadowy lighting underscores
mood.

The Montreal-based Godden has always ex-
celled at creating darkly dramatic characters,

ConcertReview

Royal Winnigeg Ballet

1 Going Home Star — Truth and Reconciliation
1 Centennial Concert Hall
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such as the brooding Svengali or tortured Dracula
in earlier RWB ballets. His generically titled
Clergyman joins his nefarious club. Dressed in
costume designer Paul Daigle’s flowing black
robes, soloist Dmitri Dovgoselets filled the stage
with terror every time he appeared, finally ex-
ploding like a powder keg when whipping aborig-
inal child Charlie (soloist Yosuke Mino). It was a
scene that was almost unbearable to watch. How-
ever, his rape of young girl Niska (corps member
Alanna McAdie) seemed strangely subdued as the
ultimate corporal punishment.

At times, Going Home Star risks losing its own
North Star. The plot-heavy narrative becomes
obfuscated, with its Act II scene depicting col-
onization teetering on didacticism. The choice
to include recorded excerpts of survivor stor-
ies, ironically, upstaged and distracted from the
choreography. Some of the story’s symbolism
doesn’t always read clearly, and unless one stud-
ies the tome-like, four-page plot synopsis well
in advance, several aspects simply get lost in
translation.

Still, the re-energized company has never
looked better. Its corps de ballet members per-
forming as Urban Women and Men, Clergymen,
the Divine Louis and Star Children showcase
Godden’s unmistakable choreographic melting
pot of contemporary-infused flexed feet and
cocked wrists juxtaposed with traditionally bal-
letic pirouettes and battements.

Both Lee and Xing in the lead roles — and with
nary a second cast or any understudies in sight
— also proved their keen acting skills, with their
razor-sharp and wholly believable performances
as the ballet’s two truth-seekers. Mother (soloist
Yayoi Ban) and Father (corps member Thiago
Dos Santos) serve as a moral presence, with their
tearful parting scene with daughter Niska.

By providing a bookend to its equally ground-
breaking 1971 premiere of Norbert Vesak's The
Ecstasy of Rita Joe, Going Home Star marks a
significant turning point for the 75-year old com-
pany. The opening-night crowd included aborig-
inal elders and other members of the aboriginal
community.

By presenting what is likely the world's first
full-length First Nations-inspired ballet, Going
Home Star also ensures the RWB's own place
in dance history, with its message of hope, cast
against a backdrop of ever-rising numbers of
murdered and missing aboriginal women, never
more desperately needed.

holly.harris@shaw.ca
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Sophia Lee and Liang Xing in Going Home Star — Truth and Reconciliation.



Winnipeg Royal

By Kelly Many Guns -

anada’s Winnipeg Royal

Ballet will celebrate its
75th anniversary with the
world premiere of Going
Home Star—Truth and Rec-
onciliation, a new creation of
both told and untold stories
of the residential school ex-
perience. Going Home Star is
the story of Annie, a young
First Nations woman drift-
ing in a contemporary life of
youthful excess. But when she
meets Gordon, a longhaired
trickster disguised as a home-
less man, she’s propelled into
a world she’s always sensed

but never seen. Not only do they
travel the streets but also the roads
of their ancestors, learning to accept
the other’s burdens as the two walk
through the past and toward the fu-
ture. Together, both Annie and Gor-

don learn that without truth, there
is no reconciliation.

Tina Keeper, associate
producer, expressed her
thoughts about the
Winnipeg Royal
Ballet’s upcom-
ing perfor-
mance.

introduced to the proj-
ect five years ago by
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“Everything
from dancers,
the music, the

“The  cre- ;
. artistic setting
ative rocess i E
p and the story is
has been won-

going to be rich and
unbelievable.”

- Tina Keeper,
associate producer

drous, and the performance is
going to be so special and spec-
tacular,” said Keeper. “Every-
thing from dancers, the music,
the artistic setting, and the
story is going to be rich and un-
believable.” Keeper, who is best
known to Canadian audiences
as RCMP officer Mi-
chelle Kenidi on the
long running CBC hit
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WRB artistic director Andre Lewis.
“Andre told me about his commit-
ment to elder Mary Richards (Ah
Kha Ko Cheesh) and her wish to one
day see a performance based on the
residential school experience. I had
seen WRB’s adaption of Ecstasy of
Rita Joe in 1971 about a young Ab-
original woman in the city, and I
thought this was the next step, and
a new story could be told.”

Keeper said it was so difficult to get
the initial story interpreted through
ballet, and at times she almost quit
because of her own personal expe-
riences with Truth and Reconcilia-
tion (TRC). “When we decided to get
author Joseph Boyden on board to
write the story, everything seemed
to start coming together, and I'm so
excited and honoured to be a part
this project,” said Keeper. “Going
Home Star has the enormous ca-

pability to tell a story to the world

about Aboriginal people and Cana-
dian society. It is our parents and
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Joseph Boyden on the
harrowing yet wondrous
jJourney of creating a ballet

ISTILL REMEMBER the day a couple of years
ago when the brilliant actor, producer and
director Tina Keeper called me at home with
what she promised was exciting news. After
some small talk, she blurted it out: “Joseph,”
she said, “The Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission and I would like you to be involved
inaballet.” She went on to explain that Royal
Winnipeg Ballet artistic director André Lewis
was inspired by the late Anishnabe elder Mary
Richard, who happened to be a season ticket
holder, to create a new Aboriginal-themed
dance. “You have to do it,” Tina said.

I was taken aback. “I'm, ah, I'm really not
much of a dancer, you know. And I’d prob-
ably feel really self-conscious wearing tights
in public.”

There was a bit of a pause on the other end.
“No. Joseph. God, no. We don’t want you to
dance in a ballet. Really, we don’t. But we
would like you to help create one.” Tina went
on to explain. After five gruelling yet vitally
necessary years, the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC)—travelling back and forth
across Canada to record the testimonies of
First Nations survivors who were, for more
than a century, submitted to our brutal and
misguided system of forcefully removing
children from their families and commun-
ities in an attempt to “re-educate” them—
would be reaching the end of its mandate in
2014. The idea of a ballet to commemorate

In the air: The Royal Winnipeg Ballet is behind
Going Home Star: Truth and Reconciliation

OCTOBER 6, 2014
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the years of pain, the years of calling on sur- | more and show me film of some of his past | on the teachings of the four directions and
Vivors to come forth and allow their experi- | workdid I realize that we were allinit for the | the traditional First Nations’ colours that they

ences to be recorded and archived, the years | long run. The ballet was on.

of making sure that our country never for- |

Mark’s number of days in the Big Easy, and

| represent. This would offer the story a nat-

ural structure and would allow me to create

gets, needed to end ina surge of beauty across ' our long talks about ballet in general and the | principal characters who could interact with

astage.

Still, I wanted to immediately say to Tina
that I knew nothing of ballets. The last time |
I'd even been close to one was when I was :
seven and fidgeting at my sister Suzanne’s |
rehearsal as little girls in pigtails bounced |
around and fell down and curtsied. But I'd
promised myself not that long ago that the
only way to continue growing as a writer, as
a person, as an artist, was to never say no to
awriting challenge that frightened me. “Yes,
Tina, of course!” I blurted. “Let’s do this.”
My wife, Amanda, stared incredulously at
me when I got off the phone to tell her what
was brewing.

Fast-forward two years, and our country’s
oldest, and certainly one of its most presti-
gious companies, the Royal Winnipeg Ballet,
isabout to debut Going Home Star: Truth and
Reconciliation on Oct. 1.

What a journey these last couple of years
have been.

I THINK EVERYONE involved will agree that

it wasn’t easy getting this project off the

ground. Any project where you bring together

highly talented people like André Lewis, chor-

eographer Mark Godden, composer Christos

Hatzis or the incomparable Tina Keeper, not

to mention the brilliant musicians Tagaq and

the Northern Cree Singers, so much energy

will be pulsing through the virtual room.

Maybe too much. And when you’re dealing
with a subject like residential schoolsand how

best to bring that very particular experience

to the stage, when so many of the artists
involved have never lived with the weight of
its history or the daily reminders of its long
and negative reach, it’s easy to see how men-
tal boundaries and defences and sensitivities
can bubble to the surface.

Adding to these concerns, I couldn’t shake
my own doubts as to whether or not I was
the right person for the job. Novelists work
mostly alone, and we hope our stories become
three-dimensional in our readers’ minds. But
on an actual and literal stage? Mark Godden
took the role of point man, speaking with me
on the phone regularly those first months,
assuring me that I was the one to help create
the story, kindly expressing that my novels
had opened his eyes to certain Aboriginal
Canadian experiences that he’d never known
about before. Not until he suggested he come

winding down of the TRC’s mandate specif- |
ically, ended up bringing to the surface what |
was holding me back. My fear, I suddenly ‘.
realized, wasn't that I couldn’t do it. It was
that I questioned the very concept of using
using such a Western art as ballet in order to
try to bring to life a First People’s story.

‘Why not take a very
European form and
introduce it to a First
Nations experience? To
meld these two could
only be fascinating.

Joseph Boyden

Amanda was the one who suggested that
I take a crash course in the history of ballet
so that I might not just better understand
what I was doing but more importantly why
so many of us were gathering to attempt this.
And so the two of us rented and watched a
number of classics together: Don Quixote,
Giselle, La Bayadére and, of course, Swan
Lake. And]loved them. Here were tales being
told through gorgeous human movement,
cutting right to the heart. Why not, I asked
myself, teary-eyed at the end of a DVD of
Romeo and Juliet, take a very European form
and introduce it to a First Nations experi-
ence? To meld these two could only be fas-
cinating on stage. Time to get to work.

| importance of creating one to celebrate the | one another. While on a book tour for The

Orenda, 1 found the chance in Toronto to lock
myself in a hotel room for a few days to try
and piece together some kind of narrative
thatIimagined taking shape on a ballet stage.
Briefly, this is what I came up with:

The young, hip and beautiful Annie is
South; she is red. She represents youth and
summer when life is atits easiest. She’s a con-
temporary Aboriginal woman living in urban
Canada, cutting hair ina chic boutique, spend-
ing nights clubbing with pretty boys, basic-
ally enjoyingall thather mother always warned
her against. Life’s too short, after all, not to
find another party or date.

Gordon s North and is represented by the
colour white; he is a man of the winter. Thin
and tough, he’s homeless and lives a hand-
to-mouth existence on the big city streets.
But Gordon’s no victim. Despite his harsh
circumstances, Gordon’s always remembered
his grandmother’s stories of Nanabush the
trickster, and Gordon has taught himself the
ability to appear to others as he sees fit.

Niska is West, black, representing the earth
as well as the strong grounding beat of the
drum. She’s a young woman who is impris-
oned inaresidential school of the past. Niska
is from a family of healers, but a family that
was forced to give her up to the authorities.
In the residential school, Niska is strong-willed
and refuses to be broken. She fights the priests
and nuns at every turn, suffering horrible
abuse for it. She knows one day, though, that
she will return to the land and the place of
her family.

The child, the promise of life blossoming
in spring, is Charlie. He is East, and he repre-
sents the spirit and is the colour yellow. He,
100, is imprisoned in the residential school of
the past, but he believes that he simply needs
to follow the train tracks home to reach his
family once again, if only he could escape. In
the torture of the school, Charlie and Niska
have bonded, creating their own family. When
the time comes for Charlie to escape, both
know that the parting will be particularly
painful.

Annie passes Gordon every day as he begs
in front of the subway. She ignores him, how-
ever, until the day that she has a spare coin.
Being the ferryman, Gordon introduces her
toaworld below the current one, where they
eventually find a tunnel leading them to a

down to my home in New Orleans to talk

I wanted the heart of the ballet to centre

big white buildingin the forest. Through the

BY REJ

THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH IN CANADA ARCHIVES.

Past pain: Can a non-Aboriginal dance company understand the residential school experience?

windows, Annie and Gordon see two others,
similar to themselves: Niska and Charlie,
undergoing the horrible trials of the residen-
tial school.

* Annie can’t stand what she sees. Eventu-
ally, Annie crosses the line that Gordon warned
her not to cross. She smashes the window
glass and enters into Niska and Charlie’s
world. She’s captured by the people of the
black cloth, as is Gordon. All four are indoc-
trinated with the strange and frightening rit-
uals of their tormentors, rituals sometimes
bizarre, sometimes brutal, even sometimes
hilarious.

Using their combined strengths, the four
continue to fight the black-clad figures at
every turn. Young Charlie finally manages to
escape with only a few matches to help get
him home along the railroad tracks he remem-
bershis family living close to. Whathe doesn’t
know is that the distance to home might be
impossibly far for him to walk.

Back at the big white building, the people
of the black cloth’s abuse turns darker than
any of the remaining three can imagine. It’s
finally gone too far. The three must wrestle
for their very souls. The climactic fight is on.

Nervously, I sent the story to Mark and
Tina, wondering what they might think. Any
writer who’s worked on a collaborative pro-
jectknows that once you turn your work over,
it’s no longer yours. It belongs to everyone
involved. Both Mark and Tina really liked
what I'd done. I breathed a sigh of relief. It
was time now for the real work to begin.

At first, I could feel the tension of trying
to get things off the ground from a distance
of thousands of kilometres. Was it possible
to get the company to better understand the
residential school experience? Tina, Mark,

and Christos had long conversations with
each other, and all agreed that even if the
dancers were non-Aboriginal, so much of the
creative energy of this project was grounded
by First Nations, Inuit and Metis people. We
had my story, but more importantly we’d
attained the musicians that Christos and the
rest of us wanted to act as the backbone of
the ballet: Inuit throat singer Tanya Tagaq
Gillis and Steve Wood along with the North-
ern Cree Singers. Aswell, the costume designer
Steve Daigle worked in collaboration with
Oji-Cree set designer KC Adams. This was all
a very good start.

Both chair Justice Murray Sinclair and com-
missioner Marie Wilson, as well as residential
school survivor Doris Young of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission came to talk with
everyone, from artistic director to choreog-
rapher to composer to dancers. When rehears-
als began in earnest, a blessing day was held
by elders Mel and Shirley Chartrand that
included a pipe ceremony and a sweat-lodge
ceremony in which 30 of the dancers and staff
participated. For those who decided not to
participate in the sweat, residential school
survivor Ted Fontaine read from his book
Broken Circle. The day ended with a feast of
traditional foods including bison stew, ban-
nock, wild rice, and pickerel. It proved to be
avital and bonding event. The previous ten-
sions dissipated and we all realized at the
same time what was happening. A collabora-
tive and powerful dance was being born.

I'LL ADMIT THAT as the opening night quickly
approaches, I've been on pins and needles.
My schedule hasn’t allowed me to get up to
Winnipeg to see the rehearsals, but Tina

she finds the dance both beautiful and dev-
astating. Liang Xing and Sophia Lee play
| Gordon and Annie, and Yosuke Mino and
Alanna McAdie play Charlie and Niska. Tina
| says the music that helps drive the story is as
| much a character as the dancers. The echoes
of Tagaq’s and Steve’s voices in the background
are tragicand haunting, so much so that Tina
admits she cries as she listens and watches.
She says Liang and Sophia are so strong
| and open, their characters taking us through
the journey and into the past. And Yosuke
| and Alanna as Charlie and Niska ground
| viewers in the experiences of residential school,
| making us sink before buoying us up again.
| “The dancers have beenso engaged,” Tina
; writes to me. “And certainly so have Mark
| and André.” She goes on tosay that both have
‘ participated in a number of Truth and Rec-
| onciliation national events.
“We also worked with Murray Sinclair to
‘ guide us through some of the rough patches
| when we were ambivalent about doing the
| project,” Tina adds. “When we were trying
to determine whether we were doing ‘recon-
ciliation’ correctly, we arrived at a place where
wedecided thatwe couldn’t determine whether
we were doing it right or wrong, and that it
is about engagement and an earnest effort—
this is where we understood that this was a
creation which had indigenous and non-
indigenous collaborators to be performed by
the Royal Winnipeg Ballet—this was our pro-
cess of reconciliation.”

When I ask André what this work means
to the Royal Winnipeg Ballet, he says, “We
knew right from the start that this ballet rep-
resents something bigger than all of us. We
hope the work goes beyond the story on stage.
We want to be able to help bring awareness
to this part of Canadian history that so many
know little of—the best way we can express it
and hopefully touch many people.”

1 email Tina to double-check that the Royal
Winnipeg Ballet won't be needing me to pull
on some tights and work my dance moves. I
also let her know that my mother will be join-
ing Amanda and me for the opening night.
Tina’s thrilled. She tells me that three of the
people involved in bringing Going Home Star
to the stage, including Tina, have lost their
mothers this year. “I feel like they’ll be sitting
with your mom, with all of us,” Tina says.
“It’s beautiful. It’s perfect!”

1 ask her to tell me more.

“It’sbeena harrowing, wondrous journey,”
Tina says. “I have to think,” she adds, “that
this concept called ‘reconciliation’ might just

attends weekly and has shared with me that

provide us the opportunity to all be greater
than we ever imagined.” #
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Jringing communities:

The Royal Winnipeg Ballet shines a light on the Residential School tragedy

TO CELEBRATE wostsesson

the Royal Winnipeg Ballet (RWB) premiéred a ballet about a trou-
bling story from Canada'’s past — the abuse of children at Indian
Residential Schools.

“For our anniversary we wanted to make a statement about
where we live, especially on the prairies,” said Executive Director
Jeff Herd. “And we wanted that to include our Indigenous culture.”

The result was Going Home Star — Truth and Reconciliation,
based on a story by Joseph Boyden about Indian Residential School
survivors and their families. This classical-style ballet focuses on
the journey Annie, a young urban First Nations woman, takes
with a trickster named Gordon as they travel through the past
to connect with their ancestors and discover the horrible truth of
what happened at the Residential Schools. The ballet ends with
the two coming together and reconciling with their past.

This isn't the first time the RWB has delved into some of the
painful issues affecting the First Nations' population. In 1971, the

6 EQUITY QUARTERLY

company adapted The Ecstasy of Rita Joe, George Ryga's play
about an Aboriginal woman's tragic journey from the reservation
to the city. It was a success and seen by audiences as far away as
Australia, but since then there hasn't been another new Canadian
ballet to take on a specifically Indigenous theme.

The idea for Going Home Star actually came about 10 years ago
when the late Cree elder and arts advocate Mary Richards met with
the RWB to talk about ways to bring the First Nations and arts com-
munities together. It was a good match, Herd said. Like Aboriginal cul-
ture, ballet is full of spiritual stories and mythology, such as Swan Lake.

Dance and tragedy

Ballet is also no stranger to tragedy — just think about the doomed
lovers in Romeo and Juliet and of Giselle dying from a broken
heart. “The world of dance is an appropriate medium to show
strong emotion,” said Herd. “If anything could tell the story of the
Indian Residential Schools — the art of dance could.”

WINTER 2015
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BY BARB FARWELL

Artistic director André Lewis and choreographer Mark Godden
would eventually spend three years working on the project.
With the support and guidance of the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of Canada — which was established to tell Canadians
about the history of the Residential Schools and the impact it has
had on the children who were separated from their families and
sent there — and actor Tina Keeper, who came on board as associ-
ate producer, they strived to understand what happened at the
schools and translate that into the language of ballet.

For the music, composer Christos Hatzis was commissioned
to create an original score that merged traditional aborigi-
nal music from artists such as the Polaris Prize-winning Inuk
Throat Singer Tanya Tagaq, Steve Wood and the Northern
Cree Singers, with the symphonic music of the Winnipeg
Symphony Orchestra.

“It was a composite of creators bringing this story together,
just like the Truth and Reconciliation Commission brought people

WINTER 2015

Far left: Ballet is no stranger to tragedy. The Royal Winnipeg Ballet company dancers tell the
story of the Indian Residential Schools

Centre top: The music of Polaris Prize-winning Inuk Throat Singer Tanya Tagaq was combined
with the Winnipeg Symphony Orchestra to create a unique original score

Centre bottom: As part of their preparation for the ballet, the dancers attended a pipe
ceremony in Libau, Manitoba, north of Winnipeg

Left: Going Home Star - Truth and Reconciliation is based on a story by novelist Joseph Boyden
about Indian Residential School survivors and their families

Above: Liang Xing as Gordon the trickster and Sophia Lee as Annie

together to tell their stories and create an understanding of what
happened," said Herd.

Herd said reaction to the ballet, which was performed in
Winnipeg from October 1 to 5, was outstanding. “A high per-
centage of our population is Indigenous. We need to understand
it, accept it and embrace it. Our success shows there is an appetite
for this."

Plans are currently in the works to tour the ballet across Canada,
the United States and possibly overseas. Herd also hopes Coming
Home Star will help the RWB reach out to Indigenous communi-
ties to spark potential careers in dance - and to show young First
Nations people how dance can be a great vehicle for enhancing
self-esteem and well-being.
said Herd
Winnipeg and while I've been aware of the positives and nega-

“It changed us. It changed me," “I grew up in

tives of the [Aboriginal experience] — to actually participate in
something that creates a better understanding was fantastic.” EQ
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Racial reconciliation comes to the stage — in
upcoming world premiere of major RWB ballet

Joan Cohen

n a fall marked by major events in this province, the

Royal Winnipeg Ballet 1s launching its 75th anniver-

sary celebrations with the world premiere Oct. 1 of
a full-length ballet that it is hoped will be a milestone in
the story of race relations in Canada and with that bring
a new public appreciation of the human issues at stake.
The ballet, Going Home Star — Truth and Reconciliation,
grew out of the testimony put before Canada’s Truth
and Reconciliation Commission in its arduous, recently
completed hearings, and recreates the stories, “told and
untold” by Indian Residential School survivors and their
families.

The ballet, commissioned by the RWB, has a full-
length musical score, which is also having its world pre-
miere. The music is being performed with the Winnipeg
Symphony Orchestra.

The inspiration for the work happened over 10 years
ago, a RWB release explains. Well-known elder, Mary
Richard, a long-time patron of the RWB, nursing a
“dream of reconciliation” between aboriginal and non-
aboriginal races, approached artistic director André Lew-
is with the suggestion a ballet be created to bring the two
communities together. She has since died.

It took a few years, but in time Lewis and associate
producer Tina Keeper, the well-known actress, media
producer and former MP, established a creative team for
the project, with the support of the Truth and Reconcili-
ation Commission, under Hon. Justice Murray Sinclair.
From the start, the project was in immensely able hands.

With famed choreographer Mark Godden, the distin-
guished best-selling Métis author Joseph Boyden, cos-

Royal Winnipeg Ballet soloist, Sophia Lee. Photo by Rejean
Brandt Photography.

tume designer Paul Daigle and Metis visual artist KC
Adams in charge of set design, the job was underway.
Greek born, internationally renowned Canadian com-
poser Christos Hatzis was commissioned to write the
full-length ballet score and which features on stage famed

Inuk throat singer Tanyaa Tagaq and Cree traditional
musicians, Steve Wood and the Northern Cree Singers.

The RWB outlines the story in an online release (www.
rwb.org/75thseason/lineup):

“Going Home Star explores the world of Annie, a
young, urban First Nations woman adrift in a contempo-
rary life of youthful excess. But when she meets Gordon,
a long-haired trickster disguised as a homeless man, she’s
propelled into a world she has always sensed but never
seen. Not only do they travel the streets of this place but
also the roads of their ancestors, learning to accept the
other’s burdens as the two walk through the past and to-
ward the future. Together, both Annie and Gordon learn
that without truth, there 1s no reconciliation.”

This i1sn’t a written story. Author Joseph Boyden, col-
laborating with André Lewis, created with this piece a
story that would be told through dance.

Boyden, on video, speaks with a quiet passion, always
articulate. In a comment recorded while the work was
still being created, he explained: “Ballet cuts right to the
heart of what’s most beautiful, physically, in humanity
and what’s most beautiful in story. We are taking a very
European form and introducing it to a First Nations ex-
perience. We'll find a way to meld this meeting of these
two very different places in a fascinating way on the
stage.” It’s said he has.

But let the last word here go to Justice Murray Sin-
clair: “These are profound, compelling themes, not just
for aboriginal families and communities, but for all Ca-
nadians,” he reminds us.

The ballet 1s being performed at the Centennial Con-
cert Hall from Oct. 1 to Oct.5. The RWB 1s hoping to
tour the work later, but no formal announcement has yet
been made. For tickets, please call 204-956-2792.
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Groundbreaking, unorthodox ballet attracts
a wider audience to Royal Winnipeg Ballet

The ballet is making moves toward a more diverse patronage, with fresh programming and price reduction programs

anada’s Royal Winnipeg Ballet (RWB)
debuted its 75th year with a sharp
detour from programming as usual.

By daring to tackle the in-
ter-generational effects of
residential schools in Going

Home Star - Truth and Recon-
ciliation, the ballet company
broke the mould and in turn
welcomed a new audience
eager to see how the theme
was presented.

First-time ballet attendee
Danielle Robidoux said it was
the first time she had been
excited to see a ballet, and it
had provoked water-cooler
discussion at her workplace
with otheryoungstaffleading
up to the show.

The modernity and com-
plexity of the show’s theme seemed to
serve as an invitation to a wider audience;
it allowed the age-old art form to seem
forward-thinking and become palatable to
more viewers.

Getting new people in the seats was also
helped along by price incentives.

The program Access Pointe: Ballet Under
30 reduces the price of admission to a cool
$30 plus taxes and fees for people between
the ages of 15-29.

Attendees can purchase up to two tickets
atthisrate, provided the guestis also under
the age of 30.

The only catch is that you have to sign up
tobecome an Access Pointe member ahead
of time, as you are sent a passcode by email
approximately one week from a show’s de-
but, which you can use to redeem the offer.
The program is meant to help young adults,
students and new professionals make the
arts part of their lives while the full-priced

admission is still a little out of reach.

In conjunction with Going Home Star,
the RWBalso debuted its first Pay What You
Can initiative, when for one date of the run,
patrons could buy tickets at a reduced rate
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Liang Xing and Sophia Lee share a kiss in the final scene of the show. Photo by Samanta Katz

in the two hours leading up to the show (a
donation of $20 was suggested).

This opened the ballet up to any low-
income individuals and coincided well
with the socially-conscious message being
shared in Going Home Star,

The Going Home Star show was 10 yearsin
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the making, and it kicked off the renowned
company’s season with so much vim that it
will be a tough act for itself to follow.

The show was inspired by the tales of
residential school survivors collected by
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
of Canada. It was the vision of the late elder

and activist, Mary Richard, to see the dance
company stage something with First Nations
origins and a profound social statement.

Adapting a story of this magnitude and
putting such a unique spin on the classical
400-year-old European art form was a lot of
responsibility to bear to say the least - but
it helped that the RWB found enthusiastic
participants along the way.

The plot is based on a story penned
by prominent Canadian novelist Joseph
Boyden, who comes from European and
Anishinaabe heritage. He frequently ex-
plores themes from First Nations history
and culture.

His expertise helped authenticate the
show, as did the musical elements from
Steve Wood and the Northern Cree Singers
and the recent Polaris Prize-winner Tanya
Tagaq, whose emotive, primal, and alter-
nately soft and coarse voice supported the
symphony like the heartbeat of the show.
Worthy of mention is also the composer
Christos Hatzis’ of-the-moment score which
was experimental enough to allow Tagaq’s
thumping, breathy sounds to seep in seam-
lessly.

Her voice transcends genres and de-
mands to be heard - and it was a rare and
perfect fit for the beautiful and simultane-
ously uncomfortable ballet.

The story was also transposed with audio
recordings from residential school survi-
vors’ experiences, which supported a more
direct and cognizant delivery of the show’s
message.

While the tale follows two First Nations
protagonists; one thatatfirstis disconnected
from her heritage and feeling the weight of
its absence, and one that can’t shake the
past - Going Home Star reminds us that the
history of the residential school system is
everyone’s story to share, and everyone’s to
try to reconcile.

Perhaps artistic director André Lewis said
itbestwhen he introduced the show: “Truth
isimportant, but also, reconciliation is just

as importantif not more.”
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Truth & Reconciliation

RWB's new ballet tells
residential schools story

DAVID LARKINS
Winnipeg Sun

It is a delicate story filled
with pain and, ultimately, rec-
onciliation and Tina Keeper
believes it is perfectly suited
for Canada’s Royal Winnipeg
Ballet.

The curtain will be lifted on
RWB'’s 75th season Wednes-
day with a story that strikes
close to home in Manitoba,
“Going Home Star — Truth
and Reconciliation,” the adap-
tation of Joseph Boyden'’s story
of the same name that tells the
tale of residential school sur-
vivors and their families.

Keeper, an associate pro-
ducer on the production,
said at the heart of every bal-
let is a great story, and sug-

gested Going

essarily ... have familiarized
themselves with the stories
of residential school survi-
vors,” said Murray Sinclair,
the commission’s chairman.
“This is going to bring it home
to them. This is also going to
be a way for them to see that
the artists of their commu-
nity, the artists of our commu-
nity are able to express this in
a way that brings some under-
standing.”

Artistic director Andre -

Lewis said there were chal-
lenges in adapting a European
art form to tell an aboriginal
story. Among the aboriginal
cultural elements is Polaris
Prize-winning throat singer
Tanya Tagagq.
“It definitely has bridges to
the aboriginal culture,” Lewis
said. “.. There’s

Home Star is “'t isagl’eat tfagic so many lit-
pelivared  taleandit'salove e bing ik
ment. story, so | think in that connects
s ) that sense it fits very o o2t and
we any perfectly.” that are there
non-indige- Associate producer Tina without trying
nous world- Keeper to be without

class artists 1o

create some-

thing that truly is a remark-
able piece of art and I think
this story is a perfect story for
a ballet” Keeper said.

“.. It is a great tragic tale
and it's a love story, so [ think
in that sense it fits very per-
fectly.”

The production is done in
consultation with the Truth
and Reconciliation Commis-
sion of Canada, which was
established in 2008 to educate
Canadians on the realities of
residential schools.

“We hope that we're able
to start a conversation among
those who would not nec-
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that, because

we are bal-
let dancers and we don’t try
to replicate that, we have too
much respect for that culture
to simply just try to imitate
something’

Keeper said the journey to
get to opening night has been
along and emotional one that
she predicts will hit her when
the lights go down.

“I think when the curtain
goes up,” she said, “I'm just
going to start weeping,”

More information can be
found at rwb.org,

david.larkins@sunmedia.ca
Twitter: @LarkinsWSun
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RWB soloist Sophia Lee in the character of Annie is part of the Royal Winnipeg Ballet's “Going
Home Star - Truth and Reconciliation.”
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HOMESTAR
DANCER

Artistic director André
Lewis discusses the
Royal Winnipeq Ballet's
daring season opener

TONY HINDS [ AGATTANTOCIIIN

BEAT REPORTER

The Roval Winnipeg Ballet is opening its
2014/15 season by focusing on a subject
that might seem an unlikely choice to afi-
cionados of the dance form. Going Home
Star - Truth and Reconciliation, the new
work developed by artistic director André
Lewis, examines the untold aftershocks of
the Indian residential school system.

The ballet’s story follows an Indigenous
woman named Annie meeting Gordon, a
street-wise trickster and Indian residential
school system survivor.

“They meet and build a connection
together,” Lewis notes. “That connection
allows Annie to get in touch with her back-
ground and for Gordon to relive his expe-
rience in the school system through flash-
back. 1t's a love story. In order for Annic
and Gordon to connect, he needs to rec-
oncile with his past and fulfill his destiny.”

‘The story of Going Home Star, written
by Giller Prize- and Canada Reads-win-
ning author Joseph Boyden, took years for

Lewis and choreographer Mark Godden to
finally bring it to light.

“In 2004, | was approached by Mary
Richard, an Elder from the aboriginal
community, who was interested in com-
missioning us fo create a new work based

on an Aboriginal theme,” Lewis explains.

“She felt that through art, we could bring
Indigenous and non-Indigenous  people
closer together.”

The residential school system, which
operated hetween the late 19th and 20th

REJEAN BRANDT

century, consisted of up to 8o schools
funded by the Canadian government and
administered by Catholic, Anglican and
United churches, Decades of neglect and
abuse caused the Canadian government to
eventually issue an apology to Aboriginal
Peoples in 2008, prompting Prime Minis-
ter Stephen Harper to describe the system
as “a sad chapter of our history.”

The story of Geing Home Star - which
is produced with support from the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Can-

ada - may be sobering, but Lewis believes
it also promotes a sense of optimism.
“This is nota guilt trip,” Lewis confirms.

“Ifs abourt realizing what happened and

having a hopeful end to it. Reconciliation

is parc of it: thar you reconcile yourself first
with your past so that you can move for-
ward. It is difficult to move forward with-
out recognizing that truth.”

This year marks the 7sth anniversary of
the Royal Winnipeg Ballet, an organiza-
tion Lewis has been a part of for almost
40 years. Lewis clearly remembers his early
days in the profession, back when he was
a dancer and instructor before advancing
to the position of artistic director in 1995.

“I arrived in Winnipeg at the age of 19
with about s600 in my pocket, my entire
life savings,” recalls Lewis, who was born
in Gatineau, Québec. “No support from
anywhere else. My parents were not in a
position to be able to support me. Buc |
never looked back. And now, it’s about 40
vears later.”

In the end, Lewis expresses confidence
that the emotional side of the story will not
be lost on audiences.

“It packs a pretty strong punch but
thankfully. that punch is also very beauu-
ful,” concludes Lewis.

Going Home Star - Truth and
Reconciliation

Centennial Concert Hall

October1-5
Tickets start at $29

Featuring Tanya Tagag, Steve Wood
& the Northern Cree Singers, and
the Winnipeg Symphony Orchestra.

Visit rwb.org for more information.
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Going— Home Star - Truth and Reconciliation
explores legacy of residential schools

Royal Winnipeg Ballet offering free admission to survivors,
reduced-rate evening to general public

BRYCE HOYE, STAFF

RUG use, promiscuous sex,

homelessness, and the cultural
sterilization and displacement of an
entire nation are all part of the Royal
Winnipeg Ballet’s (RWB) next act.

It’s hard to imagine how the
carefully choreographed pirouettes
and pliés of a ballet might be used
to explore the generational trau-
mas experienced by Canada’s First
Nations through the residential
school system.

And yet that is exactly what the
RWB will attempt to do Oct. 1-5
in Going Home Star - Truth and
Reconciliation.

“Essentially it’s a love story woven
around the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission findings,” says RWB
artistic director André Lewis.

The storyline, written by acclaimed
aboriginal novelist Joseph Boyden,

follows Annie, a young, independent
aboriginal woman played by Sophia
Lee.

Annie works as a hairdresser and
lives an urban life of wild partying,
taking on different lovers every night.
She grows restless and disconnected.

Eventually Annie encounters a
homeless First Nations man, Gordon,
portrayed by Liang Xing. Gordon is
forced from his home on a reserve at
a young age and into the residential
school system, eventually fleeing to
fend for himself on the street.

The two first meet in the subway,
and through that meeting they con-
nect and begin to help each other
recover from the legacy of pain

inflicted by the residential school
Systcm.

Support from Aboriginal
community

Lewis says the Aboriginal com-
munity has been behind the premise
of Going Home Star since it was in its
conceptual phase almost 10 years ago.

“I would've never approached this
subject matter if it had not been for
Aboriginal people supporting this,
but this is not an Aboriginal problem,
it's a Canadian problem,” says Lewis.

The Aboriginal community as a
whole has been supportive of Going
Home Star, says Lewis, because they
feel their story is being told.

“In the ballet itself, you see the
effect that the schools have had on
the main character, Gordon, and how
Annie ultimately helps him and redis-
covers her culture, her background;
that’s why it’s called Going Home Star,
to reconnect with what [the Catholic
Church] and a successive government
tried to erase.”

Although there won't be any First
Nations dancers in the ballet, there
will be other forms of contributions
made from a series of First Nations
artists.

“We have Tanya Tagak, who is a
throat singer,” says Lewis. “We have
Steve Wood and the Northern Cree
Singers.

“It wasn't going to be just white
only Anglo-Saxon men that created
the work,” says Lewis. “I wanted the
continuum, which is why we have

KC Adams [as set designer], who is
an installation artist in Winnipeg.”
Aside from ballerina Maria
Tallchief, formerly of the New York
City Ballet and who passed away last
year at the age of 88, historically there
have been very few Aboriginal people
participating at elite levels of ballet in

North America, says Lewis.

So, in an attempt to make the
ballet more inclusive, the RWB
announced Monday night they are
inviting residential school survivors
to take in Going Home Star for free.
There is a limited amount of seating
so survivors wishing to attend should

contact the RWB’s Angela Hendry
at 204-957-3494 or email groupsales@
rwb.org by Monday, Sept. 29.

They also announced a “Pay
What You Can” evening on Oct. 2.
Reduced-rate tickets go on sale at 5:30
p.m. the day of the show. Suggested
donation price is s20.

Deschatelets Archives Missionary Oblates (Q), Sophia Lee
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