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DIVERSITY & ACCESSIBILITY IN CLASSICAL PERFORMANCE

By creating more opportunities for female-identifying artists in classical performance,  The
Tiger's Hearts Collective aims to  redefine the term "classical" as an inclusive and
accessible tradition of theatrical excellence.
 

This company defines "Classical Performance" as any creative  work that explores universal
truths and is inspired by  epic, historical  or foundational narratives from any culture and
shared in any performative expression.

REDEFINING A TRADITION

The term "classical" has long been used as an elitist gatekeeping tool. While the original
meaning was coined by Ancient Greek theatre to mean "chosen", as in those pieces "chosen"
to represent our stories to the world,  the trick lies in who does the choosing.

For  millennia, that power to curate our shared stories has been held  by the white,  western
patriarchy and has been used to advance  white-supremacist and colonial interests. From
a young age, most of us were trained to consider this definition of the classics as the only
definition of the classics. Privileging of the powerful in our classical  history  has built a
foundation for our entire theatre tradition that is deeply racist,  misogynist and  oppressive.
Classical theatre has directly contributed to the erasure of people of colour from our shared
histories and from our stages, the fetishization and  vilification  of experiences or personal
truths considered to be "other", the objectification of female-presenting bodies, and many
other harmful practices.

So, why do we need to keep doing them?
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We acknowledge that our love of this classical tradition is problematic, and may be born out
of a desire to be accepted and acknowledged by these power structures and the people
who run them. We want to offer ourselves gentleness and understanding as we explore this
deep need to belong, but our desire to continue to explore these foundational stories is often
questioned:  Why continue to tell the same, harmful stories when you could be doing
something new?

 

Our answer is simple: BECAUSE WE  WANT TO!

There isn't one right way to do the classics, but we haven't seen OUR way yet! We want to
revolutionize those universal stories that, for so many years, we believed weren't for us. We
want to reclaim our space in a history that has tried so hard to erase us. We want to be
respected as classical artists with exceptional skills and knowledge, and  we want to share
those skills with our  audiences. We want to create opportunities for anyone who has felt
othered  by the old  classical tradition to take up space in a new, inclusive classical
tradition.  We want that little girl in the front row  to believe that she is capable of doing
anything and being anyone- from Juliet to  Hamlet, from Lady Macbeth  to King Lear, and
everything in between. 

The classics aren't going away,
but the power to choose how they're told is changing hands.

OUR COMMITMENT TO DIVERSITY

We have spent the last few months listening, learning, and amassing resources to help us to
create a sustainable diversity commitment. While that process will always be ongoing, here are
some of the ways we're pledging to actively diversify our work:

DECOLONIZING THE CLASSICS

Some of you may be thinking, "Is this even possible for a classical theatre company"?

Perhaps not entirely. However, efforts to decolonize the arts are essential to our work as Canadian
theatre makers, even if it begins with a simple reminder that we are creating and living on forcibly
colonized land-  in our case, ᐊᒥᐢᑲᐧᒋᐋᐧᐢᑲᐦᐃᑲᐣ, Amiskwaciwâskahikan,  Treaty 6 Territory.   If we are
constantly asking ourselves how we can eliminate harmful colonial constructs and practices in
our work, we will ultimately be encouraged to make choices that serve our community.
 

We make classical theatre for many reasons; one of which is to remind ourselves where we've
come from. It isn't always palatable, but our shared histories can teach us how to affect positive
change.  It may be impossible to completely decolonize classical materials, but we can
decolonize our methods, our attitudes, and our approach to those materials.

http://www.creedictionary.com/search/index.php?q=amiskwaciw%C3%A2skahikan&scope=1&cwr=45249


 

Positive change takes time, humility, creativity and resolve. Every day, we must actively choose to
do this work and walk this path in a good way, even when we stumble. 

WE CONSENT TO LEARN IN PUBLIC
 

We acknowledge that this journey asks us to keep our hearts and minds open to different
experiences, voices, and opportunities. We are invested in educating ourselves with new and
wonderful training opportunities, such as  Nicole Brewer's Anti-Racist Theatre Practices
Workshop, but we are equally invested in learning from  members of our community whose
experiences are different to ours.
 

This is a life-long journey, and along the way we will confront our own biases head-on and name
them: internal racism, systemic racism, structural racism, anti-black attitudes, anti-indigenous
attitudes, misogyny, homophobia, queer-phobia,  ableism. Our ignorance and selective
knowledge/awareness of the experiences of others will be  revealed, acknowledged, and
addressed as we learn. 

We commit to removing ego from this journey of growth by sharing it publicly and uncensored.

 

DIVERSITY & IDENTITY POLICING

Before outlining our commitments further, we want to  clarify our  stance on  identity policing,
including but not limited to gender and cultural self-identification.

We have no desire to police how or why any artist self-identifies.   We acknowledge that self-
identifying can be a journey through a grey-area towards a potentially undefinable goal and no
artist should be required to explain or qualify that personal journey to the company that engages
them on a contract.
 

We want to offer support that will enrich those journeys of self-discovery, not enforce criteria that
will question their validity. 

The social and performative construct of gender, for example, is intimate and fluid.  As an all-
female classical performance company, we use the term "female-identifying" wherever possible,
but when we do employ the term "women", it is with the express intention to be inclusive of  all
female-identifying experiences including queer women, trans women, and womxn of other
experiences. Patriarchal systems impact everyone, but they immediately  disadvantage those
among us who are female-identifying.

The complexities of racial or cultural identification are even more difficult. While acronyms like
BIPOC serve to create recognizable space for black people, indigenous peoples, and people of
colour, such simplifications also have the potential to homogenize these unique groups of people
and their very different experiences and ways of life. In our ongoing work to build more a inclusive
and diverse theatre community, we must be aware of the traps of performative allyship, such
as tokenizing artists who are visibly identifiable as being other than white.

As Canadians, we should all be aware of the use of of blood quantum and/or visual signifiers in
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commitment to diversity and accessibility.

OUR COMMITMENT TO TRAINING

One of our biggest challenges going forward will be to encourage a new sense of belonging
and  confidence in classical performance. While we are  committed to  hiring at least 35% black,
indigenous, and artists of colour before the year 2025,  there is much work to be done towards
supporting those artists that goes beyond equitable hiring practices.
 

As we've said, if the term classical refers to "the exceptional stories chosen to define us", it's all
about who does the choosing. And the same people who choose what gets to be  classical,
choose who gets to be "exceptional".
 

When so many of us have been told from an early age that we "don't fit" the classics because
they're only for educated white men, that creates trauma. When so many of us have  fought to
squeeze into that mould, to codify ourselves to be more white so we can be accepted, to fetishize
our femininity so we can play one of the few roles available to us, to hide everything that makes
us unique or different in order to be deemed "employable", that all creates trauma. This trauma
sticks with us in unseen ways and can keep us from pursuing the jobs we want or succeeding in
the jobs we get.
 

As classical theatre makers, we must support and encourage artists who are on that journey of
healing. We also have a duty to create a new classical tradition for the next generation of artists.
It's not enough just to commit to equitable hiring policies, just to commit to  decolonizing  and
diversifying our rehearsal rooms and stage spaces. We have to go back to the source and re-
imagine a classical training tradition that is rooted in actively anti-racist, anti-homophobic, and
anti-misogynist policies.

We are committed to working with the community to develop classical training opportunities that
will support any artist who has felt  othered by the genre in the past,  opportunities that can
encourage healing and help develop exceptional creative skills in an empowering way. By
reinventing the ways in which we train exceptional classical artists, we can enrich and
revolutionize the stories that will be chosen for our new, inclusive classical tradition.

ACCOUNTABILITY & TRANSPARENCY

We're working on ways to keep you all informed about our on-going diversification efforts. As we
continue to collect resources and develop policies to enforce our diversity mandate, you can find
those updates here on our website. We are at the beginning of this journey, but we're determined,
passionate, and very excited to develop and follow through with this vision for a more diverse
and accessible classical theatre tradition.

We value your thoughts on what  the new classical theatre tradition means to you, so get in
touch! We'd love to hear from you.

tigersheartscollective@gmail.com
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our history of  racializing people who are "other than white". Corrupt systems of power police a

person's identity in order to control them, leading to internal, systematic, and structural racism.
This is especially true in Canada when it comes to First Nations Peoples, Métis, and Inuit.

This conversation, while complicated, is important because so many Diversity Statements rely on
statistics to prove their commitment to diversity. This accountability tool is a positive step in the
right direction, but we also acknowledge that diversity is a wholistic practice that sometimes
doesn't fit into a pie chart. Diversity is a process, a conversation, a journey, and we hope that
transparent hiring statistics are just the beginning of that collective evolution.

EQUITABLE HIRING POLICIES & THE 35//50 INITIATIVE

In September 2020, members of our arts community from around the province came together to
create the 35//50 Initiative: a call for theatre companies to publicly commit to employing at
least 35% black, indigenous, and people of colour and at least 50% women and non-binary people
across their staff by the year 2025. You can read their initial letter here:

We're deeply thankful to the people behind 35//50 for their work. Their initiative, in every sense of
the word, has developed a resource that will support our community's collective journey towards
equitable hiring practices. Although we are an all-female company, we recognize that this call-
to-action still includes us and we gratefully participate in  the initiative as a part of our
commitment to diversity and accessibility

https://blmyeg.ca/

