Playwright’s Notes – Joan MacLeod

I began researching this play by reading deeply about the FLDS – the sect that broke off from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints over a century ago. I travelled to both Colorado City on the Utah-Arizona border and to Bountiful in the south eastern corner of B.C.  I didn’t go beyond the No Trespassing signs in either community; I never intended to.  Colorado City felt desolate.  Many houses were unoccupied, the community much diminished since their prophet, Warren Jeffs, was sent to prison in 2008.  We were followed, a little too closely, by a large pick-up with tinted windows and were glad to leave.  Bountiful was different.  It was lush and beautiful.  We watched a dozen boys in the distance, doing tricks on their bikes, on a little jump they’d created in a pasture.  But Bountiful is still a community where the majority of the population of around 1,000 are descendants of seven men.  Perhaps mystery is at the heart of all religions and writing about a place that is full of secrets is impossible.  But this play began the way all my plays do:  by creating one voice and trying to figure out why that voice wanted to be heard.   The play takes place between 1992 and 2007; it begins when Gracie is eight and moves with her family to Canada when her mother is assigned to another man by the prophet in her former community.   Gracie, it must be emphasized, is a work of fiction.  There is no character or event meant to represent actual people or events in either community.   Currently three people from Bountiful are on trial for allegedly removing girls from the community there and taking them to be wed to much older men in the the community in Colorado City in 2004.  A verdict will be handed down by the Supreme Court in February.  Winston Blackmore -- the leader from Bountiful who we most often see on the news defending the right for religious freedom under our Charter -- is the younger brother of one of the men going to trial.  It’s estimated that at present he has fathered over 140 children. 

Joan
Director’s Notes– Vanessa Porteous

Gracie is torn between two worlds: her childhood world of faith and family, and the outside full of unknowns. What path will she choose? 

Her situation is not something we hear about a lot, except in TV segments when there's a bit of news. We get a blurred glimpse of her in the background, headed somewhere else, her head turned away – then she disappears. 

The play invites us to go deep inside Gracie’s secret world, to see it through the eyes of its most innocent member. It’s a close up view that beckons us not to easy judgment but to a kind of righteous compassion. 

It is hard to believe that Canadian girls are living this way, in this very province, but it's true, and young women around the world would relate. Across the globe, many girls are raised to serve the dominant values of their culture, whether or not those values nurture their autonomy or keep them safe.

Someone once described Joan MacLeod’s work as being ‘like the tide coming in.’ Gentle at first, its impact becomes inexorable, overwhelming. Her gift is to layer on detail after detail until a very intimate story starts to take on the outlines of the universal. No matter what kind of childhood we had, we all want to feel secure. We want love from our families; we want to believe the faith that gave us comfort as children; we want to trust that adults mean the best. Like Gracie, we want to belong. 

But the play asks, what do you have to give up to belong? What sacrifices do we ask of each other in order to fit in? What personal needs must be abandoned to be part of the family, to be welcome in the community? Good questions to ask, these days.

I’m a mother, so stories about what adults do to children hit me harder now. I want to protect Gracie, all the Gracies. I want to put my arm around her, tell her everything will be all right. I want to keep her safe - but I want set her free. Whatever path she chooses.

Vanessa

