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In December 2002 the Theatre Department at the University of British Columbia celebrated the 50th anniversary of the opening of its Frederic Wood Theatre, named after the English professor who had founded the University Players’ Club in 1915--the very first campus club established in the first year of the university’s existence. Among the materials unearthed from UBC Library’s Special Collections in researching this history was a treasure-trove of membership lists, minutes, photographs, scrapbooks, programs, press clippings and reviews chronicling the Club’s productions from its first season in 1916 through to the 1950s.  Emeritus Theatre Professor Norman Young, himself a living archive of theatre history in British Columbia, created a series of poster-board collages marking the year-by-year history of the Club for an exhibition in downtown Vancouver.  This paper is based mostly on those posters.  It looks at the first decade of the Players’ Club, Vancouver’s first real Little Theatre.


I found myself attracted to this topic for a number of reasons.  First, I’ve become increasingly aware of how little research has been done on British Columbia theatre, and how much less has been published.  Chad Evans’ Frontier Theatre, now twenty years old, takes the story only to the end of the 19th century and remains the sole book on BC’s theatrical history.  Except for Jim Hoffman and Malcolm Page, few Canadian theatre scholars regularly publish essays in the field.  Two conferences on BC theatre in the past four years have generated some revived interest in the topic, resulting in a special BC issue of CTR  (edited by Reid Gilbert) and a forthcoming special theatre issue of BC Studies, edited by me, in which (along with essays by George Belliveau and Sherrill Grace) Jim Hoffman attempts both to survey and theorize the history of BC theatre; Patrick O’Neill looks at Carroll Aikins’ playwriting during his early years in BC before he established the Home Theatre; and historian Jean Barman introduces Constance Lindsay Skinner, possibly BC’s first professional playwright.  Her play Birthright, set in northwestern BC and produced in Boston and Chicago in 1912, finally received its Canadian premiere in Vancouver this month.  Hoffman and Ginny Ratsoy’s splendid new anthology of BC plays is also a stellar contribution.  But the field remains full of major holes begging to be filled.


I also find myself fascinated by those seminal early decades of the 20th century when the forces that would eventually give birth to modern Canadian theatre began seriously stirring.  The art theatre and little theatre movements of the teens and twenties went hand in hand with the growing impulse to Canadianize theatre in Canada.  The Arts and Letters Club and Hart House, Vincent Massey and Roy Mitchell, Merrill Denison and Herman Voaden were obviously key figures.  But little theatres were popping up all across the country, not just in Toronto.  The Queen’s (1899) and Acadia (1919) university dramatic clubs both pre-date Hart House, as does the Ottawa Little Theatre (1913), and the UBC Players’ Club.  In fact the Players’ Club pre-dates all of BC’s other major little theatre organizations of this era: Aikins’ Home Theatre on Okanagan Lake (est. 1920), the Vancouver Little Theatre (1921), and the University of Victoria Players’ Club (1923).  Yet to my knowledge, the UBC Club’s history remains unchronicled.  A look at its first decade reveals a fascinating snapshot of little theatre activity in Vancouver at a key juncture in the development of theatre in Canada.


Beginning with its first production in February 1916, the English comedy Fanny and the Servant Problem by Jerome K. Jerome, the Players’ Club did two shows a year: a full-length play in the spring and a program of four one-acts in late fall.  The fall program, or Christmas Show, was considered a “Private Performance,” presented on campus “to offer an evening’s enjoyment to the friends of the club.”  Until 1925, when the university moved to its Point Grey campus with a new 1000 seat Auditorium, the Christmas shows were staged at the University Auditorium on Fairview slopes.


The spring show was public, the gala event of the Club’s year.  During this first decade it was staged downtown at either the original Orpheum or, more frequently, the Avenue Theatre at Main and Georgia.  Built in 1911, the Avenue was one of the city’s major venues for touring companies, with a capacity of just over 1200 (Todd 14-15).  The two or three performances of every spring show sold out in those first ten years, and the reviews in the Vancouver Daily Province and Sun and the UBC student paper were consistently enthusiastic.  The Province review of the opening of Fanny was typical: “Varsity Players Score Big Hit; Avenue Theatre Thronged for Initial Performance of Comedy; Show Real Histrionic Ability and Thorough Knowledge of Work” (19 February 1916).  The reviewer praised the youthful actors for “their discerning conception of the characters they impersonated,” and also noted that “the occasional introduction of the college yells by some of the boys during the waits added a human touch to the proceedings that was decidedly telling.”  According to Daniel Francis, this was the college yell UBC students used in 1916: 


Kitsilano, Capilano, Siwash, Squaw,


Kla-How-ya, Tillicum, Skookum, Wah,


Hiyu Mamook!  Muck-a-Muck-a, Zip!


B.C. Varsity. Rip! Rip! Rip! (174)

Imagine that in combination with the genteel British comedy of Fanny and the Servant Problem, or The Importance of Being Earnest, the somewhat controversial production of 1919 that was “enlivened,” according to the Province, in “the intervals between acts by college yells . . .”


If the Players’ Club wasn’t always doing high art, it was always having fun.  In the fall of 1916, after the success of the first production, the Club was so popular that the executive decided to limit student membership to 50, by audition only.  At that time the entire enrollment of UBC was only 379!  Soon this popularity spread beyond the campus and the city.  In 1920 the Club began touring the spring show to New Westminster and Nanaimo; in 1921 they added stops in Victoria and the BC Interior.  By 1925 they were performing in Vancouver and on Vancouver Island, in the Okanagan and the Kootenays, including towns as small as Salmon Arm, Grand Forks, and Fernie.


Every show, spring and fall, from 1916 to 1931 was directed by Frederic Wood himself.

Born in Victoria and schooled at McGill, Wood did an MA at Harvard just before coming to UBC, taking George Pierce Baker’s famous playwriting course alongside Eugene O’Neill and Susan Glaspell, whose work would appear in the Players’ Club’s early seasons.  Wood may have borrowed the UBC Players’ Club appellation from the University of Toronto, whose own Players’ Club had been established in 1913.  He was likely inspired by both Harvard and U of T, as a note in the UBC Club’s first program stated: “The place of dramatic clubs in the life of eastern colleges is one so well established that it was felt that the University of British Columbia should not be without a similar organization.”


A Shakespeare comedy had been considered for the first production, to commemorate the 400th anniversary of Shakespeare’s death.  “But with so many of the male students enlisted, and with two afternoons a week given to military drill, it was found that many of the young men in attendance at the University could not find time for the requisite rehearsals.  The result was that the membership was largely drawn from among the young women students, and it did not seem just to stage a play in which, at best, there would be no more than four female roles.” Fanny and the Servant Problem suited the wartime demographic well, with a cast of 5 men and 18 women.  But the problem of finding plays with substantial roles for women did not end with the War.  The minutes from 1923 record a motion setting aside $8.00 to buy several books for the Club’s library, including “One Act Plays for Women.”


The War itself continued to impinge on the life of the Club. Performances of Fanny and the next two shows were done as benefits for the University Red Cross Society, the new military hospital, and the University Battalion.  The first UBC student to enlist in that battalion was Charles Duncan, a charter Club member who played the juicy role of the doctor in Fanny.  Wounded twice at Vimy Ridge, Duncan was killed at Cambrai in 1917.


Fanny and the Servant Problem, a domestic comedy set in an idyllic England, “in spring, before the present war,” was in many ways typical of the Club’s choice of repertoire in its first decade. Until 1924, every one of the public performances was an English play, and British playwrights predominate in the overall offerings, led by Shaw and J.M. Barrie with three plays apiece, Pinero and Lord Dunsany with two.  The Anglophilia, escapism, and sentimental comic nostalgia for an innocent, pre-War Britain obviously had a great deal to do with the War.  As it began to recede in memory, the Club’s repertoire changed.  The spring show in 1924, which broke box office records at the Orpheum, was a Spanish play, José Echegaray’s The World and His Wife, set in contemporary Madrid, and featuring Dorothy Somerset’s sister Betty, the Club’s rising star. Only one of the quartet of 1924 Christmas plays was English, and the 1925 spring show was American Philip Barry’s You and I.


A notable quality of the Club’s British offerings was their distinct interest in romance across class lines.  Fanny and the Servant Problem set the standard with a comic situation involving a British Lord marrying a music hall actress who then discovers that the 23 servants at his manor are all her relatives.  The curtain-raiser for Fanny was a two-hander called “Cinders” in which a Cockney maid falls in love with a barrister.  In the 1916 Christmas one-act “‘Op o’ Me Thumb,” a Cockney laundress falls in love with a merchant.  The title character of the 1917 spring show, Merely Mary-Ann, is a “slavey.”  When “she realized that [the unworthy Lancelot] would not marry her because of class distinction, and that she would never see him again,” a student reviewer wrote, “her distress was so touching that more than one sympathetic listener felt the tears rise.”  Earnest continued the theme in 1919 with Lady Bracknell’s comic anxiety over her ward’s “alliance with a parcel.”  And when the Club moved to the new Auditorium at UBC in 1926, it opened with a production of Pygmalion.


This fixation on British class issues probably reflected Vancouver’s—and Canada’s—changing colonial status.  Players’ Club performances still ended with the singing of “God Save the King.”  But the war years and their immediate aftermath marked a key moment in the development of national consciousness.  The colonial cringe, the feeling of colonial inauthenticity requiring Canadians to be more British than the Brits was fading. Vancouver was becoming increasingly North American: in 1922, for example, BC switched over to the American system of driving on the right side of the road (Mackie).  All this is reflected, I think, in the choice of these plays, with their overdetermined class theme suggesting both anxiety and distance on the part of the Players and their audiences.  I see in this programming a growing sense of the foreignness, even the exoticism of life in faraway Britain. And when British plays were performed, they could be given a Canadian inflection.  This notion was modeled in A.E.W. Mason’s Green Stockings, the spring show of 1920, presented “by special arrangement with Miss Margaret Anglin,” Canada’s most famous actress and an Honourary Member of the Players’ Club.  Anglin had made Mason’s English farce a personal vehicle: revising it, retitling it, and acquiring the rights for Broadway and her triumphant American and Canadian tours (Le Vay 132-34).


The Players’ Club was simultaneously exercising other options for theatrical emulation. The influence of the Abbey Theatre appears early, in the 1916-17 stagings of Lady Gregory’s “Spreading the News” and Yeats’ “The Land of Heart’s Desire.”  This was classic art theatre programming.  As well, nine American plays were mounted in the first decade.  The Club clearly did not take the view, popular in certain Canadian circles, that American culture was threatening Canada’s so-called British character or its theatre.  In fact the programming of a half-dozen plays direct from the American little theatre countered any notion suggested by the British plays that the Players’ Club was interested only in colonial nostalgia.  All the American plays, including O’Neill’s “Ile,” Glaspell’s “Trifles,” and Alice Gerstenberg’s “The Pot Boiler,” date from after 1915.  The thoroughly modern Players’ Club repertoire was often immediately contemporary.  Its 1922 spring show, A.A. Milne’s Mr. Pim Passes By, had premiered in London in 1920; Philip Barry’s You and I opened on Broadway in 1923 and at UBC in 1925.


In these programming choices we see in microcosm the Canadian little theatre movement in its early years.  The extent to which UBC’s seasons overlapped with those of other Canadian theatres suggests that, long before the Dominion Drama Festival or the regional theatre system, there existed a Canadian theatrical network that shared ideas, influences and repertoire.  An obvious link for UBC was with Carroll Aikins’s Home Theatre in the BC Interior. Aikins produced Scottish playwright Oliphant Down’s “The Maker of Dreams” in the summer of 1921, and the Players’ Club mounted it that fall.  But the strongest connection and closest alignment was with Hart House Theatre. The medieval French farce “Master Pierre Patelin” was performed in November 1919 by both Hart House and the UBC Players’ Club.  On the same bill with the Players’ Club “Patelin” was the Chester Mystery play “The Sacrifice of Isaac,” which Roy Mitchell would direct the following year in an acclaimed Hart House production (Denison “Hart House” 61-62).  In 1923 the Player’s Club performed Edmond Rostand’s “The Romancers” and Shaw’s You Never Can Tell, both done at Hart House during its previous two seasons (Denison “The Work” 31).  The Shaw play had also appeared in the Winnipeg Little Theatre’s inaugural season in 1922.  The Calgary Little Theatre opened in 1924 with a double bill of Players’ Club favourites Glaspell and Barrie; Regina’s premiered in 1926 with Barrie’s “The Old Lady Shows Her Medals,” a Player’s Club show just two years before (Stuart 90, 96, 105). 


Finally, like Hart House and eventually most of Canada’s other little theatres, the Player’s Club aspired to develop and produce original Canadian plays.  In 1922 it initiated a competition with a $50 prize for the best new one-act.  The first winner was a student, Annie Margaret Anderson, whose play “The High Priest” premiered in November 1922 alongside Shaw and Granville Barker.  Another winner was on the bill in 1924, Dorothy G. Taylor’s “The One Deserving,” a play about two sisters in a small Canadian town.  But the best known Canadian play premiered by the Club during this era preceded the new play contest.  Isabel Ecclestone Mackay’s “The Second Lie” was “presented for the first time on any stage” in the Club’s 1920 Christmas show.  Mackay, who founded the BC chapter of the Canadian Women’s Press Club and served as Vice-President of the Canadian Authors’ Association, published four collections of poetry, six novels, and five plays, three of them produced during the 1920s at Hart House.  “The Second Lie” appeared on the first-ever all-Canadian program at Hart House, along with Merrill Denison’s “Brothers in Arms” and Duncan Campbell Scott’s “Pierre,” in April 1921--five months after its Players’ Club debut.  Nevertheless, when Vincent Massey published “The Second Lie” in his Canadian Plays from Hart House Theatre, he cited the Hart House production as its premiere.  Anton Wagner’s Brock Bibliography of Published Canadian Plays in English repeats the error (211).


Massey virtually dismisses the play as “a sketch in the manner of the ‘Grand Guignol’” (I, vi), and Alexander Leggatt complains that it “includes in its [North American] cast a constable who is pure stage-English” (332).  But “The Second Lie” has a feminist edginess that likely relates back to Mackay’s concerns in her 1912 novel The House of Windows, which according to W.H. New earned her some notoriety for its “frank treatment of matters of sexuality and poverty among urban women” (692).  In the play a small-town woman finds herself trapped in her marriage with a sadistic husband who even orchestrates his own death so that she’ll remain trapped in her widowhood.  Credit Freddy Wood for producing “The Second Lie” on the same bill as Glaspell’s “Trifles,” with which it shares more than a few similarities.


So the UBC Players’ Club proudly carried the flag of Canadian amateur theatre on the West Coast through this most significant and volatile period. Though by no means an “art” theatre—the company never produced Ibsen or Maeterlinck—it effectively served the various functions of a little theatre in ways similar to Canada’s most important such theatre of the era, Hart House, which in many ways it resembled.  Unlike Hart House, which relied almost entirely on experienced performers from the community (Mann 266-67), the Players’ Club used only student actors.  They provided UBC and Vancouver audiences with the latest plays from Broadway, the West End, and the cutting edge American little theatres like the Provincetown Playhouse and Players Workshop, Chicago; mainstream modern fare from the British theatre; and new Canadian work.  They did Shaw and Wilde, O’Neill and Glaspell, Yeats and Isabel Mackay. “As an integral part of the life of any university,” the admiring Province critic wrote in 1921, “the dramatic club is more important than some of the stereotyped items on the actual curriculum.”
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Appendix:      UBC Players’ Club Productions, 1916-1925
Feb. 1916
Jerome K. Jerome, Fanny and the Servant Problem
Dec. 1916
Max Murray, “Rosalie”



Paul Hervieu, “Modesty”



Fenn and Pryce, “‘Op ‘o Me Thumb”



Lady Gregory, “Spreading the News”

Mar. 1917
Israel Zangwill, Merely Mary Ann
Nov. 1917
W.B. Yeats, “The Land of Heart’s Desire”





Lord Dunsany, “The Lost Silk Hat”



G.B. Shaw, “How He Lied to Her Husband”



Harold Brighouse, “Lonesome-Like”

Mar. 1918
J.M. Barrie, Alice Sit-by-the-Fire
Nov. 1918
Program cancelled due to Armistice

Mar. 1919
Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest
Nov. 1919
John Masefield, “The Locked Chest”



Arthur Wing Pinero, “Playgoers”



Anon, “The Sacrifice of Isaac” (from Chester Miracle play)



Anon, “Master Pierre Patelin”

Mar. 1920
A.E.W. Mason, Green Stockings
Nov. 1920
Isabel Ecclestone Mackay, “The Second Lie”



Winifred Hawkridge, “The Florist Shop”



Susan Glaspell, “Trifles”



Lord Dunsany, “The Tents of the Arabs”

Mar. 1921
Arthur Wing Pinero, Sweet Lavendar

Nov. 1921
Oliphant Dawn, “The Maker of Dreams”



J.M. Barrie, “The Twelve-Pound Look”



Eugene O’Neill, “Ile”



Alice Gerstenberg, “The Pot Boiler”

Mar. 1922
A.A. Milne, Mr. Pim Passes By

Nov. 1922
Alan Davis, “On Vengeance Height”



Harley Granville Barker, “Rococo”



G.B. Shaw, “The Dark Lady of the Sonnets”



Annie Margaret Anderson, “The High Priest”

Mar. 1923
G.B. Shaw, You Never Can Tell
Nov. 1923
Stuart Walker, “The Birthday of the Infanta”



Booth Tarkington, “The Ghost Story”



George Calderon, “The Little Stone House”



Edmond Rostand, “The Romancers”

Mar. 1924
Jose Echegaray, The World and His Wife
Nov. 1924
Louise Saunders, “Figureheads”



Dorothy G. Taylor, “The One Deserving”



J.M. Barrie, “The Old Lady Shows Her Medals”



David Pinski, “A Dollar”

Mar. 1925
Philip Barry, You and I
