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CULTURE

Playwright Anne-Marie
Woods explains how she
combines storytelling
with a social mission

The multidisciplinary Canadian artist talks utilizing
theatre to destabilize history's unequal power
dynamics and rewrite existing narratives.
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BY: ANN MARIE COLLYMORE
APRIL 16, 2019

Sisters are doing it for themselves. As per The Status of
Women In The Canadian Arts and Cultural Industries
report by the Ontario Arts Council, women in artistic and
creative outputs receive significantly less exposure than
men. Women are clearly still caught in a web of gender-
based disadvantages in the arts and cultural industries in the
21st century. Can you imagine? In the last few years, social
activism by and for women has been thrust into the
forefront with various movements and initiatives like
#MeToo and TimesUp receiving collective support. Yet,
despite entering the long-overdue era of shifting power
dynamics, opportunities for women as writers in the arts
and culture industries are not as plentiful as you may think.
And because of this, we are usually left to our own devices
to create our own narrative and spaces to thrive. As we've
been told time and again, if you want something done right,

do it yourself.
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5/13/2020 Playwright Anne-Marie Woods explains how she combines storytelling with a social mission | A.Side

S

Amani) did. Over the course of her 25 plus year career, her
work has become an educational and cultural outlet to
interrogate and heal from the ever-changing dynamic of
women’s social issues that are often pushed aside. Never
letting hardships or adversity stand in her way, she is a force
to be reckoned with who—pun intended-plays by her own
rules. “I believe in pushing the boundaries of storytelling to
be inclusive of the African diaspora and telling stories
through voices that represent the Caribbean, Africa, and

African-Nova Scotians,” says Woods over the phone.

Born in East Hackney in England, Woods moved with her
family to Nova Scotia as a young child. She always found
that life was a juggling act between personal and social
interference. Woods grew up in an abusive environment
and was unceremoniously kicked out of the house in high
school. While pursuing a theatre degree at Dalhousie
University she often wondered where her next meal would
come from. But as we know, nothing stops a woman on a

mission and these hurdles failed to deter her.

In the late 90s, Woods wrote and performed two performed
two critically-acclaimed one-woman shows: I'm Just Sitting
at the Derby, about a day in the life of a Nova Scotian

woman’s auest for love when her selection is limited to

https://ontheaside.com/culture/playwright-anne-marie-woods-explains-how-she-combines-storytelling-with-a-social-mission/ 3/13


https://ontheaside.com/
https://ontheaside.com/tag/society/
https://ontheaside.com/tag/culture/
https://ontheaside.com/category/music/interviews/
https://ontheaside.com/tag/Longform/
https://ontheaside.com/type/video/
http://tv.ontheaside.com/
https://ontheaside.com/exp/about-us/
https://ontheaside.com/advertise-with-us/
https://ontheaside.com/contact/
https://ontheaside.com/terms-conditions/
https://ontheaside.com/privacy-policy/
https://www.facebook.com/a.side/
https://twitter.com/a_side
https://instagram.com/a.side
https://youtube.com/c/ASideMusictv
https://ontheaside.com/snapchat
https://ontheaside.com/
http://blueantmedia.com/
http://www.imaniartsbiz.com/about/
https://ontheaside.com/
https://am.contobox.com/v3/frontend/creatives/click.html?tlurl=https%253A%252F%252Fam.contobox.com%252Fv3%252Fexternal%252FB07%253Feid%253DDS_2020_SEASONAL-GARDENCENTRE_CORP_ON_ENG_D28_DIS_PROSP_D28-8%253A-%253A-_DBM_TRv2_CONS-PTN_x_728x90&title=CB%20B07&event_label=CB%20B07&event_value=https%253A%252F%252Fam.contobox.com%252Fv3%252Fexternal%252FB07%253Feid%253DDS_2020_SEASONAL-GARDENCENTRE_CORP_ON_ENG_D28_DIS_PROSP_D28-8%253A-%253A-_DBM_TRv2_CONS-PTN_x_728x90&event_component=Tab%3A%20Animation&event_component_id=310403&event_component_order=0&tab_id=310403&tab_name=Tab%3A%20Animation&ad_id=102923&campaign_id=36326433&cookie_id=LKSNaupuCcHf&domain=ontheaside.com&dsp=DBM&exchange_id=1&rd_iframe=iframe&ip_address=147.194.81.227&l_type=2&network_id=232359613&rule_id=0&sid=0be4499e384040c6b38e993d59c00997&site_id=336794361796&zone_id=70119&fromurl=https%3A%2F%2Ftpc.googlesyndication.com%2Fsafeframe%2F1-0-37%2Fhtml%2Fcontainer.html&cboxid=102923&lid=a_DBM_!!_c_36326433_!!_d__!!_e_1_!!_n_232359613_!!_s_336794361796&layout=desktop&clicktag=https%3A%2F%2Fgoogleads.g.doubleclick.net%2Fdbm%2Fclk%253Fsa%253DL%2526ai%253DCsBK2SD68Xp_yHd78vgKHzb24AcvL-Z5d376X6tsL6puyodoIEAEg2ti3J2D9iJSB6AOgAYvwoIEDyAEJqQKk8vSO0u2nPqgDAaoEtwFP0HvbA7pWkTuOnyqPnFsHLM2F0CC-RyR20W7N6vXeCXhBII2yaevuFW0OUMwbz3NOOcDcztsUTZs0Vk2RWf_eJWlXSrJAH-6sADSa-5C44tjTaMYyRVOQ7Rz1TeARvawf6Ny3vlLZ-nCjx4HmoTyR9C0RAozvRAmCO76CHZC2m1BvI25EnkxIgAdcjL3cN7Z2MaWF5sB3RA3hGfpZAP7qqLrc9NbbdoShrNUIciMxHJyfz-IVYb3ABK7Grb_0AuAEA5AGAaAGTYAH3Y_ffqgHjs4bqAfVyRuoB5PYG6gHugaoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAfs1RuoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHwtob2AcA0ggHCIBhEAEYHfIIG2FkeC1zdWJzeW4tMTc4MDQ1MTEwNzAxMzEwMoAKA5gLAcgLAYAMAbATmZ7pCNATANgTDdgUAQ%2526ae%253D1%2526num%253D1%2526cid%253DCAASEuRojGwjqaWW3pHTkDB95YOiwQ%2526sig%253DAOD64_0H7-uqAx-AQHB_CPPzz1Is5c4sVg%2526client%253Dca-pub-4179446647863743%2526dbm_c%253DAKAmf-BCl7BNru888jV3RlLGbaasXVqdWZHTrGF7jUQ9MXvWnsQhhkNOvk1Mv9sJ5lfiIJh87besYwtQ5HBEZ18TAH1qq_Z_W2T2i7Rk_GBB8jiQXmxHFMAu13vaVI7pOHSZPMMTa6iFfhgV1HFko2hhs_sg1W2qdQ%2526dbm_d%253DAKAmf-DVGVHmT5D1ndkbAOLfuPSE6VOHRbPgLwPDcyV-1oZTv2YnDZaXu_8adZXnTqJBWy92Wow2_Jf9tzEcpmBt6Hd4TAU_UXOJF_7o45EQOtBbSXhLrB3QE-D4euo4UuIEO4UY5h1n5PvmxpoB-sodbqogW2onCFd3vyeOHEgVeGhqt2ZKCnJPtIbIH3UpyWc0SMwqjSQL0VNG6U-PW2RHjRZHLLQHlVQDoSBjutNue7ol7zFDCxiM8BgeWBD-UdgL5K-4dRs4x_s69HlY-nBVtsmg1gIjbfokZBjAlRSD75yZpcmHxfoaG91g2paZRxOkwXt0jQMOHxaK0QGIMFXJTDDtcHKW2emm7Jbc05E-bC05qtgsX6ZGEu6uZdAsjwPTyjXbRAlp-KEsTPcgjS6VxfOcyWFrQL-rs7UHogM9Pt-R85fRMdfoTBIcnYf4sBGkYTdXI3yEQhAwNwtBArui5MXNU2BYYWuTg2V0kFr9g0dWTTJOdc4JwaFb5iQe-UEeQsll6yOA48hPKaKEynuBoQaJ6u02e61yZRKgcOTl_8yBHt7L69BgQnjEFXC1DDMB2M2GKnCW%2526adurl%253D&http_referrer=https%3A%2F%2Ftpc.googlesyndication.com%2Fsafeframe%2F1-0-37%2Fhtml%2Fcontainer.html&ltype=2&resolution_width=1920&resolution_height=1080
https://am.contobox.com/v3/frontend/creatives/click.html?tlurl=https%253A%252F%252Fwww.homedepot.ca%252Fen%252Fhome%252Fcategories%252Foutdoors%252Flawn-and-garden-centre.html%253Feid%253DDS_2020_SEASONAL-GARDENCENTRE_CORP_ON_ENG_D28_DIS_PROSP_D28-8%253A-%253A-_DBM_TRv2_CONS-PTN_x_728x90&title=Shop%20Now&event_label=Shop%20Now&event_value=https%253A%252F%252Fwww.homedepot.ca%252Fen%252Fhome%252Fcategories%252Foutdoors%252Flawn-and-garden-centre.html%253Feid%253DDS_2020_SEASONAL-GARDENCENTRE_CORP_ON_ENG_D28_DIS_PROSP_D28-8%253A-%253A-_DBM_TRv2_CONS-PTN_x_728x90&event_component=Tab%3A%20Animation&event_component_id=310403&event_component_order=0&tab_id=310403&tab_name=Tab%3A%20Animation&ad_id=102923&campaign_id=36326433&cookie_id=LKSNaupuCcHf&domain=ontheaside.com&dsp=DBM&exchange_id=1&rd_iframe=iframe&ip_address=147.194.81.227&l_type=2&network_id=232359613&rule_id=0&sid=0be4499e384040c6b38e993d59c00997&site_id=336794361796&zone_id=70119&fromurl=https%3A%2F%2Ftpc.googlesyndication.com%2Fsafeframe%2F1-0-37%2Fhtml%2Fcontainer.html&cboxid=102923&lid=a_DBM_!!_c_36326433_!!_d__!!_e_1_!!_n_232359613_!!_s_336794361796&layout=desktop&clicktag=https%3A%2F%2Fgoogleads.g.doubleclick.net%2Fdbm%2Fclk%253Fsa%253DL%2526ai%253DCsBK2SD68Xp_yHd78vgKHzb24AcvL-Z5d376X6tsL6puyodoIEAEg2ti3J2D9iJSB6AOgAYvwoIEDyAEJqQKk8vSO0u2nPqgDAaoEtwFP0HvbA7pWkTuOnyqPnFsHLM2F0CC-RyR20W7N6vXeCXhBII2yaevuFW0OUMwbz3NOOcDcztsUTZs0Vk2RWf_eJWlXSrJAH-6sADSa-5C44tjTaMYyRVOQ7Rz1TeARvawf6Ny3vlLZ-nCjx4HmoTyR9C0RAozvRAmCO76CHZC2m1BvI25EnkxIgAdcjL3cN7Z2MaWF5sB3RA3hGfpZAP7qqLrc9NbbdoShrNUIciMxHJyfz-IVYb3ABK7Grb_0AuAEA5AGAaAGTYAH3Y_ffqgHjs4bqAfVyRuoB5PYG6gHugaoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAfs1RuoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHwtob2AcA0ggHCIBhEAEYHfIIG2FkeC1zdWJzeW4tMTc4MDQ1MTEwNzAxMzEwMoAKA5gLAcgLAYAMAbATmZ7pCNATANgTDdgUAQ%2526ae%253D1%2526num%253D1%2526cid%253DCAASEuRojGwjqaWW3pHTkDB95YOiwQ%2526sig%253DAOD64_0H7-uqAx-AQHB_CPPzz1Is5c4sVg%2526client%253Dca-pub-4179446647863743%2526dbm_c%253DAKAmf-BCl7BNru888jV3RlLGbaasXVqdWZHTrGF7jUQ9MXvWnsQhhkNOvk1Mv9sJ5lfiIJh87besYwtQ5HBEZ18TAH1qq_Z_W2T2i7Rk_GBB8jiQXmxHFMAu13vaVI7pOHSZPMMTa6iFfhgV1HFko2hhs_sg1W2qdQ%2526dbm_d%253DAKAmf-DVGVHmT5D1ndkbAOLfuPSE6VOHRbPgLwPDcyV-1oZTv2YnDZaXu_8adZXnTqJBWy92Wow2_Jf9tzEcpmBt6Hd4TAU_UXOJF_7o45EQOtBbSXhLrB3QE-D4euo4UuIEO4UY5h1n5PvmxpoB-sodbqogW2onCFd3vyeOHEgVeGhqt2ZKCnJPtIbIH3UpyWc0SMwqjSQL0VNG6U-PW2RHjRZHLLQHlVQDoSBjutNue7ol7zFDCxiM8BgeWBD-UdgL5K-4dRs4x_s69HlY-nBVtsmg1gIjbfokZBjAlRSD75yZpcmHxfoaG91g2paZRxOkwXt0jQMOHxaK0QGIMFXJTDDtcHKW2emm7Jbc05E-bC05qtgsX6ZGEu6uZdAsjwPTyjXbRAlp-KEsTPcgjS6VxfOcyWFrQL-rs7UHogM9Pt-R85fRMdfoTBIcnYf4sBGkYTdXI3yEQhAwNwtBArui5MXNU2BYYWuTg2V0kFr9g0dWTTJOdc4JwaFb5iQe-UEeQsll6yOA48hPKaKEynuBoQaJ6u02e61yZRKgcOTl_8yBHt7L69BgQnjEFXC1DDMB2M2GKnCW%2526adurl%253D&http_referrer=https%3A%2F%2Ftpc.googlesyndication.com%2Fsafeframe%2F1-0-37%2Fhtml%2Fcontainer.html&ltype=2&resolution_width=1920&resolution_height=1080

5/13/2020 Playwright Anne-Marie Woods explains how she combines storytelling with a social mission | A.Side

S

Festival.

Around the same time and after graduating from university,
noticing a void in cultural representation in the Nova Scotia
theatre scene, she founded Imani Enterprises, named after
the Kwanzaa principle of faith. In the two decades since
Imani’s inception, Woods has developed a long-running
speaker series, arts education workshops, started an in-
house theatre company. She has performed in hundreds of
shows nationally and internationally, while producing,

directing and writing her own shows.

For Woods, her yearning for cultural knowledge fuelled the
fire to write plays and tell stories of the Black community

with an Afrocentric focus. “Being able to tell stories of the
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5/13/2020 Playwright Anne-Marie Woods explains how she combines storytelling with a social mission | A.Side

S

history.”

While most recently Woods’ has steered her attention at
creating immersive learning experiences for various
Ontario school boards, and opening for an esteemed group
of individuals like the late Dr. Maya Angelou, jazz legend
Roy Ayers and most recently activist and scholar, Angela
Davis, her art remains rooted in utilizing language and
performance as a catalyst for social change. "I'm here to
speak for the voices of women, men and youth whether in
history or modern times. It is my duty to challenge

stereotypes and preconceived ideas about my culture.”

‘ 6 I have no confines or rules
when it comes to my writing.
My process and storylines
often come from life
experiences or cultural needs
and fuse fiction, history and
reality.

Canada’s female playwrights are few and far between, and
the household names that we do know are minuscule. We

need to cee and hear from maore of the ladiec hrinosino their
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5/13/2020 Playwright Anne-Marie Woods explains how she combines storytelling with a social mission | A.Side

S

that can’t be forgotten.

Where some of us would think that Woods’ non-
conventional approaches are what draws attendees to her
workshops and performances, it’s actually the opposite. “I
have no confines or rules when it comes to my writing. My
process and storylines often come from life experiences or
cultural needs and fuse fiction, history and reality.” Perhaps
it's her intimate form of storytelling and sharing of a
common awareness of intersectionality that moves the
crowd. “I often remove the fourth wall in my plays and have
my characters break out of the scenes and interact with the
audience. [ started my performance career doing one-
woman shows. And also because I believe in the ‘griot’ or
the African storyteller, so my characters often go from

characters in a play to storytellers speaking to an audience.”

However, the road to achieving her audience hasn’t always
been easy. During Woods' time at the Fringe Festival in
1997, she was her own promotional machine at a time when
social media was non-existent. Using the fax machine, she
created her own flyers for her play I'm just Sittin At The
Derby Waitin For My Ship To Come In and passed them
out all over the streets of Halifax. Her efforts didn’t go

unnoticed and her subseauent shows auicklv sold out. But a
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Playwright Anne-Marie Woods explains how she combines storytelling with a social mission | A.Side

see” plays even though I was selling out. I was also the only
Black play in the festival. So, I had to demand that they put
my play up on the board.” Her male competition fared much
better than she did. “There was a play called Freaks by a guy
in New York whose play was also selling out. We were
neck-in-neck. But, having to go to them and demand that
my play also be on the board and promoted as a must-see is

something that [ am tired of doing.”

Putting down her pen for a brief stint to work in corporate
full-time meant a reduction in quality time and focus
usually spent on her art. However, it remains imperative for
Woods to find favourable opportunities to create. In
February, her play The Three Friends, a historical narrative
with the theme of human rights and female empowerment
which tackles race relations and African-Canadian history,
hit the stage. “It was important for me to include all of the
things that [ learned as a youth that absolutely blew my

mind.”

‘ ‘ I believe that my journey as a
writer is bigger than me; a
predetermined destiny to
find creative ways to pass on

e . a1 . - - - -1 _ _
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history: Jean Augustine, the woman responsible for Black
History Month in Canada; Chloe Cooley, an enslaved
woman with a fighting spirit whose story resulted in the
first anti-slavery legislation in Canada in 1793; and Viola
Desmond, the first African-Canadian woman to grace
Canada’s $10 bill. “The Viola Desmond story is one that
many Canadians are learning about now because she’s the
first African-Canadian on our currency,” Woods explains of

the significance.

“But I knew about Viola since the '80s and have taught
young people about her in schools since 1988. In The Three
Friends, I recreated her story of refusing to sit in the theatre
through to her posthumous pardon by the Nova Scotia
government. To do this I decided to create an acapella song
with several calls, responses and refrains that will help

young people remember her story rhythmically.”

“Griot; a term used in West Africa describing travelling
poets, musicians and storytellers who used the power of
storytelling to pass on oral traditions. I am a modern-day
griot using the medium of theatre to pass on the culture that
is not covered in the mainstream or quote-unquote through
‘traditional theatre’.” The self-proclaimed shy extrovert has

pressed through adversitv. worked through mental anguish
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Playwright Anne-Marie Woods explains how she combines storytelling with a social mission | A.Side

push forward in a field where black women'’s stories are
finally being greenlit to the forefront. “I believe that my
journey as a writer is bigger than me; a predetermined
destiny to find creative ways to pass on stories that young

people or adults might never experience.”

For an African-Canadian playwright, having several plays in
production is an amazing achievement in itself. And best
believe that she’s nowhere close to being done. She already
has future plans to create a children’s cultural book series,
bring another one of her plays Why Black Women
Whisper to the stage, and finish her first poetry manuscript.
Woods smiles and says, “Writing is how I breathe, how I
emote, how I deal. If you cut me then my arms would bleed
the brightest and blackest ink and this ink would spill all
over the page and create stories yet untold.” Whether she’s
known as an educator, performer or a formidable
playwright who continues to share her perspective of black
history to educate the community, it would be apropos to
say Anne-Marie Woods is here to stand her ground and get

the job done.
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