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Week Two – Highway’s Dry Lips Oughta Move to Kapuskasing
Representations of the Comic Spirit In the ‘Dream’
At its heart, this play is about regeneration, reclamation, and healing.  Written in 1988 and first performed in 1989, the play reclaims language; much of this play is spoken in the Cree language and translations are provided in the print version of the play.  The reclaiming of Indigenous languages, languages lost through the erasures caused by colonization, is very much part of a healing process and is linked to the themes of regeneration in the play.  Many of the characters in the play have dreams for themselves and their community.  These dreams involve individual hopes that will bring renewal to the reservation of Wasaychigan Hill (Wasy).  For Big Joey, this dream involves a radio station and broadcasting of games, “I aim to prove this broadcasting of games among the folks is one sure way to get some pride…”(p 23).  For Zachary, the dream involves apple pies and a bakery business, “employment at this bakery of mine would do nothing but add to those in such places as those down at the arena.”(p 21).   For Pierre, the dream is women’s hockey, “Hockey. Life. Hockey. Life.” (p 108) and he views it as a type of “revolution” (p 48).  For Simon, the dream is cultural renewal by reclaiming traditional ways, “the drum has to come back…the medicine, the power…We’ve got to learn to dance again.”(p 43).  Big Joey’s radio commentaries on the game are in Cree and Simon Starblanket often uses Cree words in his speeches.  One of the functions of the story told in this play is community unity and renewal.  Ironically, this can only take place through the disharmony and division that is ‘played out’ on stage.
Highway’s Comic Technique
Highway has described his comic technique as employing toxic humour. The play has an epigraph (a short quotation linked to themes and ideas in a piece) from Lyle Longclaws, “…before the healing can take place, the poison must first be exposed…”  This quote by Longclaws is linked to Highway’s toxic humour since it is humour used as a vehicle to engage an audience and capture their attention in order to expose them to serious issues such as fetal alcohol syndrome and the lasting effects of colonialism on Indigenous peoples.  Highway likens toxic humour to a fishing analogy in which humour is the bait that ‘hooks’ the audience in order to deliver searing imagery of the effects of colonial history. In the middle of a riotous hockey game (a game we can only imagine through the commentary of the male spectators), comes the image of Black Lady Halked drinking from a beer bottle with beer dripping over her pregnant belly as she staggers (see the last three pages of Act One). Just as the audience is engaged 
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in the physical humour and absurdities of the hockey game with no puck, the events that happened in the Queen of Hearts/Dickie Bird Tavern seventeen years earlier are replayed as Dickie Bird cries out to his mother, ”Don’t fall!”(p 77).  The toxicity of the past must be confronted in order for healing to begin.  The content of the play covers topics not usually associated with comedy (rape, abuse, underemployment and unemployment, fetal alcohol syndrome, betrayal) but as we have been discussing, comedy very often involves chaos, disharmony and approaches death and decay but ultimately, moves back to reaffirm life and regeneration.  Survival and healing, necessary prerequisites for regeneration, happens through the pain and toxins of the past.
The Importance of the Trickster
Please read Highway’s “A Note on Nanabush” (pp 12 &13).  He highlights the significance of the Cree/Ojibway trickster as a central comic figure that continues to inform and guide Indigenous peoples about the “meaning of existence”.  As a shapeshifter, Nanabush has no fixed identity and no gender but in this play appears as female and takes the guise of many female characters in the play:  Gazelle, Black Lady Halked, and Patsy.  
The two-level stage space is divided into the sky world on the upper level where Nanabush resides and is usually visible to the audience and on the lower level,  the world of Wasy Hill and the hockey arena.  Nanabush mediates between these two levels and is associated with the luminations of the moon, the juke box and the hockey rink and with the sound of blues harmonica.  Both lighting and sound combine to establish Nanabush’s presence on stage and becomes an important framing technique for connecting the drama to the worldviews of Indigenous cultures in which the play is located.  
Nanabush appearing as Gazelle moves from the upper level to the lower level stage space creating havoc and chaos in the world of Zachary.  Her presence is linked to the profane nature of the humour and to the nudity on stage. She kisses Zachary on his exposed bottom and leaves a luminous lipstick ‘tattoo’ (see stage directions on page 16 at the play’s opening).  She is mischievous and moves sensuously on stage like a burlesque dancer (pp 85 & 87 in Act Two). She turns Zachary’s world upside down and initiates and sustains the action of the play.  She transitions to Black Lady Halked near the end of Act One when she is described in the stage directions as a “damaged ‘Madonna-with-Child’”(pp 76-77). Through her presence, we learn about the events in the Queen of Hearts/Dickie Bird Tavern seventeen years ago. She becomes a physical manifestation of the effects of addiction and substance abuse within Indigenous communities and the disharmony and intra-cultural conflicts (particularly between men and women) within these communities as a legacy of colonialism. In the guise of Patsy near the end of the play, Nanabush becomes a symbol of traditional healing when she tells Dickie Bird that she has traded her crucifix for
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sweetgrass (p 98). Her symbolic rape by Dickie Bird with the crucifix is a re-enactment of the oppressive power struggle and subsequent violence done to Indigenous cultures by the abuses and domination of white settler cultlures.  Her interactions with Simon near the end of Act Two is ‘playful’ and mocking as she reminds him that Nanabush is always present even though Simon cannot recognize her (pp 110-113) until he finally sees her (p 113) and they dance together:  she on the upper level with an eagle feather and he on the lower level with a hunting rifle.  In this dance, they utter South Dakota, a reference to Wounded Knee, South Dakota, of 1890 and the spring of 1973;  these are historical reference points to the massacre of 300 Lakota (200 women and children) by the U.S. Army in 1890 and a 71-day occupation of the town of Wounded Knee by the American Indian Movement in the spring of 1973.  It is an important reference for the character of Big Joey (pp 119-120) as his participation in the 1973 resistance is where he lost himself and it then becomes a reference point where he is reminded of the misogyny he expresses in the opening line of the play when he refers to Gazelle as a ‘bitch’ and repeats this misogyny when he expresses his hatred for women, “I hate them fuckin’ bitches.  Because they—our own women—took the power away from us faster than the FBI ever did.”(p 120).  It is Spooky that has to remind him that the women always had the power.  If Big Joey is to heal, he must confront this past; the poison must be exposed before healing can begin.  The figure of Nanabush is central in this healing process.
In all three guises that Nanabush appears on stage, prosthetics are important in creating visual humour.  As Gazelle, Nanabush appears with very large rubberized breasts (stage directions on page 15).  As Black Lady Halked, Nanabush appears with a large belly.  As Patsy, Nanabush appears with a large, over-sized bum (p 97).  The stylized masks of Greek theatre in a play such as Lysistrata and the ass head that Bottom wears in A Midsummer Night’s Dream are exchanged in this play for the exaggerated prosthetics of breasts, bellies and bums that accentuate female physiology and presence within the play.  These visual references underscore, as Spooky reminds Big Joey, the centrality of women within life and within Indigenous culture.  At the play’s conclusion, a “sound collage” brings together all of these elements of Nanabush and signals the transition toward resolution (p 125).  The sound of Big Joey’s hockey commentary transitions into the waking world of Zachary and reveals that all has been a dream or nightmare vision.  The sound of Nanabush’s laughter toward  the tricks that have been played on Zachary are fused with the laughter of his baby daughter in what is the life-affirming sounds of the play’s conclusion.
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The Dream as Nightmare Vision
At the play’s conclusion, the audience learns that the entire action of the play has been Zachary’s dream, or at least this is one interpretation.  Another is that the power of Nanabush’s tricks has transformed all of the fears and anxieties of these seven male characters and in particular Zachary’s into a renewed vision where something different is possible.  The havoc to which Nanabush has been a catalyst makes it possible for one of the central messages of the play that is articulated by Zachary near the end of Act Two after Simon’s death, when Zachary says, “What’s become of this place? What’s happening to this place? What’s happening to these people? My people.  He didn’t have to die…this kind of living has got to stop.  It’s got to stop!”(p 116).  He asks the central questions of the play and his nightmare vision becomes a moment of catharsis that purges the pain and makes healing and renewal possible symbolized in his daughter’s laughter.  
The representations of dreams in this play involve a confrontation with the nightmares of the past both individual and collective.  Big Joey must remember the dream or nightmare of 1973 (Dickie Bird’s birth and Wounded Knee), “dreams where blood is spillin’ out from my groin, nothin’ there but blood and emptiness.”(p 120). Simon in one of his dances refers to a nightmare vision with historical resonances to events such as Wounded Knee of 1890 when he states, “it’s driving me crazy, this dream where Indian people are just dropping off like flies…”(p 42).  Pierre’s dream of women’s hockey becomes chaotic in a game played without a puck and with echoes of the Dickie Bird Tavern; the stage directions transform this dream into a nightmare, “All hell breaks loose;  it is as though some bizarre dream has entered the arena…as though they were trying to run through the sticky, gummy substance of some horrible, surrealistic nightmare.” (pp 74-76).  Nanabush’s tricks in the play help these men remember in order to heal.
The Use of Stage Space
As I have already mentioned, the stage is divided into two levels that interact with each other and are present to the audience through most of the play.  Highway effectively uses tableau with its emphasis on imagery to freeze time, fuse these levels and intensify the themes and messages of the play.  The use of tableau helps to create those searing images that are central to the meanings of the play.  An example of this can be found at the end of Act One.  The use of sound and lighting are synthesized to create this effect.  Simon’s chants, Dickie Bird’s moans and Kitty Wells’ song all merge to create what is referred to as a “sound collage”(p 76) and moves the play to concluding tableau of Act One. The glittering lights of the juke box are revealed to the audience and the stage space glows red with the illuminations of a blood moon(p 77) under the influence of Nanabush and the past.  All of the characters are frozen in time as they create an image of what happened in the Dickie Bird Tavern (p 78).                   4
