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Introduction 
 
Considered to be one of the most celebrated works of Canadian theater, The 
Ecstasy of Rita Joe, a play about an Indigenous woman who moves from the reserve 
to the city and is eventually murdered, evades critical, postcolonial critique on an 
international scale. This play, originally written by Ukrainian-Canadian 
playwright George Ryga in 1967, has become a symbol of Canadianism and 
Canadian multiculturalism, attracting the attention of scholars from Hungary, 
Japan, Jordan, and India, to name a few localities. Enduring in memory, 
performance, and literature in its play, ballet, and opera forms, The Ecstasy of Rita 
Joe remains a Canadian classic, and Rita Joe a symbol of both Indigenous peoples 
and of the impacts of colonial violence and biopolitics. 

Ryga was born in Deep Creek, Alberta in 1932. The child of Ukrainian 
immigrants, Ryga did not finish traditional schooling, but nevertheless won a 
scholarship to the Banff School of Fine Arts. His first book, Song of My Hands, was 
published in 1956. He first established himself as a poet and novelist, and later as 
a playwright with his first play, Indian, another play about Indigenous issues in 
Canada, in 1961. Six years later in 1967, Ryga wrote the two-act play, The Ecstasy 
of Rita Joe, the subject of this reading.1 Ryga is known to have used “Indian roots 
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in his endeavor to define Canadian culture and [he] realize[d] how important the 
theater [was] in this process”.2 Nolan finds that while Ryga was extraordinarily 
empathetic towards Indigenous issues in the era in which he was writing, the play 
is nonetheless written from “a position in the dominant culture”.3  

Kaija Pepper describes the inception of the play in Ryga’s imagina-
tion.*1According to Pepper, Malcolm Black, the Artistic Director of the Van-
couver Playhouse Theatre in 1966, contacted Ryga after seeing a story about a 
murder of an Indigenous woman in the newspaper, and proposed this as an idea 
for a play.4 This manifested as a commission for an all-Canadian season of plays 
for the 1967 centennial year.5 During this era, Thobani notes that “[t]he ongoing 
Aboriginal presence in Canada pointed to the implausibility of the national fantasy 
of benevolent, innocent, and liberal origins”.6 Pepper describes the work as a 
“realistic, hard-hitting plot about a young Native woman who has moved to the 
city, where she finds loneliness, prostitution, rape and, ultimately, death”.7 It 
should be noted that Rita Joe, throughout the play, repeatedly denies the 
allegations of prostitution. In contrast to Pepper, Ryga’s legacy website describes 
the play as “the story of a young native woman arriving in the city who finds that 
she has no place with either her own people or the white man”.8 The placelessness 
or non-belonging of Rita Joe is a central theme throughout the body literature 
responding to the work.  

While these descriptions suffice, the play does not actually follow a single 
storyline or plot. Rita Joe, unrelated in any way to the real Mi’kmaw poet laureate 
publishing work in the same era, is a character that exists in multiple temporalities 
within one physical space: a courtroom. Rita Joe is launched into the time and 
space of her memories involving family, loved ones, and less caring people from 
her past as the Magistrate questions and condemns her. There are times at which 
the Magistrate cannot snap Rita Joe back into his own temporality within the 
courtroom, and the majority of the second act consists of flowing, non-stop 
memory fragments within Rita Joe’s world.  

 
1*Pepper’s discussion is centered around the 1971 commission by the Manitoba Indian 
Brotherhood for the Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s adaptation of the play. The Brotherhood’s 
goal was to draw more attention to the crisis now referred to as Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls. Though and within Pepper’s analysis, the voices of 
Indigenous women are conspicuously absent. The play has since been adapted into an 
opera in 2018 by Victor Davies. In its various iterations and adaptations, The Ecstasy of 
Rita Joe has been slowly gaining more input and perspectives from Indigenous women 
since 1967.  
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There is a cast of five women and fifteen men in the play. The characters 
include members of Rita Joe’s family, her partner Jaimie Paul, as well as 
characters from the legal system, a well-meaning White man named Mr. Homer, 
a Teacher who taught Rita Joe in elementary school, three Murderers, and a 
Priest. The first run of the play featured White Canadian actress Frances Hyland 
as Rita Joe, and the lead male Indigenous characters of David Joe and Jaimie 
Paul were played by Indigenous actors, Chief Dan George and August 
Schellenberg, respectively.9 Hyland alleged that George told her an Indigenous 
woman would be incapable of telling the story of Rita Joe, and it was best that 
Hyland does it.10 In a similar respect, the popular TalonBooks book cover of the 
script from 1970 features an image of George in his role, rather than a woman or 
even Hyland, unlike the recent opera adaptation of the play which uses drawings 
of women for advertisement. Multiple versions and interpretations of the play 
have come into fruition, though the same cannot be said for the ballet, and it is too 
early to make this assessment on the opera.  

Through Spivak’s seminal work “Can the subaltern speak?”, one must 
necessarily find a conspicuous absence of Indigenous women in the literature 
about The Ecstasy of Rita Joe. One recent chapter was written by Nolan, though 
throughout the wide array of responses to the play, White men and Indigenous 
men continue generally to be centered in discourse and in “speaking”, per Spivak. 
Krueger notes that “[i]t is important to resist a presentist condemnation of Ryga, 
George… Hyland and others associated with the production. They created what 
is arguably the most popular socially conscious performance in Canadian history, 
an act which certainly required courage and character”.11 This is unquestionably 
an important consideration, as The Ecstasy of Rita Joe is indeed remembered as 
groundbreaking. However, the literature tends to avoid a presentist critique to 
the point of upholding the silence of Indigenous women, or the subaltern. There 
is also a trend in the literature spanning multiple disciplines which tends to 
conflate works about Indigenous peoples with Indigenous works, and this 
play/ballet/opera is a prime example. With The Ecstasy of Rita Joe’s impact, legacy 
and endurance into contemporary Canadian culture, however, the question 
remains: can Rita Joe speak? 
 
Postcoloniality as an Entrypoint 
 
Spivak’s work, situated within postcolonial theory, does not stand alone in a 
vacuum to contextualize The Ecstasy of Rita Joe. Spivak asserts both that the 
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subaltern, in this case Rita Joe, cannot speak, and that “[r]epresentation has not 
withered away”.12 Brière, as a response to Spivak’s original question as to whether 
the subaltern can speak, addresses the concept of ventriloquism through 
Québecois literature in which Indigenous characters have been written by White, 
Québecois authors. Brière defines this ventriloquism as  

constructed around the colonizing trope of taking that which is usable from 
the colonized or subaltern. In this case, it is the colonized’s disembodied 
voice, cut from its original referent, which is used. To be effective, 
ventriloquism must create a total illusion that the ‘other’ is speaking while 
he or she actually remains voiceless. Its effect is to normalize that silence as 
well as the colonizing mission and the exercise of power that it 
presupposes.13 

The illusion of speaking occurring is essential, then, to understanding and 
(re)reading The Ecstasy of Rita Joe, due to the aforementioned absence of 
Indigenous women in the conception and original interpretations of the play. 

Another important, postcolonial critique is that of Stuart Hall, who addresses 
the temporal and spatial tensions of the term “postcolonial”. It is Hall’s contention 
that “postcolonialism” refers not to “after colonialism” but “going beyond 
colonialism” discursively.14 Hall elaborates: 

It follows that the term ‘post-colonial’ is not merely descriptive of ‘this’ 
society rather than ‘that’, or of ‘then’ and ‘now’. It re-reads ‘colonisation’ as 
part of an essentially transnational and transcultural ‘global’ process – and 
it produces a decentred, diasporic or ‘global’ rewriting of earlier, nation-
centred imperial grand narratives. Its theoretical value therefore lies 
precisely in its refusal of this ‘here’ and ‘there’, ‘then’ and ‘now’, ‘home’ and 
‘abroad’ perspective.15 

This refusal highlighted by Hall challenges the Western, colonial boundary 
between temporality and spatiality, one which is also addressed in the work of 
Simon Gikandi. Gikandi describes an experience on a British Airways flight to 
London and New York, during which he encountered Somali, Ethiopian, and 
Sudanese refugees.16 He admits that refugees “frighten” him, “because they are 
signs of a dislocated locality, a mote in the eye of cosmopolitanism, of that 
postcolonial identity which derives its legitimacy from the mastery of the culture 
of modern Europe,”.17 Gikandi elaborates further on this sense of unease in the 
confrontation between two postcolonial temporalities:  

Indeed, even in the metropolitan spaces in which we perform our 
postcolonial identities and their requisite gestures of arrival, the existence 
of a mass of people who seem to hold on to what we consider archaic 
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cultures (those who wear bhakas in classrooms, or slaughter sheep in the 
tubs of suburb houses, or ‘circumcise’ their daughters in hidden alleys) seem 
to disturb the temporality of postcolonialism and the terms of its routing.18 

Edward Said’s Orientalism is foundational to a postcolonial critique of any 
representation of the Other. In response to critiques of his book, Said published 
“Orientalism Reconsidered”, and reiterated that “[t]he Orient was therefore not 
Europe's interlocutor, but its silent Other”.19 Said posits three interdependent 
definitions of Orientalism, the third of which is relevant to this reading of The 
Ecstasy of Rita Joe. His third definition is: “...Orientalism can be discussed and 
analyzed as the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient–dealing with it 
by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching, 
settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, 
restructuring, and having authority over the Orient”.20 In replacing “the Orient” 
with “Indigenous peoples”, the Canadian history of representations of Indigenous 
peoples in performance is evoked. This air of authority to make statements about 
Indigenous issues, authorizing a view of Indigenous issues (albeit a slightly more 
critical one), describing Indigenous contemporary reality, (un)settling matters of 
Indigenous issues, and ruling over these representations as the playwright are all 
demonstrated by Ryga and his process.  

Said also notes the intellectual dependence of the West on the Orient. He 
expresses that “[t]he Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of 
Europe’s greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations 
and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring 
images of the Other”.21 There is much to be extracted from the Other, including 
a voice, calling back to Brière. It is also useful to discursively position Indigenous 
peoples as the cultural contestant and image of the Other for Canada. Said’s 
contention on the authority exercised by Orientalists to represent the Other is 
summed up with his remark on “... the most familiar of Orientalism's themes - 
since the Orientals cannot represent themselves, they must therefore be 
represented by others who know more about Islam than Islam knows about 
itself”.22  

Cauthery and Newman categorize Indigenous-themed ballets, including the 
Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s adaptation of The Ecstasy of Rita Joe, into five genres.*2 
Of particular interest is their definition of “Playing Indian” ballets, which 

 
2 *Cauthery and Newman specifically address the ballet adaptation of The Ecstasy of Rita 
Joe as their analysis and theorization of Indigenous-themed ballets contextualizes The 



Amy Hull                                                           Ventriloquism and Indigenous Representation 

 6 

[borrow] freely from Indigenous myths, rituals, and traditions, and [are] 
suggestive of Indian hobbyism[.] “Playing Indian” ballets feature non-
Indigenous dancers as fictitious Indians. Although portrayed as 
‘authentic’—and often based on ‘verifiable research’ that may have 
extended to visits to Indigenous communities and consultations with 
museum curators and/or anthropologists—such ballets remain romantic 
and blatantly Orientalizing. Consequently, they are filtered through 
Indigenous cultures, knowledges, and ways of knowing through settler 
colonial logics and frames of reference, which (re)produce Orien-talist 
constructions of Indigeneity.23 

In this paragraph, Cauthery and Newman address the Orientalist legacy of 
ballet as a medium, rerouting it to a Canadian context. This legacy is notably 
Eastern European and male, with works from Marius Petipa and Diaghilev’s Les 
Ballets Russes making up a large percentage of works considered to be Orientalist 
ballets. In these works, it is also noteworthy that the Oriental woman dies, 
tragically and young, like Rita Joe. However, they categorize The Ecstasy of Rita 
Joe as a “Reflexive” ballet, which “...refers to works that formulate Indigenous 
subjects, stories, and people with some degree of agency, accountability, and 
understanding of the relationship between cause and effect”.24 It is the contention 
of this essay that Rita Joe, as the character written by Ryga, resembles a fictitious 
Indian which Cauthery and Newman describe in the context of “playing Indian”, 
as Rita Joe has no specified nation or culture, and is a creation of Ryga’s 
imagination.  

Just as the Other is made so by the Self in Said’s discussion of Orientalism, 
Achille Mbembe explores the limits of the Self or sovereign, finding that 
sovereignty is defined by the capacity to determine who may live and who must 
die–killing being the extreme of the sovereign’s power.25 This power is what 
Mbembe describes as necropolitics. Mbembe elaborates on the notion of 
sovereignty, stating that “[s]overeignty is therefore defined as a twofold process 
of self-institution and self-limitation… Exercising sovereignty, in turn, is about 
society’s capacity for self-creation with recourse to institutions inspired by specific 
social and imaginary significations” (emphasis Mbembe’s).26 In Ryga’s lifework, 
he made it a goal to establish a Canadian identity; an identity of the Self.27 Ryga, 
in representing the Canadian necropolitical landscape onstage, illustrated 

 
Ecstasy of Rita Joe within a larger North American history of the “Indian” in ballet 
performance. This is important due to the Royal Winnipeg Ballet’s initial refusal to create 
work with Indigenous artists, and instead to use a play by a non-Indigenous playwright, 
which is highlighted in Pepper’s discussion.  
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Mbembe’s primary concern in his discussion of the sovereign, “those figures of 
sovereignty whose central project is not the struggle for autonomy but the 
generalized instrumentalization of human existence and the material destruction of human 
bodies and populations” (emphasis Mbembe’s).28 Mbembe’s discussion may be 
elaborated on within the realm of representations, with the authority of the Self 
being expressed in the capacity to determine whose deaths are represented by 
whom, and how.  

Sunera Thobani’s discussion addresses the “crisis of whiteness” leading up 
to official Canadian policies of multiculturalism. Calling back to Gikandi, Thobani 
notes that “[t]he adoption of multiculturalism enabled the nation’s self-
presentation on the global stage as urbane, cosmopolitan, and at the cutting edge 
of promoting racial and ethnic tolerance among western nations. This redefinition 
of national identity was said to signify the nation-state’s commitment to valuing 
cultural diversity”.29 Multiculturalism was a hot topic, or rather question, in 
Canada during Ryga’s working years, in addition to the Hawthorn report which 
exposed the horrific social and living conditions Indigenous peoples were 
subjected to on reserve within the Canadian state.30 Thobani finds that 
“[m]ulticulturalism constructs communities as neatly bounded, separate cultural 
entities, unchanged by the process of migration and dislocation”.31 As noted by 
Krueger, urban Indigenous people were viewed as a new phenomenon in 
Canadian milieux during the era in which Ryga was playwriting and consuming 
news media.32 The view of Rita Joe belonging on the reserve and being unable to 
live in the city is therefore upheld by Canadian multiculturalist policy and 
thought, and occurring “under white supervision”.33 Though this White 
supervision of multiculturalism, perpetuated not only by Ryga but by institutions 
on a larger scale, is unspoken, Thobani observes that overtly, “[t]he Canadian 
state is presented as the benevolent guardian of Aboriginal peoples”.34  

This discussion offers contextualisation for the Canadian performing arts 
throughout history and its relationship to the portrayal of ventriloquized, 
fantastical Indigenous characters. It also speaks to the way that Ryga, in an 
attempt to bring awareness to the impacts of colonialism on Indigenous peoples, 
replicated many stereotypes and colonial attitudes via his work and process. 
Krueger outlines versions of the play that have transformed over the last several 
decades to include increasing amounts of consideration and contribution from 
Indigenous women.35 The ballet, however, has not evolved in this manner. Within 
this discussion, the content of the play itself, which is unchanging, is read using a 
postcolonial lens.   
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International Responses 
 
Susan Bassnett finds that “translation can disempower not just individuals but 
entire cultures through the unequal power held by different languages”.36 This 
theorization of language as colonial power certainly manifests in the beginning of 
The Ecstasy of Rita Joe, wherein the Magistrate asks if Rita Joe can speak English.37 
Keeping in mind that Rita Joe is a ventriloquized character of Indigenous women, 
Bassnett notes in relation to Thobani’s discussion that “histories of literature are 
intimately bound up with issues of national identity”.38 Translation is relevant in 
this reading of The Ecstasy of Rita Joe, because of the international nature of the 
literature. It is not directly disclosed in this international literature whether any 
of the scholars accessed a translation of the play, or whether some of their own 
works are translated or originally written in English. Translation is ignored as a 
relevant consideration in these aspects of scholarly analysis within the literature 
on the play, and therefore cannot be completely excluded from the reading of this 
literature. 

The literature on The Ecstasy of Rita Joe itself is, as previously mentioned, quite 
internationally expansive. This literature primarily remains uncritical of the play 
itself, critiquing the representations of Indigenous issues that Ryga is purported 
to critique within the play. Conversely, the literature can lend itself to being 
critical of Indigenous peoples and reinforcing racist and Orientalist 
conceptualizations of Indigenous peoples, such as Abu-Swailem’s discussion. The 
following three examples present three distinct yet interconnected readings of the 
play. For the purposes of this analysis, international scholars are not critiqued for 
the usage of terms like "Indian" or otherwise non-“politically correct” terms, as 
these terms are culturally and politically specific to Canada and constantly 
shifting. 

Abder-Rahim Abu-Swailem describes the “agony” of Rita Joe without much 
sympathy. To begin, the way Abu-Swailem describes Rita Joe’s move from the 
reserve to the city is rather condemning. He states that the play “expressively 
explores the plight of an Indian and her people who have lost their sense of self-
worth. Rita Joe runs away from her people and their old ways in order to adapt 
herself to the city way of life,” continuing with “[i]n this play, Rita Joe and Jaimie 
Paul struggle with the vulgar life of the reservation” (emphasis mine).39  His 
analysis of Rita Joe’s motivations deepens into further condemnation with the 
statement that  
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Rita Joe’s rejection of the way of life of other Indians is less emphatically 
expressed than Jaimie Paul’s rejection. It is true that Rita Joe leaves the 
reserve to look for a better life in the city, but nowhere in the play do we 
see Rita trying to fight for this goal. Throughout the play we see Rita unable 
to articulate her need to stay in the city or her refusal to go back home.40 

With this statement, Abu-Swailem in fact mirrors the character of the 
Magistrate’s opinion that Rita Joe, as an Indigenous person, belongs on the re-
serve rather than in the city. He also finds that Rita Joe is incapable of coping 
with the “present” of the courtroom, and “sees only what she wants” by escaping 
into the past.41 Lastly, he finds that “[t]he Indians fail to adjust to city life”.42 Abu-
Swailem’s scholarly career is multinational and multilingual, and he also has 
written a translation of The Ecstasy of Rita Joe, therefore it is an appropriate 
conclusion that these quotes accurately represent Abu-Swailem’s perspective on 
Indigenous peoples in North America, through the characters in the play. Abu-
Swailem does, however, note the irony of Rita Joe being accused of prostitution, 
a point missed by Pepper as discussed in the introduction.43 

Katalin Kürtösi’s work is located in a bilingual English and French 
document, printed in Switzerland. While Kürtösi does not condemn Indigenous 
peoples in the same manner as Abu-Swailem, her analysis of Rita Joe does not 
quite present itself as humanizing. She opens with the statement that “[t]he Indian 
motives can be used in this context [of creating a Canadian identity] in a double 
way: it is the Indians whose past is the richest in Canada; they have their legends 
and their close connection with tribal traditions and with nature offer a good 
opportunity for using them as symbols”.44 Kürtösi’s position is extremely general-
izing of Indigenous peoples and also reflective of an Orientalist lens: Indigenous 
peoples serve the artists’ ends. This observation actually lends itself to a critique, 
though. There is a distance between “Indian” and “human”, replaced by symbol 
and metaphor, both in the play and in the literature. Interestingly, however, 
Kürtösi notes that “Ryga’s innovation lies in the fact that the Indians in his plays 
are merely average representatives of their race, not famous heroes or villains—
and this enables him to use the Indian as a symbol. Rita Joe and the other 
characters in The Ecstasy of Rita Joe are the best-known examples”.45 Kürtösi seems 
to be able to parse out the individualisation of the Indigenous characters in the 
play, but cannot do so in her own discussion of Indigenous peoples. She does 
make an illuminating critique of Ryga, finding that “[a]ll these confrontations [of 
Indigenous and white characters in the play] end up with the Indian as the loser: 
another point where Ryga agrees with the Canadian tradition of literature”.46 
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In contrast to the rest of the literature, Saradindu Bhattacharya offers a more 
sympathetic and critical lens to the character of Rita Joe. Bhattacharya analyzes 
the biases behind the stereotypes and attitudes perpetuated by the White 
Canadian characters in the play, rerouting the discussion inexplicitly towards 
Orientalism. He notes, referring to the character of the Teacher hypersexualising 
Rita Joe in grade four, “[t]he animalization of the native, in this case, is based on 
the discourse of the (supposed) sexual excess of the native, at once creating a 
racialized ‘other’ for the civilized European subject and laying the ground for the 
denial of her human subjectivity on the basis of colonial morality”.47 

Bhattacharya also presents this sympathetic perspective regarding Rita Joe’s 
multiple temporalities and journeys into memory, in contrast to Abu-Swailem. He 
finds, when no one in the play believes in Rita Joe’s innocence and will not listen 
to her, “[i]t is not surprising… that Rita finds it difficult to relate to the 
proceedings of the court and often delves into the realms of memory and 
imagination”.48 Bhattacharya, seeing a human subject in Rita Joe, also sees the 
interdependent dehumanization of her. He notes that “[t]he reduction of Rita 
Joe’s individual subjectivity to a set of colonial stereotypes operates at discursive 
and institutional levels, as is evident from the views expressed by representative 
figures of the colonial regime who are all too willing to ascribe certain kinds of 
predetermined character traits to her”.49 He finds this dehumanization is 
perpetuated by the White characters of the play, stating, “[t]he limitations that 
the discursive predetermination of Rita’s ‘character’ imposes on her self-
expression as a human subject cause a dramatic tension between what she can say 
and do on stage and how her speech and actions are decoded by the figures of 
authority who conduct the trial”.50 Bhattacharya still argues, however, that Rita 
Joe establishes her own voice to an extent. His discussion, falling in line with the 
rest of the literature on the play, presupposes a speaking subaltern, as well as a 
tangible Indigenous woman, not a ventriloquized one, though he acknowledges 
the subaltern character Rita Joe is unable to be heard and understood by the 
White, authoritative characters. 

Despite Bhattacharya’s more sympathetic perspective towards Rita Joe and 
consequently, Indigenous peoples, none of the literature seems to directly address 
the fact that it is the Murderers who murder Rita Joe. Rita Joe is described over 
and over again as a victim of the state, of modernity, or of “an alien world”, but 
never as a victim of violent murderers.51 Reminiscent of Agamben’s homo sacer, the 
murder of the subaltern gets lost in symbol and metaphor, where no individual 
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faces any consequences because it is not homicide, as the Murderers themselves 
attend Rita Joe’s funeral.52 

 
Ventriloquizing the Native Woman 
 
The character of Rita Joe is a fictitious Indian, conceived by Ryga, who is meant 
to be representative of a silent Other, a silent majority, and a victim of colonialism. 
Rita Joe, however, is not real; she is supposedly based on real Indigenous women, 
plural. Without any Indigenous women’s voices, plural, contributing to the 
conception of Rita Joe, she becomes a puppet, ventriloquized in words. While the 
embodiment of Rita Joe may exist in the last several decades in non-
ventriloquized states, it is the words and voice of Rita Joe that remain fixed in 
ventriloquism. 

The play opens with a ventriloquist paradox. Rita Joe, facing trial, is 
marched into a courtroom at which point the character of the Magistrate asks, 
“Can she speak English?”, addressing the Policeman. The Policeman says, “Yes,” 
to which the Magistrate replies, “Then let her speak for herself!” directing his 
statement towards the audience.53 This request, directed not at the Policeman but 
at the audience, seems to serve as an assertion that within this time and space, 
curated by the Magistrate, the subaltern character Rita Joe will be speaking for 
herself. Indeed, throughout the play, the character Rita Joe speaks extensively to 
both the members of the courtroom and to the characters existing in her 
memories. However, Rita Joe, as a fictitious Indian like those described by 
Cauthery and Newman, is not a subaltern and is not speaking. Rita Joe’s voice 
and speech were designed and curated by Ryga in the position of ventriloquist. 
Ryga, in these opening lines to the play, not only ventriloquizes the Indigenous 
woman by creating the illusion that she is speaking, but also creates the illusion 
that ventriloquism is in fact not occurring. This illusion is further bolstered by the 
literature, especially Pepper’s discussion, which draws only from voices of 
Indigenous men (or other non-Indigenous individuals) to speak to the success of 
the play and ballet.  

Rita Joe, as a ventriloquized Indigenous woman, then laments that no one 
believes her, though she is innocent of many of the charges brought against her.54 
A new question arises out of Ryga’s writing: is the subaltern believed? The 
literature itself oftentimes condemns Rita Joe as guilty, like the works of Pepper 
and Kürtösi.55 In regard to the countless allegations against Rita Joe, and her 
denial of the allegations, the Magistrate gestures towards the audience and the 
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courtroom asking, “Why should they lie and Rita Joe alone tell the truth?... Or 
are you a child enough to believe the civilization of which we are a part… does 
not understand Rita Joe?”.56 The clever irony of this statement is of course that 
Rita Joe is the sole character telling the truth (perhaps her truth), and the 
“civilization” in which they live, the Canadian metropolis, does not understand 
her.  

Rita Joe is disbelieved throughout the play to the point of emotional torment. 
Sitting in jail with the Priest, Rita Joe says, “I don’t think God hears me here… 
Nobody hears me now, nobody except cops an’ pimps an’ bootleggers!”57. There 
is no higher power that Rita Joe can speak to, nor one that can hear her. Rita Joe 
then gives up hope, knowing she is unheard and silenced. Listening to one of the 
Magistrate’s condescending lectures about how ungrateful Indigenous people are 
for having been colonized, a good thing according to the Magistrate, Rita Joe 
quietly begs, “Oh, put me in jail an’ then let me go,” expressing her foreknowledge 
of her imminent and inevitable criminalization.58  

As a ventriloquist’s puppet, Rita Joe is not speaking during any of these 
moments. Because Rita Joe as a character also “cannot speak”, the authoritative 
characters do not believe her. Though she is ventriloquized, she is representative 
of the subaltern, therefore much of the literature reflects this disbelief, as well. It 
is Ryga who takes the voice of Indigenous women and uses it in a way that 
normalizes the silence in the face of violence. Ryga speaks through an Indigenous 
woman character while creating the illusion that she is attempting to speak for 
herself, while no one listens to her. Rita Joe is a disempowered character, which 
Ryga illustrates, making her a symbol of the disempowerment of Indigenous 
women in the Canadian state, while simultaneously ensuring there is no 
empowerment to be had by cutting her voice off from its origin.  

 
Transgressions of Locality: Metropolitan Multiculturalism  
 
Hall’s critique is that of a boundary which Rita Joe is unaccustomed to and 
abused for not conforming to: that between temporality and spatiality. There are 
threads of cosmopolitanism woven into the play, in that a major theme of the 
events of the play is that Rita Joe left her reserve and moved to the cosmopolitan 
city of Vancouver. Rita Joe transgresses the temporal and spatial postcolonial 
boundaries of her reserve by moving to a metropolis, as highlighted by Abu-
Swailem. This disturbance of temporality and spatiality with her Indigeneity is 
presented to her as the reasons why she should have never left the reserve, 
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particularly by the Magistrate. Indeed, the Magistrate tells her, “This is not the 
reservation, Rita Joe. This is another place, another time”.59 The Magistrate 
simultaneously notes the physical distance from the reserve, as well as the 
temporal distance. The reserve is a space in which a people of Canada’s past 
engage with a lifestyle of the past. He urges her to return to the reserve, and 
chastises her for remaining in the city, where she supposedly does not belong. He 
asks her at the beginning of one of her trials, “Why did you not return to your 
people as you said you would?” and Rita Joe replies, “I tried… I tried…”.60 Not 
only was moving to the city a transgression of locality, it was a transgression into 
a group of people, the cosmopolitans of Vancouver, within which Rita Joe does 
not belong. She is the frightening refugee of Gikandi’s discussion; the disturbance 
of a particular postcoloniality. As addressed in the introduction, Ryga’s legacy 
website notes that Rita Joe also does not belong with her “own people”. There is 
no explicit rejection of Rita Joe from the reserve in the play’s script, however, and 
in this reading, only sufficient evidence to say that either Rita Joe could not get 
back to the reserve for practical reasons, and/or simply did not want to because 
of her relationship with Jaimie Paul, also living in the city.  

In that light, Rita Joe also transgresses the liberal, multicultural fantasy of 
the metropolis. The Teacher directly addresses the notion of a melting pot, 
suggesting that Rita Joe will never be able to successfully conform to the melting 
pot ideal, or become a cosmopolitan citizen. Within Rita Joe’s memory, the 
Teacher informs Rita Joe, “You put copper and tin into a melting pot and out 
comes bronze… It’s the same with people!”.61 Expressing her frustration with Rita 
Joe not understanding her classwork, the Teacher laments, “You will never make 
bronze! Coming from nowhere and going no place! Who am I to change that?”.62 
The Teacher expresses that Rita Joe cannot become anyone other than whom she 
is racially prescribed to be by colonialism.  

Thobani notes that Canadian multiculturalism is “[s]aid to distinguish 
Canada from the assimilationist ‘melting pot’ tendencies prevalent in the United 
States, multiculturalism as official policy furthered popular perceptions of the 
nation having made a successful transition from a white settler colony to a 
multiracial, multi-ethnic, liberal-democratic society”.63 Because multiculturalism 
was not an official state policy in Canada until four years after the premiere of The 
Ecstasy of Rita Joe, the Teacher’s melting pot analogy is well situated in its time 
period, and the dominance of the White settler colony’s standards are ideologically 
upheld. Hence, where literature continues to blame Rita Joe for her failure to 
conform, an analysis of Canadian multiculturalist thought and history is missing.  
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Rita Joe is a disturbance to the temporality of the metropolis she has moved 
to, as well as the courtroom she has been brought to, by catalyzing a confrontation 
between two incongruent postcolonialities. Rita Joe, failing to become a 
cosmopolitan, frightens the White characters of the play, like the refugees of 
Gikandi’s anecdote. Instead, she is a “[stranger] caught in the cracks of the failed 
state,” or the failed assimilation of Indigenous peoples into the Canadian state.64 
Rita Joe therefore resembles the refugee rather than the cosmopolitan/ 
postcolonial flaneur of Gikandi’s discussion. 

Yet, Gikandi warns against adopting a lens that would lead one to consider 
Rita Joe an Other or minority in the sense of representing an uncommon or 
unlikely experience. He states that “global cultural flows are still dominated by 
those coerced migrants rather than the free-willing cosmopolitan subjects. The 
figure of the refugee may not be as visible as that of the postcolonial flaneur, but 
the refugee’s presence in the heart of the metropolis challenges the redemptive 
narrative of postcolonial arrival”.65 Rita Joe, as an extension of Gikandi’s refugee, 
is therefore a more common postcolonial subject than Ryga, although she was and 
is less represented and visible in Canadian society. Gikandi addresses this paradox 
as well, noting that “globalization does not demand that we engage with the Other 
in any substantive sense”.66 While Rita Joe as a symbol might be representative 
of a numerical majority, the discursive majority does not require any real 
engagement with her. Ryga’s engagement with the Other (i.e., Indigenous men) 
is celebrated within a lot of the literature on the play as innovative for its time, but 
it falls short of an engagement with the relevant Other: the Indigenous woman. In 
this way, Ryga speaks both for and through Indigenous women. Gikandi notes that 
“[b]y claiming to speak for others, postcolonial elites elide the circumstances by 
which the majority of the ex-colonial enters the world system, as refugees or illegal 
aliens, and how the process of entry and its terms of engagement generate a 
different narrative of global cultural flows”.67 It is also this “speaking for” which 
enables the criminalization and condemnation of Rita Joe, making her guilty 
before proven innocent as well as unheard. 
 
The Ecstasy of St. Teresa: Criminalization and Sin  
 
A postcolonial reading of The Ecstasy of Rita Joe would be incomplete without an 
exploration of its deeply Catholic namesake. The Ecstasy of St. Teresa is a 
sculptural work by Giovanni Lorenzo Bernini, created 1645-1652. It depicts St. 
Teresa of Avila, during her encounter with an angel, when it “pierced her heart 
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with a golden spear and sent her into a trance”.68 St. Teresa, in this sculpture, is 
laying back with her eyes closed. Her mouth is agape, and she seems to welcome 
the angel who is poised above her to spear her as it wishes.69 St. Teresa was an 
ascetic, and wrote several books. She “described the soul's intense desire for God 
in the language of erotic passion. In this, she belongs to a long tradition of mystical 
experience that is known as bridal mysticism”.70 There are few references to 
ecstasy in the literature on the play, and none in the play itself. The only references 
adjacent to eroticism are those accusing Rita Joe of sexual deviance. Kürtösi 
makes a brief note of ecstasy in the following passage:  

Rita, the protagonist, is the embo-diment of a martyr who has to face every 
kind of humiliation—racial, cultural, sexual—and even her most sacred 
experience (i.e. sheer ecstasy) is mocked by the whites. Her lover, Jaimie, 
is the victim of technology, while Rita herself is raped and murdered by the 
whites of the big town. Their tragic end is unavoidable because neither is 
ready to accept the laws of the white society operating in the big town and 
at the same time have no wish to return to the reservation either. The cause 
of their death is their love of freedom; but they are never in a position to 
realize their dreams.71 

There is a lot to unpack in this passage. It is the example of much of the 
literature on the play, which blames Rita Joe’s “inability” to adjust to life in the 
city as the cause of her being ultimately murdered. Additionally, Rita Joe and 
Jaimie Paul are once again “victim” of anything but murder. However, it points 
to the title in a way that is rather curious: her most sacred experience, that of 
ecstasy, is mocked by White characters. Where is Rita Joe’s ecstasy in The Ecstasy 
of Rita Joe? When is it? Or perhaps, what is it? Rita Joe experiences some intense 
emotions in the play, including grief, fear, anger, and despair. There is only one 
moment where Rita Joe seems to be truly happy and comfortable, when she is 
within her memory, in a conversation with her father, laughing about a story from 
her childhood in which a man asked to buy Rita Joe for a thousand dollars.72 It 
does not amount to St. Teresa’s experience of sheer ecstasy, to use Kürtösi’s 
phrasing. Nolan in particular describes having to create Rita Joe’s ecstasy, through 
the staging and artistic choices she made around the murder scene at the end of 
the play.73  

Ryga includes several Catholic themes in the work, including the character 
of the Priest. At the beginning of the second act, Rita Joe has a conversation with 
the Priest, in jail. This conversation ends with tense emotions, and the Priest says 
to Rita Joe, “We learn through suffering, Rita Joe… We will only be free if we 
become humble again… Will you confess, Rita Joe?”.74  To the Priest, Rita Joe 
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is not only a criminal, but a sinner who rejects redemption. He does not believe in 
her innocence. Rita Joe lashes back at him, shouting “Go tell your God… when 
you see him… tell him about Rita Joe an’ what they done to her! Tell him about 
yourself, too!... That you were not good enough for me, but that didn’t stop you 
tryin’! Tell him that!”.75 God exists, to Rita Joe, but is inaccessible to her. God 
does not know her, but would care to know what has happened to her if he did. 
She does not confess to the sins and criminal activity ascribed to her. 

Rita Joe is not a saint, then, but a martyr for Indigenous peoples, as 
described by Kürtösi. Rita Joe is simultaneously dehumanized and exalted as 
more-than-human. In either regard, her human subjectivity is minimized; she is a 
symbol, she is a ventriloquist’s puppet.  

 
Conclusion 
 
The Ecstasy of Rita Joe does not exemplify the failure of Indigenous peoples, and 
women in particular, to keep up with a cosmopolitan, postcolonial society. 
Instead, it exemplifies the fantasy of assimilation and the violent consequences of 
transgressing the temporal-spatial localities enacted on subaltern groups, 
particularly women. The literature on the play reroutes Orientalism to 
domesticate it to a Canadian context. Rita Joe and Indigenous peoples are 
uncritically understood as less intelligent, less capable, and the causes of their own 
demises. Rita Joe herself, following in Cauthery and Newman’s discussion, is 
Orientalized in a gendered way. Thobani, discussing the immigrant to Canada, 
observes that “[t]he male cultural figure is presented to be in need of constraint 
and control; the woman requires rescue through constant education and 
acculturation beyond her own culture, community, and family. She needs to be 
tutored into an embrace of the nation’s more ‘liberatory’ gender values and 
norms”.76 Because of Rita Joe’s failure to embrace the values of the Canadian 
state, she is the catalyst of her own demise, and the Canadian state remains 
benevolent. The men in the play, and in the cultural milieu in which the play was 
written remain not only benevolent, but heroic as well.  

This critique of the literature inevitably boils down to the success of Ryga’s 
ventriloquism; it is so successful that Pepper highlights the phenomenon of artists 
involved in productions of the work treating Rita Joe (the character, not the poet) 
like she is a real human being who can be “found” out on the street or in bars, 
while Nolan directly perpetuates the phenomenon by validating the experience of 
artists she was working with who “met” Rita Joe.77 Bolstered by Indigenous men 
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as spokespeople for the work, The Ecstasy of Rita Joe has fooled audiences, critics, 
and scholars alike into the belief that the subaltern has definitively spoken. She 
has not been heard by the characters in the play, but nevertheless, she has spoken. 
Rita Joe, though, is not a subaltern, and is not speaking. She is not Indigenous, 
and this play is not a work of Indigenous theater. Still, the literature reflects 
critique of Rita Joe and other Indigenous characters that would be consistent 
with an engagement with the subaltern and with Indigenous works. Instead, 
Performance Studies should reflect a critique of one Ukrainian-Canadian man’s 
representation(s) of a subaltern group. Thobani notes that  

Control over representations of the nation’s past is as critical to maintaining 
legitimacy and moral authority as is control over its present, and 
maintaining mastery over the national narrative was critical if nationhood 
was to be effectively sustained. The past, as a direct link to the present, held 
the power to hold nationals together in a shared, collective cause and 
community.78 

Ryga’s goal to establish a Canadian identity which can be expressed through 
theater has contributed to a legacy of White supervision and control over 
Indigenous representations on stages. The intention of this critique was not to 
enforce presentism, but to (re)define the foundational terms upon which further 
exploration of the script should spring from. Nolan incisively points out that “The 
Ecstasy of Rita Joe is not a period piece. All the challenges that Rita Joe faces in 
1967 still exist in 2009, still exist now”.79 Indeed, while we resist a presentist 
critique of the work at Krueger’s behest, we must also reflect the character of Rita 
Joe’s refusal of here and there, and of then and now, echoing Hall. The Ecstasy of 
Rita Joe’s throughline of violence against Indigenous women remains relevant in 
its early exploration of the crisis of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women 
and Girls, an issue which has come closer to the forefront of Canadian concern 
within the last decade, though which has been explored by Canadian performance 
artists since at least the modern era with Boris Volkoff’s Mon-Ka-Ta (1936) and 
The Red Ear of Corn (1949). There is evidently an underlying ‘Canadianness’ to the 
dead Indigenous woman as a site of inquiry and exploration, necessitating further 
necropolitical inquiry into this phenomenon. Analyzing this work in the context 
of Canadian multiculturalism must also extend into an analysis of those who create 
such works, as the presumed figure of the ‘Canadian’ highlighted by Thobani 
cannot remain under the umbrella labels of “White” or “White man”. It would be 
a mistake to assume that George Ryga’s Ukrainian heritage and Ukrainian-
Canadian experience did not inform his work, as much as it would be to assume 
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that Nolan’s Algonquin heritage and experience did not influence her re-working. 
The ‘Canadian’ has never been bound by ideas of ‘French-Canadian’ or ‘English-
Canadian’outside of legal definitions, nor has the engagement with the performed 
Indigenous woman’s death.   

With the recent opera adaptation, and works following the same formula as 
The Ecstasy of Rita Joe still being created in the Canadian milieu (such as Robert 
LePage’s 2018 work Kanata), The Ecstasy of Rita Joe remains an important critical 
point of inquiry into Canadian theater, necessitating this re-reading. It should be 
clear that Spivak’s conclusions ring true in the context of this play: Rita Joe 
cannot speak, and representations of her have not withered away.  
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