
LEAPING ONTO THE THEATRE SCENE 
Young writers show what they can bring to the stage
Julian Legere // Writer 

Want to get  a sneak peak at what up and coming playwrights are coming up with? The LEAP (Learning 
Early  About Playwriting) young writers public reading series  is  coming  up, with the first reading  on Mar. 
31, and it’s the perfect place to see what young talent the city has to offer. LEAP consists  of  three levels: 
level one students create short plays, level  two students create one-act  plays, and level  three consists  of 
one student who works to create a full-length play. All  three classes have been working for about six 
months with  award-winning playwright, actor, and director  Shawn MacDonald learning about theatrical 
writing and developing their plays for the readings.

In  an  interview on the Arts  Club website, mentor MacDonald says of the program: “For me, the best way 
for  a  young  playwright to learn  about playwriting is to write plays, hear them read aloud, and learn  from 
others what resonates and what is unclear.”

The LEAP readings  are an  exciting event not only for the playwrights themselves, but  also for 
theatre aficionados who have the chance to hear some of  the work of  the next generation  of 
theatrical artists. This year’s stellar acting  company  for the readings includes Gaelen Beatty, most 
recently seen in  the Arts Club’s production of Xanadu; Briana Buckmaster, known  for her  role in the film 
REPO: The Genetic Opera; award-winning Vancouver  actor and director Dean Paul Gibson, who 
frequently  works with the Arts Club and Bard on  the Beach; actor, writer, and co-artistic director  of the 
Truth Be Told Theatre Company  Jeff Gladstone; Luisa  Jojic, another  Bard on the Beach  regular, most 
recently  seen  in Sisters at Gateway  Theatre; and finally  Vancouver  actor, composer and teacher, Joan 
Maclean. With  that stellar  cast, this year’s readings are sure to be filled with  exciting and dramatic stories, 
told by some of the best in the business.

Claire Jane McGillivray, currently working on  a diploma in the Acting for Stage and Screen Program at 
Capilano University, says that her exposure to playwriting  at LEAP  made her  “fall in  love with  it.” Another 
former LEAP student, Sonia Gumuchian, says, “The two hour classes were definitely  my highlight of  every 
week.”

McGillivray  agrees: “Being around like-minded artists  who were struggling with the same things, who 
were passionate about the same things, was really inspiring.”

Because the program  is so intense, it  provides a  great space for  ideas to take root and grow: “Looking 
back, it  dawned on  me how much  useful information I had been taught in such a short period of  time,” 
Gumuchian says.

Both Gumuchian  and McGillivray  also credit MacDonald for his great leadership: “Shawn really  laid down 
a strong foundation  for us  to expand on. I wouldn’t be the writer  I was today if  it was not for  his lessons,” 
says Gumuchian. Similarly, McGillivray  calls him “a fantastic mentor,”  adding that, “he’s someone that  I 
really  look up to in terms of having a theatrical  career  because he doesn’t limit himself  as an artist. He has 
helped solidify  a lot of  my ideas about why art is important, and encouraged me to continue writing about 



what I’m  passionate about, which  is to combine self-help and self-expression, to fearlessly confront 
darkness onstage.”

McGillivray  explains how her  different artistic disciplines  have integrated: “All  my  education at Capilano 
and my education in LEAP support one another. It  all  comes back to storytelling: what is the story  you 
want to tell  and how can  you  best tell  that story. The more I study with  Shawn, the more I understand the 
structure of storytelling, why people tell stories, and what I have to say as an artist.”

McGillivray  and Gumuchian both admit that the knowledge and exposure they earned participating in 
LEAP have helped set them  on paths to careers in  the arts. McGillivray  won  first  place in last year’s 
IGNITE! Youth Theatre Festival  Playwriting Contest with  the play  she wrote last year in  level two, 
meaning her  play  is being staged at part of this year’s IGNITE! Festival  at the Cultch in  May. She is excited 
to pursue other similar  competitive opportunities, as well  as touring her plays on  the Fringe Festival 
Circuit. “LEAP  is how I came to the decision  that I wanted to pursue theatre,”  she says. As for  Gumuchian: 
“Now I know my dream  is to become a writer  and entertainer. Next year I’ll  be heading  down to Southern 
California  to major in  screenwriting.” She credits the Arts Club’s program for giving her that drive: “LEAP 
solidified my dreams as a writer.”

The highlight of the LEAP experience is  the opportunity  for the student playwrights  to have their work 
read in front of an audience by  professional actors on the Arts Club’s Revue Stage. “The whole experience 
of watching  my play  was exhilarating,”  Gumuchian says. “It was also a rare gift to hear the audience’s 
immediate feedback.” McGillivray agrees: “It’s  exhilarating to hear an audience respond favourably to 
your writing. It’s informative, too. You can hear what’s working  and what’s not, based on the audience’s 
reactions. I’m nervous and also really excited.”

The LEAP public readings take place at 7 p.m. on  Mar. 31 (level one), Apr. 4 (level two), and Apr. 14 (level 
three), at the Arts Club Revue Stage on Granville Island. Admission is free to the public.


