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EDGEWISE

by John Threlfall

When it comes to researching a new play, 
internationally celebrated University of 

Victoria playwright Joan MacLeod often takes 
inspiration from the headlines. 

From the murder of Victoria teenager Reena 
Virk to issues facing new immigrants and 
the importance of righting historical wrongs, 
MacLeod’s plays are universally acclaimed 
for their ability to present realistic characters 
grappling with key emotional situations.  

When her latest play, The Valley, makes its 
BC premiere at the Belfry Theatre in February, 
audiences will find themselves catapulted into 
a head-on collision between two of the defin-
ing issues of our time—law enforcement and 
mental illness. 

MacLeod says she was inspired by the case of 
Polish immigrant Robert Dziekański, who died 
as a result of RCMP tasering at the Vancouver 
airport in 2007. But rather than focus on that 
one situation, she decided instead to look at 
the pressures that may have caused the RCMP’s 
controversial response. 

“I started thinking about an altercation 

between a police officer and a person in distress,” 
she says. “As I did more research, I became 
really interested in that intersection between 
the mentally ill and the police, who are often 
front-line workers with the mentally ill—and 
not necessarily by choice.” 

While the psychotic breakdown of an 
18-year-old university student on Vancouver’s 
SkyTrain may be the spark that ignites the 
play’s dramatic powder keg, the heart of 
The Valley is how two families— both the 
boy’s and the police officer’s—each battle 
depression. 

“There’s an assumption that it’s going to be 
about police brutality, but at the end of the day, 
this is a play about the ‘everydayness’ of mental 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poland

