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INFINITHÉÂTRE’S MANDATE 
 

REFLECTING AND EXPLORING LIFE 
IN 21ST-CENTURY MONTRÉAL 

 
Infinithéâtre’s mission is to develop, produce and broker new Québec theatre to 
ever-widening audiences. We are dedicated to staging theatre that is as entertaining 
as it is relevant. We believe that live theatre is an essential part of our society’s 
democratic discourse and that great theatre speaks to and about its own 
community. 
Great theatre begins with great writing. We challenge writers from other media—
journalists, poets, and novelists—to write for the stage. We seek out innovative 
Québec plays, playwrights, and new theatrical styles. In addition, we tackle and 
adapt classic plays when the themes and characters are relevant. 
 
Anglophone artistic expression is Infinithéâtre's mother tongue. However, as life 
in the great creative crucible of Montréal is primarily conducted in French, 
inevitably some of our work is bilingual, even multilingual. Language, and the 
paradox of creating in English in Québec, a linguistic minority within a linguistic 
minority, helps shape our identity and fuels our creative work. 
 
With our unique record of longevity and achievement as an independent 
Anglophone theatre company in Montréal, we play a leadership role in the relève 
of Québécois theatre in English. With the digital screens of our wired universe 
dominating the mindset and quality of contemporary life, we strive to celebrate live 
human connection. We believe it is especially important to ensure a younger 
generation of theatregoers has a chance to celebrate community and collectivity 
through the experience of live theatre. 
 

INFINITE VISION ∞ INFINITE POSSIBILITIES 
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Playwright's Notes 
Conversion pushed itself onto the page each time I sat down to write a completely different play. 
There was no Abi or Al in that play, but when I started typing, Abi and Al started talking. That 
sounds trite, I know, but it’s true. I thought I’d let them go on for a bit until they fell off the page 
so I could write the other play. But Abi’s parents showed up, and I liked how awful and funny 
and damaged Mary was, and how ineffectual but kind Joe was, so I let them talk, too. And then I 
forgot about the other play.  
 
What started emerging were things I’d been thinking about, particularly in terms of lines we 
might have in ourselves when it comes to other identity groups, lines we might think we don’t 
have. Mary’s lines—about race, religion and gender—are in our faces. They’re offensive and she 
makes no attempts to hide them, though she does often display them with humour. I’m guessing 
people will feel uncomfortable laughing as she says horrible things. I felt uncomfortable 
laughing while I wrote her saying those horrible things. I don’t know what to make of that except 
that I’m guessing we can find something horrific and funny at the same time. The lines of the 
others aren’t so clear—to them or to us. Those are the ones I’m probably most interested in.  
 
The play was part of Infinithéâtre’s 2016 Pipeline series and seemed to stimulate a lot of 
audience response. A couple of people told me they hated it. Others said they thought it was the 
best thing I’d written. This all confused me, but it also made me think there were nerves being 
touched, which is probably a good thing. Diana Fajrajsl read Mary and was in my mind the 
moment Mary showed up on the page. This isn’t because Diana is anything like Mary; it’s 
because Diana is a phenomenally-talented actor and Mary is a mouthful. I wanted to see Diana 
take her on and am thrilled she agreed to join the production. Mike Payette has also stayed with 
the play since the reading and was another actor I very much wanted. The subtlety and 
thoughtfulness he brings to Al has helped me enormously in the rewrites and has made the play 
stronger in crucially important ways. Denise Watt’s layered Abi makes me feel for the character 
in a way I’m not sure I did before. And Timothy Hine as the broken, philandering Joe is 
heartbreaking.  
 
Director Guy Sprung’s attention to the play’s more subtle observations, which could easily get 
lost in the broader strokes, makes me happy, and working with him has been, once again, 
professionally rewarding. Kate Hagemeyer’s stage management and overall vision comforts me 
in ways she cannot know. Add onto all of this Emily Soussana’s set, Andrew Scriver’s lighting 
and Devon Bate’s sound and I am a profoundly lucky playwright.   
 
I hope you enjoy the show.  
 
Alyson Grant 
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Play Synopsis 
 

In a Nutshell 
 
Abi and Al, a mixed-race couple, host Abi’s parents, Joseph and Mary, 
for what is supposed to be a straightforward celebratory supper. Familiar 
patter and patterns quickly devolve into a collision course of identities—
among them race, class, gender and religion.  
This is the night that long-held secrets explode, beliefs are shattered, and 
the bonds of love and blood get twisted and tested.  
 

Questions 
 

1)  If you had to describe Conversion in a few words, what would 
you call it? A tragedy? A melodrama? A family dinner gone wrong? 
Why?   
2)  Do you think the play offers a generally upbeat view of human 
nature? Is it pessimistic about people’s capacity for prejudice? Or 
does the truth lie somewhere in between?   

3)  Did you enjoy the play? Why or why not?   
4)  Did you find any elements of the play offensive? Why or why 
not?   
5)  Thinking about the play, what light, if any, does it shed on your 
own life? What broader truths, if any, does it offer us about human 
experience?   

6)  Does this play offer a moral to its story? If so, what is it?   
7)  How did you feel about the play walking out of the theatre? Do 
you think the play ends happily or not?  
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Character Description 
Conversion by Alyson Grant features four characters: 
 
Abi, a surgeon, married to Al. She has recently been promoted to head 
of her department, and carries a lot of tension about her parents’ strained 
relationship. 
Al, Abi’s husband, black, a community worker at a Muslim-based 
centre. It’s implied he comes from a well-off family. 
Mary, Abi’s alcoholic and bigoted mother. Raised in poor and abusive 
environments, marrying Joe was her attempt at a better life.  
Joseph, Abi’s British father. Also a surgeon, Abi feels closer to him 
than to Mary, in spite of his many infidelities. 
 

1) Do you identify with any particular character? Which one? 
Why?   

2)  Are any of the characters unredeemable? Do any of them do or 
say anything that might cast doubt on that assessment? What do 
you think their assessment of themselves is? Do you agree with it?  

3)  Think of a moment when a character behaves badly. Do you 
feel they are justified in this behaviour? Why or why not?   

4)  After seeing Conversion, do you have any thoughts about what 
it means to be honest?   

5)  Do you believe any of the characters are behaving hurtfully? If 
so, at what particular moments?   

6)  What are the implications of their behaviour? Do you agree 
with any of their choices to keep secrets from each other? What do 
you think motivates each of them to act in such a way?  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Identity: Race 
 

1) What ideas does Mary hold about black people? Where do you 
think she got those ideas from? 

 
2) Abi says about Mary: 

 
But okay, let’s say it’s so deep in her 
she can’t even see it. Let’s say it’s not 
the two per cent of anyone’s brain that 
is conscious. Let’s say that. The other 
98 per cent of my mother’s brain is 100 
per cent racist.  

(p.7)  
Do you think that she’s right? Why or why not? 

 
3) Do you think it’s possible to be a self-aware racist? Why or why 

not?  
 

4) Al is repeatedly made aware of his blackness by Abi, Mary, and 
Joseph. Do you feel they ever acknowledge their own whiteness? 

 
5) How do Abi and her parents reinforce racial stereotypes? How do 

they debunk them? 
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Identity: Religion 
 
1) Abi’s parents are named Joseph and Mary. Why do you think 

the author chose the names of a classic Christian couple? What 
symbolism do you think the names hold for their relationship 
and for Abi? 

 
2) Jewish identity can be claimed through ancestry 

(matrilineal/mother’s side) or by conversion. With that in mind, 
are Abi, Joseph, or Mary Jewish? Are they “good Jews”? Why 
or why not? 

 
3) Mary keeps referring to Islam as a religion of destruction, 

infidelity, and overall cruelty. Where do you think she got those 
ideas from? 

 
4) A topic of contention is what religion Abi and Al would openly 

practice when raising their children. If each parent believes in a 
different faith, is it fair to only offer one option to a child? 
Should the children be given the option to choose their faith, or 
have their parents instruct them how to believe? What would 
you do in that situation? 

 
5) How much do you think each character’s faith informs their 

character? How does it effect how you see yourself, the world, 
and others? 

 
6) Mary reinforces her Jewishness throughout the play, only to be 

made a joke by Joseph’s family. 
 

Yes, you memorized the Yiddish dictionary 
but that never made you a real Jew in her 
eyes. You were just lost and pathetic and 
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looking for something to hold onto. 
(p. 63) 

 
Do you feel “looking for something to hold onto” is a valid 
reason to believe? Why or why not? 

 
7) Al quotes from the Qu’ran close to the end of the play: 
 

And we created you into different nations 
and different tribes so that you may get 
to know one another. 

(p.71) 
a) What do you interpret this quote to mean? 
b) How does this quote reflect the overall theme of the play? 
c) What does this quote tell us about Al as a person? 
d) Does this explain why he’s determined to see goodness 
somewhere in Mary’s anger and prejudice? Why or why not? 
e) Do you feel anyone in the play really wants to get to know one 
another? Why or why not? 

 
8) In Judaism, the actions of lashon hara (cruel speech) and 

hotzaat shem ra (defamation/slander) are considered grave sins. 
How does this place Mary, Abi, and Joseph? 
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Identity: Class 
 

[P]overty is in the DNA, friends, and any 
movement out of it is to some degree 
performance. So don’t doubt that every 
blade of grass on that lawn is rooted in 
insecurity, insecurity that someone will 
come a little too close and smell the 
lack of protein from those early years, 
see the telltale dental work, things none 
of you have ever had to worry about. 

 (p. 54) 
 

1) Mary describes social mobility as “performance”. What kind of 
performance would you describe that as? Can you give some 
examples of what you think it means to perform wealth? Does 
Mary “perform” wealth well? Why or why not? 

 
2) Poverty does, in fact shape DNA and mental health. A 2016 

study showed that the effects of poverty on the “fight or flight” 
response can imply future anxiety and depression. Similar to 
this are high ACE scores (Adverse Childhood Experiences, 
TED Talk here), which deal with abuse, neglect and trauma. 
Mary’s background is half-mentioned as being riddled with both 
poverty and traumatic experiences. Does this partly explain why 
she acts the way she does?  

 
 
 
 
 

3) Al’s background is mentioned as fairly wealthy, and Abi insists 
Mary sees “more green than black” (p. 7) in regard to Al and his 
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family. How do you think Al would be viewed by Abi, Mary 
and Joseph if he came from a poorer, less-prestigious 
background? Do you think he and Abi still would have gotten 
together? Is Al as ignorant of his class privilege as Abi insists, 
or is there something else there? 

 
4) Abi comments on Mary’s persona and background: 

 
Can take the girl out of the slum but 
can’t take the slum out of the girl? 

(p. 38) 
 

What can be said about Abi’s unconscious bias (classism)?  
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Identity: Gender 
 

1) Along with his noted skill in cooking, Al is a community 
worker, after dropping out of med school and walking away 
from practicing law. Society generally treats medical and legal 
professions as higher-status, and codes lower-status professions 
like caretaking and community-based work as “feminine”. How 
do Al’s profession and caretaking in his personal life impact the 
way Abi relates to him? 

 
2) Mary victim-blames herself for having been raped when 

younger. Where do you think she was taught that? 
 

3) Mary clings to two rigid and intertwined gender roles about 
men: That they a) cannot control themselves sexually, and b) 
they can and will cheat on their partners. Are these fair 
generalizations to make about men? How do they hurt the 
people they generalize about? Why do you think Mary adopted 
these beliefs? 

 
4) Abi, Joseph, and Mary make comments at various points calling 

Al’s masculinity or manhood into question. What do you think 
prompts them to do so? Are they genuinely questioning, or is 
this a power play for them? 

 
5) Al clearly states at the end that even if he does struggle with the 

pressures of gender roles, he’s trying to unlearn things and be a 
better person for it. Does this make him more confident in his 
identity as a man than others give him credit for? Does this 
imply Abi might see herself as less of a woman in comparison? 
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Honesty 
 

1) The Latin phrase in vino veritas means “in wine there is truth”. 
a) Do you agree? Why or why not? 
b) Do you feel this phrase applies to Mary? 
c) Do you think Mary would have said or done the same things 

were she sober? 
d) Al remains sober throughout the play. According to Abi, he 

also initially thinks Mary could be someone kinder without 
the influence of alcohol. What are your thoughts on this? 

 
2) Al and Abi both keep secrets from each other. If a relationship 

needs to be based on trust, what does that say of their 
relationship? Do you think their relationship can be saved? Why 
or why not? 

 
3) Joseph and Mary reveal that their marriage is not love-based at 

all, but a pact based on covering up a secret. How does this 
change the way you perceive their relationship? 

 
4) Abi learns that she’s not related to her parents. Do you think she 

still will consider them family? Is there really a difference 
between biological family and chosen family, or is it a matter of 
dealing with whoever you’re with? 

 
5) Joseph has cheated on Mary throughout their marriage. Who do 

you think was more hurt by this, and why?  
 
 
 
 

6) Mary learns that the true nature of the crystal vase only after it’s 
shattered. How does the vase serve as a metaphor for the play? 



Conversion	by	Alyson	Grant	–	Infinithéâtre	Study	Guide	
	

	 14	

Are all the characters “walking on broken glass” (p. 32) with 
each other by the end of the play, or were they always doing 
that with one another? Discuss. 

 
7) If relationships work best when people are honest, how would 

you describe the states of the relationships between each of the 
characters? Are any of the relationships secure? 
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True or False? 
 

1) AL: Maybe you’re just with me to act out 
against your mother.	

(p. 7) 
 

2) MARY: Everyone’s so sensitive, finding 
offence in the slightest bit of teasing ...	

(p. 29) 
● Is Mary really teasing? 	
● Where is the line drawn between humour and insult?	

 
3) JOSEPH: Marriage is complicated[.]	

(p. 34) 
● Does it really have to be?	
● Is Joseph speaking about marriage in general, or just about 

his own?	
 
4) MARY: One way or another he will blindside 
you—if he hasn’t already.	

(p. 45) 
 
5) JOSEPH: She is! She is mine. You’re mine, 
Abi. In love if not in blood.	

(p. 51) 
 
6) ABI: You say you’re my real father and that 
blood doesn’t matter but that I’m a real 
Jew because of my blood?	

(p.53) 
 
7) AL: I won’t become anyone. It’s who I am, 
who I’ve always been. It’s let me see that.	
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(p. 57) 
● What is the difference between "becoming" and being more 

fully yourself?	
 
8) ABI: I don’t know ... who we ... who any of 
us ... are. 	

(p. 59) 
● Do you think the characters in this play know who they are?	
● Are they comfortable in who they are? Discuss.	

 
9) AL: I’m saying we all have bias lurking and 
it comes out in surprising ways. 	

 (p. 70) 
● What lurking biases might you have? How can you work to 

unlearn them?	
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Terms, Phrases, References 
 

Albee (p. 34)  
Edward Albee, American playwright best known for plays that increase 
conflict and aggression between the characters involved 
 
The Brothers Karamazov (p. 14)  
Fyodor Dostoyevsky's final novel, which follows a turbulent family 
 
Bissel (p. 33)  
Yiddish term for "a little bit" 
 
Bubbe (p. 16)  
Yiddish term for grandmother 
 
Bubbelah (p. 52)  
Yiddish term of endearment for "baby" 
 
"Celebrate good times, come on!"(p. 15) 
A verse from the Kool & the Gang song "Celebration" 
 
Chutzpah (p. 61)  
Yiddish term for "guts" or "moxie" 
 
Fercockt (p. 55)  
Yiddish term for "messed-up" 
 
Gloria Steinem (p. 20)  
Writer and activist best known for her work as a second-wave feminist 
(late 1960s-1970s) 
 
 
Goy (p. 36)  
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A non-Jewish person, usually a man 
 
Harem (p. 24)  
Arabic term for women-only spaces in the home 
 
Kishka (p. 50)  
Yiddish term for "gut", also refers to a type of sausage 
 
Leda to his swan (p. 47)  
Leda, according to Greek mythology, was pursued and seduced/raped by 
Zeus when he appeared to her in the form of a swan 
 
Mazel tov (p.16) 
Yiddish phrase meaning "congratulations" (literal translation: "good 
luck") 
 
Mishegas (p. 18)  
Yiddish term for "craziness" 
 
Muhammad Ali (p. 60)  
Formerly known as Cassius Clay, a black professional boxer who 
converted to Islam 
 
Oncology (p. 9)  
A branch of medicine that deals with the prevention, diagnosis, and 
treatment of cancer 
 
Polygamy/polygyny (p. 23)  
Having more than one female partner 
 
Robert Parker (p.14) 
An American wine critic 
 
Shiksa (p. 43)  
A non-Jewish woman 
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Socrates/Poison hemlock (p. 22)  
Socrates was an ancient Greek philosopher who argued by asking 
questions until his opponent couldn't argue their case. He died by 
voluntarily drinking poison hemlock. 
 
Stultifying (p. 48)  
Suppressing 
 
Verboten (p. 55)  
Forbidden 
 
Waterford (p. 2)  
Luxury crystal brand from Ireland 
 
Zayde (p. 17)  
Yiddish term for grandfather 
 
Zsa Zsa Gabor (p.19)  
A Hungarian-American actress with a curvy figure who later put on a lot 
of weight. 
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Conversion Creative Team 
 

Artistic Director: Guy Sprung 
Playwright: Alyson Grant 

Director: Guy Sprung 
 
 

Cast 
Diana Fajrasl as Mary 

Timothy Hine as Joseph 
Mike Payette as Al 
Denise Watt as Abi 

 
 

Production Team 
Stage Manager: Kate Hagemeyer 

Apprentice Stage Manager: Emlyn van Bruinswaardt 
Lighting Designer, Production Manager and  

Technical Director: Andrew Scriver 
Sound Designer: Devon Bate 

Set and Costume Designer: Emily Soussana 
Assistant Technical Director: Michael Tonus 
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What’s Next? 
Fight On!  

written and directed by Guy Sprung 

From April 10th 2018 to April 22nd 2018 

In mentorship with 4D Art (Cité Mémoire) and with additional sardonic, ironic and iconic 
commentary by Drew Hayden Taylor (Ojibway, Curve Lake) to be added during the 

performance. 

 

Workshop Performances in English, French, and Cree 
 

Francis Jeffery Dickens arrives in Canada in 1874 with all the prejudices and presumptions of a 
white colonist/settler. After serving 11 years as a member of the North West Mounted Police, 
horrified by the mendacity and theft that robbed the Indigenous Peoples of their lands, Francis 

learns to respect the traditions and wisdom of First Nations culture and begins to understand the 
urgent need to live in harmony with Mother Nature. 
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THANK YOU 
for taking part in the Action Infini Program! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Action Infini program makes theatre accessible, affordable and engaging. Student tickets are only 
$12 per student ($13.80 tax included) and educators are invited to attend free of charge. We are happy to 

help accommodate your scheduling needs by staging extra matinee performances upon request. 
 

If you are interested in bringing your classes to new, cutting-edge theatre in Montréal, please contact us. 
Infinithéâtre will foster a love of culture in your students and get them talking about current events, 

social issues, and literature like never before! For more information about the Action Infini program or to 
reserve, please contact the box office at box-office@infinitheatre.com or by phone at 514-987-1774 

ext.104 
 

WHAT TEACHERS HAVE SAID ABOUT THE PROGRAM   
“When my students see how you transform what was once a swimming pool, The Bain- 
St-Michel, their imaginations soar.”   
“This experience is an invaluable part of a student’s CEGEP semester.”   
“The play, its relevance to modern society, and the performance of the actors was 
excellent!” 

 
WHAT STUDENTS HAVE SAID ABOUT THE PROGRAM   

“What I really enjoyed was all the questions that popped into my head during the play.”  
“I don’t know how the actors did it, but I truly felt the emotions, the fears... I could.” 
 

We look forward to seeing you again soon!  
- The Infinithéâtre Team 


