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“          I hate 
my f***ing 
wrinkles,” she 
laughs, “and 
I would never 
do a thing to 
change them”
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It all started, as so many 
good ideas do, with two women hav-
ing lunch. They were both success-
ful women, with much important 
work behind them. What interest-
ed them as they sat down to lunch, 
however, was the important work 
that lay ahead. 

One of the women, Cynthia Dale, 
is an actress. The other, Sally Catto, 
is the head of programming at 
CBC. One had worked as a lawyer; 
the other had played one on TV. 
They talked about all the things: 
books and life and art, the reboot of 
Dynasty, why there are so few good 
roles for actresses who are on the 
other side of 30. They talked about 
the role that Dale had played on TV 
so successfully for six years: lawyer 
Olivia Novak on the hit CBC drama 
Street Legal. Then they walked away 
from lunch happy, and Cynthia Dale 
didn’t think much about it again.

But the thought of Olivia Novak 
lingered in Sally Catto’s mind. 
Olivia – ambitious, sexy, combat-
ive – had sent shockwaves through 

staid early ’90s television. What 
would it be like to bring her back? 
What would she be like, 30 years 
later, in the era of #TimesUp and a 
dynamic new Toronto? What would 
she be like, most importantly, in the 
hands of the actress who herself 
had grown and changed, been up 
and down over the same three dec-
ades? After floating the idea of re-
booting Street Legal with colleagues 
at the CBC, Catto sent an email to 
Cynthia Dale saying (and here I 
paraphrase): let’s do this thing.

“It was such a shock,” says Dale, 
perched on an armchair after a 
photo shoot in a west-end Toronto 
studio. “Once I got over the shock 
and the fear and the realization that 
I should have moisturized more in 
the last 30 years and had one less 
bottle of wine – or 400 less bottles 
– I thought, okay. Why not? I’m old. 
What else am I going to do?”

We will get to all this – the mois-
turizing, the fear, the being “old” 
– but the first thing you need to 
know is that Cynthia Dale said yes. 

And that Olivia Novak is back on 
Canadian television screens this 
spring in a six-part series (longer if 
Street Legal is a success with view-
ers and gets renewed). 

It is hard to avoid the parallels be-
tween fictional Olivia and real-life 
Cynthia: they are both women at the 
prime of their lives in a world that 
does not necessarily value women in 
their prime; they are bold and out-
spoken; they have known failure; 
they have climbed back up. 

When we meet Olivia in the first 
episode of the new Street Legal, her 
career at a high-powered Toronto 
law firm has just imploded, and 
she’s forced to team up with a group 
of young, street-smart, somewhat 
disdainful lawyers. When I first 
meet Cynthia Dale, she’s dancing 
in heels and a leather dress for the 
photographer’s camera. She start-
ed out as dancer, decades ago, and 
she’s one today, even if most of her 
dancing happens off stage for her 
own pleasure. When I watch her, 
I don’t think middle-aged or  

The reboot of Street Legal brings Cynthia Dale  
back to TV representing women who “own it” in this  
new age of gender politics and female empowerment   

By Elizabeth Renzetti  Photographed by Gabor Jurina
Creative direction & styling by George Antonopoulos
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moisturizer or any of the other 
manufactured crises that adver-
tisers sell to women in their 50s. I 
think, Wow.

Later on, Dale has changed into 
her own clothes – including a moss-
green velvet skirt and a pair of very 
enviable grey suede ankle boots. 
One of the photographer’s assist-
ants brings her the wedding rings 

she’d taken off for the shoot, and she 
accepts them with a gush of grati-
tude (her second marriage, to CBC 
journalist Peter Mansbridge, took 
place in Prince Edward Island in 
1998). She’s been grooving in front 
of the camera for a couple of hours, 
and her face is flushed, expres-
sive and mobile. In other words, it 
moves as nature intended. This is a 

particular point of pride.
“We were talking about the look of 

the show, and I was like,” Dale says, 
drawing a square around her face, 
framing it, “this is me and that’s 
what it’s going to be. I’m not fixing 
it. As long as you guys are okay with 
it, then it’ll work.”

What she’s saying is that, at 58, she 
has the face of a beautiful 58-year-

old. She’s not interested in 
having the face of some-
one younger, which has be-
come the standard on tele-
vision and movie screens: 
the waxen, plastic, im-
mobile look that is the 
chilling norm for actress-
es as soon as their first 
crow’s feet appear. This 
“just me” stance is one 
that a few actresses like 
Frances McDormand have 
embraced but, in an era of 
high-definition screens, 
it’s sadly still quite radical.

Dale points out that 
she dyes her hair, so she’s 
hardly a purist, and she 
has no problem with the 
choices that other women 
make; they’re just not for 
her. “I hate my f***ing 
wrinkles,” she laughs, “and 
I would never do a thing to  
change them.”

If you ask Sally Catto, 
the actress has nothing to 
worry about: “She looks 
fantastic, and her per-
formance is fantastic.” The 
CBC executive is firmly in 
favour of performers em-
bracing their aging infra-

structures, flaws and all: “It’s in-
cumbent on the networks to be 
supporting that and pushing for it, 
and equally you want your produ-
cers and your actors to say, ‘Yeah, 
I’m going to go there because it’s 
honest and authentic and gorgeous 
and beautiful.’”

Dale came on board Street Legal 
for the first time in 1988. She’d 

been performing in the hit im-
mersive play Tamara on Broadway 
when she was cast as Olivia, a driv-
en, resourceful and sexually em-
powered young lawyer. A line in the 
first script described Olivia thus: 
“Her only crime is that she doesn’t 
give a damn.” Or if you’d prefer the 
sexist lens of the time, here is a de-
scription of the character from the 
Globe and Mail in 1989: “A super-
bitch partner who is the best argu-
ment for misogyny since Alexis 
Carrington Colby hit the airwaves.”

Not surprisingly, Dale didn’t like 
the b-word then, and she doesn’t 
like it now. “Other people called 
her a bitch, not me. She was full of 
moxie, she was brazen and bold and 
she was aggressive. She was sexual. 
She was opinionated.” 

The new series, which was shot in 
Montreal but is set in a street-front 
office in Toronto’s Parkdale neigh-
bourhood, unfolds against the back-
drop of the opioid crisis. Olivia’s ca-
reer is in crisis, and she teams up 
with a scrappy young firm to launch 
a class-action suit against a phar-
maceutical company.

In the intervening years, Dale 
says, her character has become 
“older and wiser. She’s just as tough 
and aggressive, though.” To get a 
sense of what life is like for a con-
temporary lawyer working on high-
profile cases, she consulted a group 
of female attorneys, including 
Marie Henein, best known for de-
fending Jian Ghomeshi on sexual 
assault charges in 2016. 

What did she learn from those 
women? Dale smiles, a small, imp-
ish smile. “One of the greatest 
things somebody said to me was, 
‘You know all that shit about women 
not liking each other or fighting or  
bitchiness? It just doesn’t happen. 
We’re like comrades. That doesn’t 
mean I’m not going to fight you in 
court. That doesn’t mean I’m not go-
ing to do everything in my power to 
win the case. But we walk out of 
there and we go for a drink.’”
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As a producer on the show, Dale 
wanted to explore all of these com-
plexities. Eric Peterson, the veter-
an Canadian actor who met Dale 30 
years ago when she joined the cast 
of Street Legal, had a chance to re-
connect with her when he reprised 
his role as firebrand lawyer-turned-
judge Leon Robinovitch for two epi-
sodes in the new show. “She’s been 
one of the driving forces in this re-
boot,” he says. “For me, there’s the 
aspect of having seen Cynthia at 
that early stage in her career and 
now seeing her maturity and growth 
– not just as an actress but as a hu-
man being. She’s a mother, she’s 
done all that work at Stratford. Her 
passion and energy are really won-
derful to see.”

Stratford is close to Dale’s heart, 
personally and professionally. She 
and Mansbridge have a home there, 
as well as one in Toronto (their 
19-year-old son, Will, lives on his 
own). For years, Dale was one of 
the stars of the Stratford Festival, 
a favourite and protege of its then- 
director, the late Richard Monette. 
For 10 years beginning in 1997, Dale 
sang and danced in many of the fes-
tival’s marquee musicals, including 
Camelot, My Fair Lady and South 
Pacific. When Monette retired as 
artistic director in 2007, Dale found 
herself in exile. 

For five years, she was absent 
from Stratford’s stage, until Des 
McAnuff, who was then Stratford’s 
artistic director, asked her to come 
back and star in 42nd Street: not as 
the bright-eyed ingenue Peggy but 
in the smaller – but far more inter-
esting – role of the cynical, been-
around-the-block actress Dorothy 
Brock. The forced absence from 
Stratford hurt, but it also healed.

“There’s no doubt it was hard,” 
she says. “It was heartbreaking. 
It was devastating for a time. And 
it was the best thing that could’ve 
happened to me.” She finally had 
the time to travel with her family, 
to act in different projects and 
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to not feel the burden of hundreds 
of high kicks doing eight shows a 
week. She leans forward for empha-
sis and says, “Stratford was the best 
place to work. And I’m really glad 
I’m not there.”

 Stratford was never her only pro-
fessional home. For more than five 
decades, the little girl born Cynthia 
Ciurluini – she’s never official-
ly changed her name – has been at 
home on various stages, whether on 
Broadway, in a one-woman autobio-

graphical show or even “in a frick-
in’ barn.” (That would be the lead 
role in Sweet Charity, performed 
in Jackson’s Point, Ont.)

She was performance-mad from 
an early age, encouraged along 
with her actress sister, Jennifer, 
by their mother. “My Italian fath-
er was like, ‘What the hell?’ But 
my mom was a bit of a Mama Rose, 
took the kids to everything.” One 
of those things was an audition for 
the musical Finian’s Rainbow at the 
Royal Alexandra theatre in Toronto. 

Dale was cast, at age five, alongside 
another future star, jazz great Molly 
Johnson. She remembers noticing 
from the stage how cute the drum-
mer in the orchestra pit was.

By the time she was 10, she had a 
new stage name – Dale – and more 
than 50 commercials to her name. 
She was a fixture on CBC shows  
like The Wayne & Shuster Show and 
The Tommy Hunter Show. Which 
was great for her resumé but not so 
wonderful for her social life back at 

school in Etobicoke. 
“I was a weird kid,” she says. “I was 

bullied and made fun of in grade 
school, and it was a horrendous 
time for me. But in the industry, it 
was fantastic.”

Through it all, she had the sup-
port of her mother, who did not find  
her daughter’s ambition weird. 
Barbara Ciurluini died in 2017 
at the age of 84. Anyone who has  
lost a parent will understand when 
Dale says, “It’s been more than a 
year, but it’s yesterday actually.” 

Dale has been writing a bit of non-
fiction since then – “When moth-
ers die, it pushes everything to the 
forefront” – to accompany her other 
hobbies, painting and reading. 
Although saying reading is a hobby 
for her might be a bit of an under-
statement. It’s more of a vocation. 
A civic duty. She reads everything – 
novels and non-fiction, newspapers 
and magazines.

“People ask, ‘What’s your win-
ter sport?’ and I say mine is read-
ing,” Dale says with a laugh but then 
grows serious and passionate when 
the subject turns to current events 
and the abysmal thumping that fac-
tual news is taking these days. 

“I think it’s your job now to be in-
formed. There is no more time to 
stick your head in the sand and to 
not believe facts.” She points her 
finger for emphasis. “Facts. We’re 
in really scary times, and there’s no 
more time for coasting or not want-
ing to know the truth about stuff.”

She takes a deep breath and laughs 
again. “Maybe this is why people say 
I’m too opinionated.” But I think 
she knows the very opposite is true. 
There is no such thing as being too 
opinionated; if anything, the world 
needs to hear more from women 
who have been through it all and 
who aren’t ready to give up because 
they have a lot more to give. 

That would describe Olivia “whose 
only crime is that she doesn’t give 
a damn” and also the woman who 
portrays her, who swallowed her 
fears to step back into Olivia’s 
shoes. When Cynthia Dale says she 
doesn’t want to be quiet or invis-
ible, she’s speaking for a great many 
women of her age who are feeling 
the same freedom. A slightly terri-
fying, mostly exhilarating freedom. 
“Buckle up your seatbelts, honey,” 
she says. “The world is changing. 
And the people who aren’t ready 
have to step aside. We are evolving 
and we’re stepping into all our wrin-
kles and complexities and voice. We 
know our power now.” 
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