STUDY GUIDE FOR WOMEN OF THE FUR TRADE

THIS STUDY GUIDE WAS CREATED FOR THE NATIONAL ARTS CENTRE INDIGENOUS THEATRE
PRODUCTION OF THIS SHOW, WHICH HAS BEEN REVIVED AT WESTERN CANADA THEATRE

My name is Laura Michel, and | am a member of
the Adams Lake Band in Secwepemculecw. It is
my honour to welcome you to this study guide for
Women of the Fur Trade by Frances Konc¢an.

=ﬂ OCT 09 TO 19, 2025
BREAKING SAGEBRUSH THEATRE

This production is being shared on the unceded,
ancestral, and continually cared-for lands of the
OF THE Secwepemc people, within the territory of the
Tur ade Tkemlups te Secwépemc. | acknowledge with
respect and gratitude the generations of
Secwepemc peoples who have cared for this land
and continue to do so today.

Women of the Fur Trade invites us to see history
through a fresh and irreverent lens. Set in a
trading fort on the shores of a “Reddish River” in
the 1800s, three women—Meétis, Ojibwe, and
European settler—sit sipping tea and reflect on
love, politics, power, and the stories that history
often overlooks. Through sharp wit, humour, and
a contemporary sensibility, Frances Konc¢an
reclaims the narrative, centering the voices of
women who have long been on the margins.

As you engage with this work, | invite you to
reflect on and honour the voices, histories, and
stories that are rooted here, and to consider the
importance of Indigenous perspectives within
theatre and beyond. Women of the Fur Trade
carries both humour and truth, reminding us of
the resilience of Indigenous women and the need
to acknowledge and celebrate their experiences.

Welcome to the story, and welcome to
A RECLAIMED HISTORY, OUT OF TIME Secwepemctﬂecw_

Kukwstsétsemc,
GASTNET  ICFIC TV, (@RHome Laura Michel
Indigenous Community Engagement Coordinator

Wayside
Western Canada Theatre

g SANDMAN

HOTEL GROUP

TICKETS FROM $25 AT 250.374.5483 | WCTLIVE.CA

INDIGENOUS COMMUNITY TICKETS AVAILABLEIFOR $15 wctlive.ca/transformation

y




Women of the Fur Trade
by Frances Koncan

N JA 4

‘\V/A*f'/"
mE

\

In association with Great Canadian Theatre Company (Ottawa)
and Native Earth Performing Arts (Toronto)

Presented in NAC Indigenous Theatre’s 2023-24 Season

Study Guide created by Alyssa Coghill



Synopsis

In eighteen hundred and something something, somewhere upon the banks of a Reddish River
in Treaty One Territory, three very different women with a preference for twenty-first century
slang sit in a fort sharing their views on life, love, and the hot nerd Louis Riel. This lively
historical satire of survival and cultural in- heritance shifts perspectives from the male gaze onto
women’s power in the past and present through the lens of the rapidly changing world of the
Canadian fur trade.

Land Acknowledgement

We would like to recognize the Anishinabe Algonquin Nation, on whose traditional unceded
territory the National Arts Centre is located. We gratefully acknowledge them as the past,
present and future stewards of this land.

Women of the Fur Trade was developed by Frances Koncan and first premiered in Toronto in the
traditional homelands of the Anishinabek, the Wendat, the Haudenosaunee and the
Mississaugas of the Credit. The fully realised play premiered in Winnipeg, Manitoba on Treaty 1
territory, which are the lands of the Anishinaabek, Cree, Oji-Cree, Dakota and Dene peoples,
and the National Homeland of the Red River Métis. We acknowledge the many nations of all
Indigenous peoples who worked on this project and their contributions to the spirit of this
production.

Grade Level
e Grade 7-12 Curriculum Connections
e NBE3U
Content Warnings o Al2,A1l3
e Colonial violence o C21,C23,C5.2
e Mentions of hanging e CHC2D
o B25,B2.6
Themes e (CGC1D
e Meétis history o D3.1,D35
e Colonisation e ADAIO
e Female friendships o B1.1,B2.1,B24
e The role of women in history



About the Playwrights

Frances Koncan is a Two-Spirit director, playwright, and actor of mixed Anishinaabe and Slovene
descent. Originally hailing from Couchiching First Nation, she now lives and works in Winnipeg,
Manitoba. Koncan is a winner of the REVEAL Indigenous Arts Award and the Winnipeg Arts
Council's 2017 RBC On the Rise Award. Women of the Fur Trade won the Toronto Fringe Festival
Best New Play award in 2018. Koncan is known for her use of humour to tackle the difficult
chapters of Indigenous history while also celebrating the wit, the pride, and the power of
Indigenous women.

Creator Q&A

What inspired your focus on this period of Indigenous history?

The fur trade is an important time in the history of Turtle Island and is a part of the school
curriculum in Manitoba. It was an era | had learned a lot about as a kid, but never engaged with
as an adult, until the creation of the annual Louis Riel Day (the equivalent of "Family Day" in
many other Provinces) in 2008. This political and cultural recognition of the importance of Louis
Riel in the creation of Manitoba sparked my curiosity about revisiting the history | had been
taught - and in doing so, discovered that I've been taught a lot of misinformation about both
Riel himself as well as the Fur Trade. Wanting to re-teach myself the true history, | began
obsessively reading anything | could find about that time period and came up against another
thing that made me curious: that all the letters and history documentation | was reading came
from the perspectives of men. Really, | just wanted to hear what the women were doing, and
what they thought. And since | couldn't find much, | thought I'd write about it myself.

When looking at information available about women in this period, were there any significant
roadblocks in your research? Did you find anything that surprised you?

The major roadblock was really what was also the catalyst for the play - there's not a lot of
documentation from the women's perspective. Those voices, when they are present, are
present within a framing of history from the perspective of men. | think this is true for many
things, though, and thankfully changing.

Did you have any concerns with tackling history through humour? How did you overcome
them?

| think the biggest concern in place when telling stories about real-life events is examining the
level of responsibility you have to truth. An initial idea for the play really was just telling a story
about Louis Riel and the Fur Trade - and as the play grew, and the tone shifted, it began moving
away from history and into a more anachronistic space where there was more freedom in terms
of humour. Additionally, because the play centres the voices of the women, who are in positions



of subordination and don't have any power of their own, those characters have access to
comedy as a tool and a weapon in a way that the male characters don't (they get to use real
weapons, instead).

What advice would you give young writers looking to integrate humour into their projects?

The biggest thing | learned while writing the play is that "being funny" isn't enough: comedy
really, really has to be motivated by character. It's really the characters who are funny, not the
writer.

The play’s three lead characters are diverse in their origin, beliefs, and opinions. What impact
do you hope this will have on the roles written for Indigenous and non-Indigenous women?

My interest in playwriting came from this lack of opportunities for Indigenous artists, and this
play was no different. And very often, stories about Indigenous people take a serious tone. My
hope for the impact of this play is to open up the perspectives on what Indigenous stories are
and how they are told, and to offer opportunities for Indigenous artists to set aside the weight
of those important but heavy stories, and just get to have a little bit of fun.

As a playwright, what excites you most about young folks watching your work?

I'm really excited that younger audiences understand memes. Sometimes there's no way to
explain something except through a meme, and they always get it. In general, these younger
audiences are the audiences of the future, and we're in conversation with them about what
kind of work we want to see and want to create over the next decades, and that's just a super
exciting place to be.



Glossary

Cultural terminology

e The Métis: The Métis are one of the three recognised Indigenous groups in Canada. The

Métis are a mixed-heritage group, whose parentage is traced to the unions of Indigenous
women and European fur traders. The Métis developed a distinct culture and language
in the Red River and surrounding plains areas.

The Fur Trade: From the early 17th to late 19th century, the demand for pelts pushed
European traders far into the western plains of North America. This process drove the
western expansion of settlements and the development of the Métis nation.

The Red River Colony: Officially established in 1807, though the area had been inhabited
by Indigenous peoples for centuries, the Red River Colony was a centre of trade for First
Nations, Métis, and European settlers in Rupert’s Land. It is located in what is now the
city of Winnipeg.

The Red River Resistance: Following the sale of Rupert’s Land by the Hudson’s Bay
Company to the newly established government of Canada, the Métis formed a
provisional government to protect their rights and land. Led by Louis Riel, the Red River
Resistance would introduce the document that would become the constitution of
Manitoba.

Historical figures

Louis Riel (1844-1885): Riel was established as a leader of the Métis during the Red River
Resistance of 1869. Riel is a founder of Manitoba. He was executed by the Canadian
government in 1885 after the Battle of Batoche during the North-West Resistance. His
execution was tied to the earlier death of Thomas Scott.

Thomas Scott (1840-1870): Scott was an Irish Protestant living in the Red River Colony
during the Red River Resistance who worked against the provisional government created
by Riel and the Métis. Scott was convicted of treason and executed on 4 March 1870.

Sir John A. MacDonald (1815-1891): MacDonald was the first prime minister of Canada.
As leader of the conservative party, he was criticized for his harsh actions against the
Meétis during the Red River Resistance at the time. His legacy has been reviewed by
modern historians due to his involvement in the suppression of Indigenous peoples,
theft of lands, and other harmful policies.

Theatre terminology

Satire: The use of irony, humour, and/or ridicule to criticise a person, group of people,
social convention, or political ideology.

Allusion: A reference to a cultural idea, expression, or other shared knowledge that is
not explained

For more information on the Métis nation, visit the Manitoba Métis Foundation’s website:
https://www.mmf.mb.ca/the-red-river-metis-la-nouvelle-nation



https://www.mmf.mb.ca/the-red-river-metis-la-nouvelle-nation

Pre-show Activities

Timeline of the Red River Rebellion (CHC2D) — 75 mins

In this activity, students use the classroom space to create a timeline of the Red River Rebellion.

Working in groups of 2-3, students should be given one spot on the timeline to research
and create a display for a gallery walk

The Canadian Encyclopedia page can be a good jumping-off point to organise the
timeline and identify important events and people:
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/red-river-rebellion

Students should consider:

o The time range of their section

o Important places and people

o Conflicts and agreements

o Path to the next event
This can be done digitally or using physical displays. When each group is finished, the full
timeline can be arranged around the classroom for easy reference.

The Manitoba Act (CHC2D/NBE3C) — 75 mins

In this activity, students will learn the basis of the Manitoba Act and its intended purpose
e Watch the Métis Minute on the Manitoba Act:

https://www.mmf.mb.ca/metis-minute/manitoba-day

Discuss with students:

o What was the original purpose of the Manitoba Act?

o How did that purpose change over time?

o Why did these changes have negative effects on Métis land rights?

o What is one action we can take to recognise the contributions of Métis people?
Divide students into pairs to read the Indigenous Peoples’ Atlas entry on the Métis Scrip
system: https://indigenouspeoplesatlasofcanada.ca/article/scrip/

In their pairs, students will use their prior knowledge and the new information to write a
summary paragraph together that answers the following thinking questions:

What was the scrip system?

How did it disadvantage Métis people?

How did it contradict the original purpose of the Manitoba Act?

O O O O

What is the legacy of the scrip system for Métis people?


https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/red-river-rebellion
https://www.mmf.mb.ca/metis-minute/manitoba-day
https://indigenouspeoplesatlasofcanada.ca/article/scrip/

Louis Riel Day — School Wide Project
Does your school celebrate Louis Riel Day? Consider some of the information provided by the
Meétis Nation of Ontario:
https://www.metisnation.org/culture-heritage/louis-riel-day/?doing_wp_cron=1689955543.83
55669975280761718750

e With students, develop a plan to commemorate November 16" or the third Monday in

February at your school
e You may consider:
o Anannouncement series on Métis history and culture
o Posters and bulletin board displays
o Inviting Métis community organisations to your school

Post-show Activities

Reflection Questions

o What were some of the satirical elements of the play? How did they contribute to the
overall narrative and themes?
Who was your favourite character? What appeal did they have for you?
Compare the male and female characters of this play; how were they similar/different?
What did this bring to the narrative?

e What parts of Métis history did you recognize?
What parts of Métis history did you not recognize? Will you research these for more
context?

e Compare how historical events are usually presented in history class to the world of the
play; what does the narrative have to say about this representation?

Métis Artist profile NBE3C/ADA10 (150 mins)
In this activity, students will research and develop an artist profile of a Métis artist and present
their findings to the class
e Depending on the course subject, students may be restricted to only visual artists and/or
writers based on teacher preference
e |n groups of 2-3, assign or allow students to chose, a Métis artist for their profile
e They should consider:
o The home community of the artist
o The influence of their culture on their work
o Their preferred medium, style, and/or genre
o Any significant contributions to their field
o Their most recognised works


https://www.metisnation.org/culture-heritage/louis-riel-day/?doing_wp_cron=1689955543.8355669975280761718750
https://www.metisnation.org/culture-heritage/louis-riel-day/?doing_wp_cron=1689955543.8355669975280761718750

e Student can also consider in their process how they evaluate appropriate sources, cite
information used, and attributed artworks/images to the appropriate source
e When completed, students should present their profiles to the class

Passage analysis (NBE3C) — 75 mins
In this activity, students will analyse the final passages of the play using the Louis Riel quotation
spoken at the end: “My people will sleep for one hundred years, but when they awake, it will be
the artists who give them their spirit back.”
e Students will find five images (preferably form Métis artists) to summarise what they
think the main theme of the play is
e Each student will create their own five image slideshow to present (without
commentary) to a small group of 3-4 peers. After each slideshow is presented, the
groups will discuss:
m  What was similar?
m  What was different?
m  Who had similar themes?
e Each group will then develop and share one thematic statement that links together the
ideas presented in each group member’s slides

EUGENIA: No matter what history calls [Riel], he shall never be
forgotten.

MARIE-ANGELIQUE: Not like us. I wish... I wish I could be
remembered, too. I don't want to be forgotten.

EUGENIA: Me neither.

CECILIA: Me neither.



Additional Resources

® Books
o Louis Riel Day. Deborah L. Delaronde, 2021.
0 The North-West is Our Mother. Jean Teillet, 2019.
0 Rekindling the Sacred Fire: Métis Ancestry and Anishinaabe Spirituality. Chantal
Fiola, 2015.
0 River Women. Katherena Vermette, 2018
e Films
o Places Not Our Own, dir. Derek Mazur. 1986.
https://www.nfb.ca/film/places_not_our_own/
o Riel Country, dir. Martin Duckworth. 1996. https://www.nfb.ca/film/riel_country/
® Podcasts
o0 Meétis Speaker Series. Métis Nation of British Columbia.
https://www.mnbc.ca/news-events/metis-speaker-series
o Muddied Water. CBC Podcasts.
https://www.cbc.ca/listen/cbc-podcasts/371-muddied-water
o Paykii-wikay: Metis Culture Podcast. Leah Marie Dorion for Metis Gathering.

https://metisgathering.ca/podcasts/
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https://metisgathering.ca/podcasts/



