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Grade recommendation
Suitable for Grade 7 and up

Student matinée date
September 20

About the play
Set in the Canadian Arctic, The Breathing Hole 
encompasses three historical periods: the time of First 
Contact, the Franklin Expedition of the 19th century, and the 
near future.

Synopsis
In the year 1534, in a small Inuit community in Canada’s North, 
the widowed Aga stares into a breathing hole in the ice. She 
tells her friend Malina that she has had a spirit dream in which 
she saw something strange fl oating in the water.
 The men of the community return from the hunt with 
a dead polar bear. Before eating its meat, in accordance 
with tradition, they o� er tribute to its spirit and ask for its 
forgiveness. Afterwards, Aga laments her lonely situation 
and prays for some reason to continue living. A polar bear 
cub comes into view, stranded on an ice fl oe. Aga rescues 
it and gives it a name: Masaaraq. Reluctantly, the other 
members of the community agree to let her become its 
human mother.
 Sixteen years later, Masaaraq has grown to adulthood, 
and his continued presence has become a source of 
concern to the men – particularly when he acquires a 
mate, whom Aga names Panik. The men set out to kill the 
bears, but when Masaaraq saves one of his pursuers from 
drowning, he and Panik are allowed to roam free.
 Three centuries later, HMS Erebus, the ship bearing Sir 
John Franklin on his expedition to the Northwest Passage, 
arrives at the same spot. Awkward encounters ensue, 
both with Masaaraq and Panik, and with two Inuit hunters, 
before the ship becomes locked in the ice. Months pass, 
and Franklin’s men are starving. Eventually they succeed in 
killing Panik with a sharpened fl agsta� .
 In the year 2025, eco-tourism entrepreneurs are 
surveying the land by the breathing hole. They intend to 

run cruise ships through the fast-warming Arctic and are 
concerned about oil rigs spoiling the view. Also present 
are two zoologists, who are tracking Masaaraq with the 
intention of capturing him for a genetic study. Suddenly the 
starving Masaaraq pounces on one of the entrepreneurs, 
but is driven o� .
 On New Year’s Eve, 2033, a cruise liner glides through 
the waters of a now temperate High Arctic, fi reworks and 
champagne compensating for a sadly diminished Aurora 
Borealis. The ice fl oes are now artifi cial, made of white 
plastic. On one of them is a polar bear: Masaaraq, now 
half a millennium old and near death from starvation. He 
attempts to climb up the ship’s ladder, but the crew cruelly 
drive him back. His body fl oats in the dark water, fulfi lling 
the vision of Aga’s spirit dream fi ve hundred years before.

Content advisory for students
Some strong language, possible nudity and violence
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Curriculum connections and links
1. All grades: Language/English (Listening to Understand, 

Speaking to Communicate, Reading for Meaning)
2. All grades: Drama, Music, Visual Art
3. Grades 7–12: Health and PE (Healthy Living: Bullying and 

Abuse; Understanding Healthy Relationships; Confl ict 
Management)

4. Grades 7–8: Geography (Interactions in the Physical 
Environment; Managing Canada’s Resources and 
Industries)

5. Grades 7–8: History (Application: Colonial and 
Present-day Canada; Confl ict and Challenges; Events 
and their Consequences)

6. Grade 10: Canadian History since WWI (Communities, 
Confl ict and Cooperation; Identity, Citizenship and 
Heritage)

7. Grade 11: Travel and Tourism (Sustainability, Stewardship 
and Tourism; Interrelationships and Trends; Impacts of 
Change; Challenges for Travel and Tourism)

8. Grades 11–12: Equity, Diversity and Social Justice (The 
Social Construction of Identity; Power Relations; Social 
Awareness and Individual Action; Human Rights, Equity 
and Antidiscrimination)

9. Grade 12: World Issues: A Geographic Analysis 
(Spatial Organization: Relationships and Disparities; 
Sustainability and Stewardship; Interactions and 
Interdependence; Globalization; Social Change and 
Quality of Life)

10. Grade 12: The Environment and Resource Management 
(Protecting Species and Spaces; Human Impacts; The 
Earth’s Ecosystems; Sustainability and Stewardship of 
Natural Resources)

11. Grade 12: Canada: History, Identity and Culture (Canada, 
Origins to 1774 to Present)

12. Grade 12: World History Since the 15th Century (Social, 
Economic and Political Context – 16th- and 19th-Century 
Europe; 20th- and 21st-Century World)

Themes and motifs
• Humankind vs. nature
• Colonialism
• Technology
• Environment
• Commercialism
• Survival
• Diversity and inclusion
• Social Justice

Enrichment
Study Guide available at stratfordfestival.ca/studyguides

Private workshops and post-show chats may be arranged by 
calling the Education Department at 519.271.4040, ext. 2354.

Festival Theatre and Costume Warehouse tours may be 
arranged by calling the Box O�  ce at 1.800.567.1600.

Additional classroom activities and ideas for engagement with 
the text can be found at stratfordfestival.ca/teachingmaterials.

Let us take care of lunch!
Picnic lunches are available anytime but must be ordered 
two weeks in advance. Student deli lunch bu� ets 
are another option (subject to availability). For more 
information, ask the Groups and Schools Department when 
placing your ticket order.

Theatre etiquette
Please respect the actors and your fellow patrons. When 
the lights dim, it is time to be quiet and engage with the 
actors on stage. Be sure to turn o�  all mobile devices and 
refrain from texting, talking or eating, as this is disrespectful 
to the actors who are telling the story.
 Respond to what you see through laughter, tears, 
smiles, giggles or captivated silence. The actors feed o�  
your presence and response to their work on stage. Don’t 
respond by talking to your neighbour; please wait until after 
the performance to discuss your thoughts.

*Tools for Teachers sponsored by

The Tools for Teachers program includes 
Prologues, Study Guides and Stratford Shorts 

Booking Information
Online
You can order your group tickets online at any time 
right from your desk. You can even select your seats! 
To start planning your trip, go to stratfordfestival.ca/
schools.

Email
groups@stratfordfestival.ca

Phone
1.800.567.1600 or 519.273.1600

Mail
Stratford Festival
Attn: Groups and Schools
P.O. Box 520
Stratford, ON   N5A 6V2

facebook.com/StratfordFestival
twitter.com/Stratfest
youtube.com/StratfordFestival

Production Sponsor

Support for the 2017 season of the Studio Theatre is generously provided by 
Sandra & Jim Pitblado

Production support is generously provided by Esther & Sam Sarick


