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ATHE KOMAGATA 
MARU INCIDENT
BY SHARON POLLOCK
DIRECTOR KEIRA LOUGHRAN

Grade recommendation
Suitable for Grade 7 and up

Student matinée date
September 7

About the play
In 1914, a shipload of emigrants from the British Raj were 
denied entry to Vancouver, then Canada’s most diverse city. 
The play exposes the cost not only to those newcomers 
but also to existing minority residents who struggled to fi nd 
their place amid the systemic racism of the era.

In May 2016, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
off ered an apology in the House of Commons for the 
Komagata Maru incident. His remarks can be heard on 
YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0Wx1KLtRgQY

Synopsis
Presented in a style evoking a carnival or cabaret, the play 
is presided over by a master of ceremonies, who both 
comments on the action and plays various roles within it. It is a 
theatrical impression of real-life events that occurred in 1914.
 The Komagata Maru, a Japanese steamer, has arrived 
in Vancouver Harbour carrying 376 would-be immigrants of 
East Indian origin, most of them Sikhs. As members of the 
British Empire, all are British subjects with the right of entry 
into Canada; most have also served in the British Army. But 
Canadian immigration offi  cials are refusing to let them ashore.
 The negotiations with those on board are led by 
Department of Immigration Inspector William Hopkinson, 
who previously lived for several years in the Punjab. 
Hopkinson has a relationship with a prostitute, Evy, whose 
brothel also serves as a contact point for the network of 
informants Hopkinson has established within Vancouver’s 
Sikh community.
 After a two-month wait, 20 of the Komagata Maru’s 
passengers are granted admission to Canada; the rest 
must depart. But still the ship does not move. Hopkinson 

pressures another client of the brothel, a German national 
named Georg Braun, into acting as his emissary in making 
a discreet off er of fi nancial recompense to those aboard, in 
exchange for their departure.
 But Evy suspects that Hopkinson is using Georg as a 
sacrifi cial pawn: that the sealed letter he will bear is actually 
an incitement to mutiny, intended to be intercepted by 
Hopkinson’s own offi  cials in order to provide the excuse 
they need to forcibly board the vessel. Evy seizes the still 
unopened letter, and Hopkinson is forced to consider 
another plan. Evy has also fi gured out a secret about 
Hopkinson himself – that his mother was Indian – and 
taunts him with his hypocrisy.
 Eventually, the Canadian authorities force the Komagata 
Maru’s captain to allege mutiny on board, so that a 
paramilitary attack can be launched. It is repulsed, however, 
by the passengers, as the boarders are reluctant to use 
their fi rearms. The government’s next step is to send a 
gunboat, and this at last forces the Komagata Maru to 
depart. Meantime, war with Germany is declared.
 One by one, Hopkinson’s informants are murdered by 
other Sikhs. Eventually Hopkinson himself is assassinated, a 
fate whose justice he embraces in his last moments of life.
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Content advisory for students
Some sexual innuendo and violence

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)
4. Grades 7–12: Health and PE (Human Development and 

Sexual Health: Emotional, Social Impact; Understanding 
Healthy Relationships; Conflict Management)

5. Grade 8: History (Canada, 1890–1914: A Changing 
Society; Understanding Historical Context: Events and 
Their Consequences)

6. Grade 10: Civics (Political Inquiry and Skill Development)
7. Grade 11: World Religions (Social and Cultural Contexts)
8. Grade 12: World History Since the 15th Century (The 

World Since 1900)

Themes and motifs
•	 Racism and exclusion
•	 Social justice
•	 Hypocrisy
•	 Religion
•	 Law and legality vs. what is morally right
•	 Consequences
•	 Colonialism

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 Office 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 buffets 
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 off 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 off 
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

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

Production support is generously provided by Bunny Skelly


