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Welcome

This guide was created for teachers and students. It contains an overview of the play’s story, as well as well as
informative essays. The guide aims to provide background knowledge and critical perspectives on the play

that will yield fruitful discussion and foster an understanding and appreciation of the theatre arts.

If you have any questions, comments, or suggestions for the guide, please contact our group sales

representative at 604.687.5315 ext. 253 or groups@artsclub.com.

The guide was written by Josh Timmermann.

About the Company

The Arts Club of Vancouver was founded in 1958 as a private club for artists, musicians, and
actors. It became the Arts Club Theatre in 1964 when the company opened its first stage in a

converted gospel hall at Seymour and Davie Streets.

Now in its 54" season of producing professional live theatre in Vancouver, the Arts Club
Theatre Company is a non-profit charitable organization that operates three theatres: the
Granville Island Stage, the Stanley Industrial Alliance Stage, and the West First Stage. Its popular

productions range from musicals and contemporary comedies to new works and classics.
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Synopsis

As the play opens, the Bear Dancer appears, moving to the beating of a drum. Nan, an older
aboriginal woman, relates the story of how the bear—a sacred figure within her culture—taught the
first people to live on the land. People must respect the bear, she asserts, while convincing the bear
to also respect them. After this prologue, we see Nan in her kitchen, preparing a turkey. Sue, Nan’s
adult daughter, enters, and asks whether Nan has heard from the other family members expected to
come for their Thanksgiving dinner. Nan hasn’t yet. In that case, Sue says, she’ll run to the store to
buy cigarettes. Nan asks Sue to pick up a few things for her as well. Nan tells her to take the cash
out of her wallet, which Sue does, but she also takes her mother’s bank card. After Sue exits, Anna-
Marie, Sue’s daughter, enters with her girlfriend, Sam. They're both nervous, as Anna-Marie has not
come out to her family and Sam has never met any of them before this. Nan greets them, and says

that “the boys” have gone out to hunt.
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In the next scene, we see John, Anna-Marie’s twin brother; Clayton, Sue’s nephew; and Clifford,
Nan’s husband (a Caucasian man), riding in a pickup truck, on their way to hunt on the mountain.
Clifford complains about environmentalists (“green this and green that...global warming my ass”)
The younger men appreciate his “redneck wisdom.” When Clayton mentions Anna-Marie bringing
her “roommate”—who is “Chinese or Asian or something”—to dinner, the conversation shifts to
race. Clayton accuses John of being a racist, but John claims that he can’t be a racist because he’s
part Native. Clifford says John, Clayton, and their families “are all a pack of mutts,” and that he’s

“the only pure-bred around here.”

As Sue leaves the store with grocery bags, she realizes that she forgot one of the items Nan
requested. She phones someone and asks if they can “hook [her] up.” She tells them that she needs
to use the ATM before meeting them, as she takes out Nan’s bank card.

The Bear Dancer appears again. She looks at Clifford and he shoots. Wounded, the bear wanders
off, but Clifford, Clayton, and John track her down and fire again with their hunting rifles. Back at the
house, Nan tells Anna-Marie that she recently encountered a mother bear while gathering berries in
the mountains. The bear charged at her, and she thought it was going to attack. But then, Nan
explains, she started singing and banging rocks together, and the bear retreated, back up the ridge
to her three cubs. As the men return, Clifford asks John and Clayton not to tell Nan about the bear.

Its carcass is hanging in the shed. Clifford says he’ll tell her later.

In an aside, Anna-Marie and Sam speak directly to the audience about how their relationship
started; they're clearly very much in love. Then, Nan and Clifford do the same: It was at a powwow.
Nan recalls that this “white cowboy-looking S.O.B.” stood out at the First Nations gathering. He

says she was best-looking woman—of any race—that he ever saw.

The table is set for dinner and Nan’s holiday dishes are ready, but Sue isn’t back yet. Clayton insists
that they start eating without her, lest the food get cold. Nan delivers a First Nations prayer before
they begin. As she finishes, they hear a car pull up to the house. Sue enters, clearly drunk. Nan tells

her to go wash up, and adds: “You smell like the bar...I can’t stand the smell of you.” She also
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accuses her of having smoked pot. As they eat, Sam mentions that Anna Marie wrote a paper on the
history of Thanksgiving for her Native Studies university course. Clayton mocks the idea of a class
on Native Studies: “Is that where they teach you how to be a Native?” Anna Marie explains that it’s
the study of “the impact of colonialism and all the different atrocities and genocides across the
Americas.” Clifford wonders why anyone would want to “dig all that up,” and argues that “people
just need to get over it.” This offends Anna Marie, who proceeds to explain that Thanksgiving began
as a day commemorating the massacre of aboriginal people in New England. A heated argument
breaks out among Anna Marie, Clifford, and Clayton. Attempting to change the subject, Nan asks
John how things are going for him at university. John admits that he’s dropped out, and announces
his intention to join the army, which he sees as a promising career path. Anna Marie is furious at
her twin brother’s decision; she is vehemently opposed to the military. John blurts out that she’s
“such a dyke.” Anna Marie unapologetically confirms that she and Sam are indeed lesbians. Clayton
says that he’s not surprised and calls Anna Marie a “pillow biter.” Nan tells him to shut up. Clayton
then blurts out that Clifford killed the bear, which upsets Nan. She asks if Clifford saw her cubs. He
denies seeing any. Nan says that the bear was a good mother, and then leaves the table.

Later, sitting outside with Anna Marie, she tells her granddaughter that, as an adolescent at
residential school, she had a close friendship with another girl there. She invited the homesick girl
to sleep with her in her bed, and they held and comforted each other. Anna Marie understands that
this is Nan’s way of telling her that she approves of her relationship with Sam. Nan is still angry at
Clifford for shooting the bear. She explains to Anna Marie that their family is the bear clan; they are
not supposed to kill or eat bears. Clifford plans to eat the bear, but Nan says she’d feel like a
cannibal if she did. Meanwhile, Sue and Clayton share a joint. He asks if she wants to “pay
respects.” She offers to “make a plate for them.” Anna Marie calls John an idiot for wanting to join
the army, but Sam defends John’s decision, mentioning that her brother is in the reserves. She
suggests that the army might help to provide “structure” in John’s life. Anna Marie is shocked and
upset that Sam is defending the military and John’s intention to enlist. This turns into an argument,
followed by an awkward silence, after which they begin to cool down, acknowledging that a drug-

laced brownie they shared might be partly to blame.
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Clifford shows Nan the bear carcass. He tries to defend his having shot it, then transitions to talking
about Sue’s problems, accusing Nan of “coddling” her. He says they should “cut her off,” lest she
“wind up in an early grave.” Meanwhile, we see Sue and Clayton standing at a cemetery. They leave
a plate of food on a grave. At the same time, Anna Marie apologizes to Sam about her mom, for
being “so fucked up.” Sam insists she needn’t apologize, that Sue seemed “really sweet.” Anna
Marie explains that years ago Sue was in a terrible car accident, in which Anna Marie’s father and
Sue’s brother (Clayton’s father) both died, while Sue was seriously injured and trapped in the car for
three days before being found. This traumatic experience weighs very heavily on Sue. At the
cemetery, Clayton tells his deceased father and uncle that he deeply misses them. Sue says that
Clayton really reminds her of his father, which please him to hear. They console one another, as Nan

stands before the bear carcass; the stage goes dark.

When the lights come back up, we see John dressed in army fatigues, recording a video diary from
somewhere, presumably, in the Middle East. He tells disturbing, gruesome stories, ending with their
convoy running over an |[ED and body parts scattered everywhere. Then he decides he can’t send
that video, and deletes it. He instead records a video for his family, saying simply that he misses
them and is “doing good.” Next, we see Anna Marie and Sam. They explain that, in the time since
the Thanksgiving dinner, they've broken up and reconciled several times, and then they decided to
get married. They’ve now been married for six months, and Anna Marie says she “want[s] babies,”
which catches Sam off-guard. Next, we see Sue at an A.A. meeting. She announces that she’s been
sober for eight months now. She admits that it's been difficult, but says she’s going to be a
grandmother soon and wants to be a good one. Then, back to John, who relates a traumatic war
story: When he killed an enemy combatant, his fellow soldiers congratulated him, but he was shaken
by his realization that the dying man was about his age and looked similar to him: “He could have
been one of my cousins. Same eyes. Same skin tone.” After this, we see Clifford sitting in his chair,
under the mounted heads of his hunting kills, as Nan recalls the beginning of their relationship. She
was a widow and mother of two kids. Clifford helped to care for them, earning the nickname “Pa.”
Together, they also partly raised their grandkids, while their mothers struggled with personal

problems.
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Following this, we learn that Clifford has died. Sue and Clayton try to care for Nan, who complains
that her head hurts and she can’t get to sleep. Sam and Anna Marie, now pregnant, arrive and offer
their condolences to Nan. Clayton places a wooden box with Clifford’s ashes under a portrait of
Clifford. When John returns home in his military uniform, Nan momentarily mistakes him for
Clifford, who was in the navy when she first met him. She’s upset, and asks to be left alone.

The family gathers at the cemetery. They share an apple pie that Nan has made, but they all
complain that it tastes “off.” She is offended by this, but when she takes a bite of the pie, she
accuses them of putting salt in it and denies Sue’s suggestion that she might have mixed up the
ingredients. Nan tries to walk away, but stumbles and falls. They help her up, but she is very
aggravated and demands to “go home.” Anna Marie seems shocked to see her grandmother like
this, but Sam tells her that Nan’s “not well,” beyond grieving her husband’s passing. Later, at
Clayton’s basement apartment, he asks John if he killed anyone while overseas. John doesn’t

answer, and is angry that Clayton asked this. Changing the subject, Clayton tells John that his mom

is doing really well in her 12-step |

to
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