
The Science and Politics Behind Agriculture, Genetically Modified Organisms (GMOs) 
and Biotechnology in Seeds by Annabel Soutar

PLAY SYNOPSIS
Seeds is a dramatic re-enactment of the four-year legal battle between Saskatchewan farmer Percy Schmeiser and 
one of the biggest biotech corporations, Monsanto Inc. The play follows the 2004 Supreme Court of Canada 
showdown, a David-and-Goliath struggle that cast Schmeiser as the small farmer underdog fighting the infamous 
megacorporation. While debates about genetically modified organisms (GMOs) are multiplying everywhere, life-
changing experiments are being conducted in the food we eat.

Based on court trial transcripts, interviews with Percy Schmeiser, Monsanto representatives, and with farmers, 
academics, lawyers and scientists from all across Canada, Seeds leads us through a suspenseful labyrinth of legal 
conflicts around patent rights, scientific showdowns about GM food, and property clashes between farmers and 
the biotechnology industry. The answer to Schmeiser’s “Who owns Life?” question will determine the future of our 
food system.

ABOUT THE PLAYWRIGHT
Annabel Soutar is a Montreal-based playwright and theatre 
producer. In 2000, she co-founded the documentary theatre 
company Porte Parole Productions with actor Alex Ivanovici 
and she has since acted as its Artistic Director.

Annabel studied English and Theatre at Princeton University 
where she learned about the documentary approach 
to theatre. Since 1998, she has written many plays—
Novembre, 2000 Questions,  Santé, Import/Export, 
Sexy béton, Seeds, The Watershed and Fredy. Annabel’s 
documentary plays have been performed in Quebec since 
2000, and since 2012 they have toured to six different 
provinces across Canada. 

In 2015, The Globe & Mail named Annabel to its list of 
Artists of the Year. 

WHAT IS DOCUMENTARY THEATRE?
Seeds is created and performed in the tradition of 
“documentary theatre” (sometimes called verbatim theatre). 
Documentary theatre portrays characters from real life 
by recording their stories and reflecting upon that reality 
in the artificial realm of the theatre. Its goal is to invite 
audience to reflect on contemporary social, political and 
environmental issues while also enjoying high-quality stage 
artistry.  Documentary plays are extensively researched and 
composed of compelling verbatim documentary material 
(interviews, media reports, court transcripts, etc.). Through 
documentary theatre, Porte Parole has aspired to create 
an agora with its work – a space where audiences relate 
directly to the non-fiction narratives being told on stage, and 
become inspired afterwards to engage with these issues in 
the real world.  

ABOUT PORTE PAROLE PRODUCTIONS
Porte Parole is the leading producer of documentary theatre 
in Canada and one of the country’s most innovative hubs 
for social dialogue. Since 2000, Porte Parole has produced 
twelve documentary plays about acute social conflicts in 
Quebec and Canada, including healthcare, GMOs, fresh 
water, racial profiling, and energy politics. Porte Parole aims 
to make theatre an innovative hub of democratic dialogue 
– a space that promotes curiosity, creativity, critical thinking 
and live contact between diverse and engaged citizens. 
The Company relishes opportunities to turn complex social, 
environmental and political conflicts into deeply human 
stories that trigger life-changing conversations for Canadian 
audiences.

www.porteparole.org

LEARNING GUIDE
SEEDS

Actor Eric Peterson as Percy Schmeiser in Seeds



PRE-SHOW 
1. In university, playwright Annabel Soutar learnt that theatre “wasn’t just about exploring themes from the past or 
entertaining an audience with a titillating drama; it actually allowed us to take a look at what was going on in our 
communities.” Can you think of any plays, TV shows or movies that you have seen that have done this? How and 
why?

2. What is biotechnology and how is it related to agriculture?

3. What are GMO seeds? What are the benefits and controversies surrounding their use?

4. Have you eaten any GMO food? How do you know that it contained genetically modified ingredients?

5. What is a patent?  

6. What is patent infringement and do you believe that companies have the right to patent genetic innovations?

ACTIVITIES
Debates - Pros and cons of economic growth vs environmental sustainability
Using facts to back up arguments, students will debate the issues and embody different viewpoints found in The Watershed. 
After each has explained their side, have the students switch sides, and argue for the opposing view.

Documentary theatre - New Watershed scene
The Watershed is created and performed in the style of “documentary theatre”. Annabel Soutar begins her research by 
interviewing key people involved in the conflict and finding documents from media archives.
1. Ask students to create a new scene to add to The Watershed. Students should use research, texts (news reports, websites, 
existing interviews etc.). ) and/or new interviews on the theme of water and oil sands in Canada.
2. Students should collect, edit and order text to create a theatrical script for a new Watershed scene.
3. Students will rehearse and perform the scene for presentation to their classmates.

Interview Assignment
Annabel Soutar uses a digital sound recorder for her interviews when conducting research for her plays. Students are asked 
to draft questions and interview a person who is employed by the oil sands industry or whose work is related to or affected 
by the oil sands industry in some way. Based on the interview, students will then compose an essay about the person, their 
work and their viewpoint.

POST-SHOW 
1. Seeds is created and performed in the tradition of “documentary theatre”. What is “documentary theatre”? How 
does it differ from a documentary film/documentary TV show, or a staged fictional play?

2. Discuss Annabel Soutar’s approach to working in the genre of documentary theatre. What are the strengths of 
Seeds script? How might these strengths be compromised if Soutar approached the subject writing through fiction?

3. What is the central dramatic conflict in Seeds?

4. What character did you relate to most in the play? Why?

5. Who do you think is the intended audience for this play? What is the desired impact?

6. Seeds has been applauded by both Monsanto Inc. and anti-Monsanto farming groups for creating a space for 
dialogue. Why do you think that is? Do you think Monsanto and anti-Monsanto groups were treated equally and 
fairly? Why or why not? Did this play change your opinion on anything? 

7. Annabel Soutar, Seeds’ playwright, puts herself at the centre of the play, allowing us to follow her investigation 
closely. Do you trust her? How does she navigate between objective researcher and character? 

8. What is the difference between fact and opinion? How were facts vs. opinions presented in Seeds?

STUDY QUESTIONS

ACTIVITIES
Mock trial - Pros and cons of biotechnology and GMOs
Using facts to back up arguments, students will role-play and embody different viewpoints found in Seeds. After 
each has explained their side, have the students switch sides, and argue for the opposing view. What did the 
students learn about conflict resolution?

Documentary theatre - New Seeds scene
Seeds is created and performed in the style of “documentary theatre”. Annabel Soutar begins her research by 
interviewing key people involved in the conflict and finding documents from media archives.
1. Ask students to create a new scene to add to Seeds. Students should use research, texts (news reports, websites, 
existing interviews etc.). ) and/or interviews on the theme of biotechnology and agriculture in Canada.
2. Students should collect, edit and order text to create a theatrical script for a new Seeds scene.
3. Students will rehearse and perform the scene for presentation to their classmates.

Interview Assignment
Annabel Soutar uses a digital sound recorder for her interviews when conducting research for her plays. Ask 
students to draft questions and interview a person whose work is related to or affected by the biotechnology 
industry in some way. Based on the interview, students will then compose an essay about the person, their work 
and their viewpoint.


