
DOC

WWW.HOTDOCS.CA

WWW.hotdocslibrary.ca  

This project was made possible with the support of the Department  

of Canadian Heritage through the Canadian Culture Online Strategy

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCE

The Tunguska Project



�

TEACHER’S GUIDE 

This guide has been designed to help teachers and students enrich their experience of 

documentary film by providing support in the form of questions and activities. There are 

a range of questions that will help teachers frame discussions with their classes, activities 

for before, during and after viewing the film, and some web links that provide starting 

points for further research or discussion. In separate packages, there will also be support 

materials available with information regarding general viewing and teaching principles for 

documentary film and the fundamental aspects of making documentary films. 

The Tunguska Project
Directed by Gisèle Gordon with creative collaborator Kent Monkman 

Canada | 2005 | 72 min

The Film

The Tunguska Project is a 72-minute documentary, 
completed in 2005, which follows Cree playwright Floyd 
Favel’s journey from Saskatchewan to Siberia. Favel feels 
drawn to explore the mystery of the Tunguska explosion 
of 1908 after reading a book on the topic. In Siberia, 
Favel connects with the indigenous Evenki reindeer 
herders, whose lives were irrevocably changed a century 
ago when a mysterious explosion, equivalent to 1,000 
atomic bombs, devastated forests and killed the reindeer 
population. Although the cause of the explosion has 
remained a mystery, Favel’s purpose is not to explore the 
scientific theories. Instead, his destiny is to experience 
the meaning of the event. He travels to the epicentre of 
the Tunguska explosion where the wind, the trees and the 
earth reveal their secret message to him.

Through Favel’s quest, he shares common experiences 
and understandings with “people of the forest” in both 
Canada and Siberia and he connects with the spirit of 
his dead mother and finds liberation from some of his 
personal pain. He also gains inspiration for his play, The 
Sleeping Land, which tells the story of a native Canadian 
writer, who searching for knowledge about the Tunguska 
explosion, meets a Siberian professor and his Evenki 
housekeeper. The Tunguska Project explores the themes 
of fate, destiny, native spirituality and values, displaced 
culture, cultural conflict, the search for self, as it explores 
the creative process.
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The Filmmakers

Born in St. Marys, Ontario, Kent Monkman is an artist 
of Cree ancestry who works in a variety of mediums, 
including painting, film and video, performance and 
installation. He has had solo exhibitions at the Art 
Gallery of Hamilton, the Walter Phillips Gallery and 
the Indian Art Centre, and has participated in various 
international group exhibitions including “We Come in 
Peace...”/Histories of the Americas at the Musée d’art 
contemporain de Montréal, and The American West at 
Compton Verney in Warwickshire, England. Monkman 
has created site-specific performances at the McMichael 
Canadian Art Collection, and at Compton Verney. He’s 
also made Super 8 mm versions of these performances 
that he calls “Colonial Art Space Interventions.” His 
award-winning short film and video works have been 
screened at various national and international festivals 
including Sundance, Berlin, and the Toronto International 
Film Festival. His work is represented in the collections 
of the National Gallery of Canada, Montreal Museum of 
Fine Arts, Museum London, The Mackenzie Art Gallery, 
the Woodland Cultural Centre, the Indian Art Centre 
and the Canada Council Art Bank. A solo exhibition of 
his work was mounted by the Art Gallery of Hamilton in 
the summer of 2007 and will tour to museums across 
Canada including Art Gallery of Victoria, Museum of 
Contemporary Canadian Art and the Winnipeg Art 
Gallery.

Source: http://www.urbannation.com/kent.htm

Gisèle Gordon was born in London, England, and 
educated in Canada. She is a filmmaker, story editor 
and programmer. She directed the feature-length 
documentary The Tunguska Project, which uses Cree 
theatre director Floyd Favel’s physical journey from 
Saskatchewan, Canada, to the site of a mysterious 
explosion in Tunguska, Siberia, as a metaphor for the 
mystery and struggle of the creative process. Her short 
works include Girls With Opinions, a subtle critique of 
media influence on public opinion, shot at the Summit 
of the Americas in Quebec City, 2001, and the short 
impressionistic documentary, sugar, shot at one of the 
few remaining working sugar factories in Barbados, a film 
which describes the background of the sugar industry 
and thereby the history of slavery on the island. With 
Monkman, she co-directed Group of Seven Inches and 
Robin’s Hood, two films in the Miss Chief Share Eagle 
Testickle trilogy. Gisèle is a programmer for the Hot Docs 
Canadian International Documentary Festival and has 
programmed for the imagineNATIVE Film + Media Arts 
Festival since 2002. She curated a program of Canadian 
films for the 2004 Salekhard Northern Nomadic Film 
Festival in Russia. She is vice-chair of the board of 
directors and a programmer for the imagineNATIVE Film 
+ Media Arts Festival and is a past secretary of the board 
of the Images Festival in Toronto.

Source: http://www.urbannation.com/un.htm

Educational package written and compiled by Terry 
MacDonald macdonaldt@hcdsb.org
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Viewing the Film with Students

There are important themes in this film that have broad implications for students and their 

futures. Take time to activate your students’ background understanding of these themes 

before viewing. This will help them as they come to their own understanding and develop 

their critical abilities.

The following three subsections, on this page, are intended to provide you with a range of 

pre-viewing, viewing and post-viewing activities. They are followed by a set of questions 

based upon the film’s larger thematic domains, some follow-up questions and quotations, 

sample curricular outcomes, and a page of web links for further investigation.  

Pre-Viewing Activities
Have the students research background information on 
the film. Post the following research topics from which 
students can choose. Instruct students to work in small 
groups to identify between five and seven points of interest 
they have learned from the research. The research can be 
shared orally, in a handout, using chart paper, PowerPoint or 
SMART Board.

• �The Tunguska Explosion, June 30, 1908

• �Saskatchewan Cree First Nations: Thunderchild Band 

• �Poundmaker Band

• �Floyd Favel, life and work

• �The Evenki (also spelled Evenk or Evenky) aboriginal 
people of Siberia

• �Shamanism

• �Urban Nation filmmakers and The Tunguska Project

After the presentations have been completed, direct 
students to make predictions as to what they think the main 
ideas or central themes of the film will be. Invite students 
to ask questions that they would like answered in the 
documentary.

Depending on how much exposure students have had to 
documentary film, they may need to review the definition of 
documentary film, recall documentaries they have previously 
seen, and make a comparison between documentaries and 
feature films. A key idea that needs to be emphasized is 
that all media texts — including documentary films — are 
constructed. Even though documentaries are “real life” 
stories, those stories do not just happen; they are created. 
Many people collaborate to make decisions about who to 

include, who to exclude, what stories to tell, where to place 
the cameras, when to shoot, what camera angles to use, 
what footage to keep and what to leave out, as well as 
what lighting, sound or special effects to use. See the Docs 
for Schools Viewing and Teaching Guide. http://hotdocs.
ca/resources/images/uploads/Docs_For_Schools_Viewing_
and_Teaching_Guide.pdf

Set a purpose for viewing. Ask students to set their own 
purposes for viewing based on the information they have 
gained from the research presentations or identify the 
teacher’s reason for having chosen this documentary to view 
with the class. One purpose for viewing may be to enter into 
Floyd Favel’s journey in order to explore, to observe and to 
ask questions about aboriginal life, values, spirituality and 
problems.

Viewing Activities
Have the students keep a viewing journal in order to make 
a content analysis. Students will choose or the teacher will 
assign one topic (character, image, sound, key words/ideas) 
to focus on throughout the entire film. Students will record 
observations in the graphic organizer on page five, which 
has been structured according to the significant places in 
Favel’s journey.

Please be advised that during the Tunguska State Nature 
Reserve segment, there is a scene in which a reindeer is 
slaughtered and the carcass carved. Since some students 
may find this scene unsettling, they should be forewarned. 
For those students who are able to watch this scene, direct 
them to focus on the relationship between animal and 
human from an aboriginal perspective.
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Post-Viewing Activities
Have the students share their viewing journals. Students will 
group according to same topic to review and discuss their 
note-taking. After small group sharing, students will share 
observations with the whole class. As students participate 
in the large group sharing, they will draw conclusions as to 
the big ideas or important themes of the film.

Have the students do a double-journal entry. It’s a three-
part process: first-person response journal, sharing and 
discussion of responses, and updated journal including new 
insights gained from discussion. First, having viewed the film 
and discussed their observations in small and large groups, 
students will write first-person response journals recording 
their understandings, opinions and questions. They can make 
connections to other works on similar topics, to their own 
life experiences or to their understanding of the world in 
which they live. Secondly, each student will choose one or 
two observations and one question to share with the class. 
Classmates will listen, respond to observations, answer 
questions and take notes on any interesting or controversial 
ideas. Students will be instructed to listen attentively so as 
not to repeat observations or questions. Finally, students 
will write a second journal entry commenting on what they 
heard and learned during the presentation of responses. 
The second entry could start something like this: “Having 
listened to my classmates’ journals on The Tunguska Project, 
I now understand… I was intrigued by Susan’s idea… I 
disagreed with Tom’s  opinion… I would like to discuss 
further Pedro’s interpretation of….”
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Viewing Activity: Viewing Journal

Instructions: Choose one aspect of the film (character, image, sound, key words/ideas) and make point-form notes for 
each location in Favel’s journey. In your notes, jot down both the literal and the symbolic, meaning what you see and hear 
as well as what this represents or means. 

Regina and Saskatoon, Saskatchewan

Main Character

Secondary Characters

Important Images/Camera Angles

Sound: Songs, Background  
Music, Noises  or Sounds

Key Words/Important Ideas  

Poundmaker and Thunderchild First Nation Communities

Main Character

Secondary Characters

Important Images/Camera Angles

Sound: Songs, Background  
Music, Noises  or Sounds

Key Words/Important Ideas  
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Moscow and Siberia

Main Character

Secondary Characters

Important Images/Camera Angles

Sound: Songs, Background  
Music, Noises  or Sounds

Key Words/Important Ideas  

Tunguska State Nature Reserve and Tunguska Epicentre

Main Character

Secondary Characters

Important Images/Camera Angles

Sound: Songs, Background  
Music, Noises  or Sounds

Key Words/Important Ideas  
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Multiple Perspectives
What is the subject of this film? Can you determine the 
filmmakers’ perspective on this subject? What evidence 
can you find in the film to support your view?

How does this film help you analyze and interpret points of 
view about issues that concern people? 

Does the filmmakers’ perspective foster respect for 
diversity and an inclusive society? If so, how?

Identity

Whose story is told in this documentary? Whose story is 
not told? How does this story, and the way it is told, help 
you understand your own community/life?

How do the people in this film identify with their 
community? What are the common bonds among the 
people in this film? What challenges do they face in 
expressing their identity?

What film techniques do the filmmakers use to convey the 
identity of the people in this film? 

Citizenship
What insights does this documentary offer about the ideals 
of good citizenship in the community depicted in this film? 

How does the film deal with issues of freedom, equality, 
human dignity, and individual and collective rights and 
responsibilities?

Change and Continuity

How does this film help you understand a community’s 
values and its attitudes towards an issue at a particular 
time? 

What changes do the people in the film experience? What 
causes those changes? What are the consequences of 
those changes for the people in the documentary?

.

Culture and Community
Which aspects of a people’s culture does this film focus 
on? Why do you think the filmmakers focused on those 
aspects?

How do the images, themes and messages of this film 
help you understand the filmmakers’ attitude towards the 
subject? What do you think might have been the intended 
audience’s attitude towards the documentary subject?

Individuals, Societies  
and Economic Decisions
What economic systems are at work in this film? What are 
some of the causes and effects of the economic decisions 
made by the people in the film’s community? 

Does money play a part in the decisions being made in the 
film and what does it tell you about their local culture?

Power and Governance

What system of government control do we see in this 
documentary? How is power distributed within this 
society? What are the implications of that distribution on 
issues affecting the people’s well-being and freedom?

Global Connections
What global issues are addressed in this film? What is 
the filmmaker’s point of view on the opportunities and 
challenges of those issues?

Adapted from NFB Documentary Lens: http://www.nfb.ca

The Big Questions/Ideas/Themes
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Extension Activities

Additional Questions for Pre- or Post-
Viewing Activities

Choose one of the following quotations. For each quotation, 
summarize the message, identify the theme and explain 
how that theme is important to the overall purpose of the 
documentary. 

Make connections between the quotation (and the scene 
from which it was taken) and the rest of the documentary.

Make connections between the quotation (and its 
underlying theme) and your own life experiences or your 
understanding of the world in which you live.

Quotations From the Film to Explore

“We’re surrounded by violence here, violence by Indians 
to other Indians, or violence by whites to Indians. That’s 
Regina and that’s Saskatchewan… for us.”

“We tried to be good but there’s sickness all around. But 
as an artist, I guess, that’s what informs your work. It 
becomes part of your work. What comes out is life and 
death, dashed hopes and beauty.”

“When we first went to school, we didn’t know English; we 
just spoke Cree. And so for me, a lot of my work is related 
to the loss of the language, loss of the Cree language. It’s 
about the loss of beautiful things, beautiful memories, 
beautiful people.”

“I like to write from my body…. You activate your body 
and by doing that, I think, you activate your soul. It’s more 
related to shamanism because the person is obviously being 
transported someplace else through the theatre work.”

“By revealing a secret, basically you’ve sold your soul. In a 
way, that’s your sacrifice… I feel I’m revealing a secret by 
showing you my home, by showing you my mother’s grave, 
by bringing you here to show real things, and what this 
means to me. Because in a way, I’m showing you a secret; 
so in a way, I am selling my soul. But I’m aware of this. 
That’s the difference.”

 

“Once you start practicing shamanism, you won’t be a 
regular person anymore; you will no longer be able to live in 
the world because you will have different associations.”

“Now they plan to build a road from Tura to Baikit. They’re 
looking for oil, and if they find it, of course, it will affect our 
lands. So this is our problem. Now we have an oil governor. 
Perhaps he’ll pay us a tiny bit of attention.”

“True art should always turn to the good. I guess I have 
those kinds of aspirations too, not to turn people to the 
good, but for my own self, and to believe in the good, to 
believe in goodness and to accept those kinds of things. 
Because for me, it’s always been very hard to believe in 
the goodness of life and to accept that. That has been one 
of my big themes of my artistic life which is the theme of 
Tanguska, which is the goodness of how we can live and 
how we can be.”

“Because trees talk, the trees become a part of us and the 
land becomes a part of us. It’s the same thing as wanting 
oral information from the Evenki people, direct information, 
because then you become a part of that story because 
it came into your body. And when you talk about it to 
anybody — to your friends and to your family — they are 
getting it directly, and if you take it back far enough, to the 
people who were here when it happened.”
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COURSE OVERALL EXPECTATIONS

Grade 11 English, University 
Preparation (ENG3U)
 
Grade 11 English, College 
Preparation (ENG3)

Media and Understanding Media Texts 

• �demonstrate an understanding of a variety of media texts.

Understanding Media Forms, Conventions and Techniques

• �identify some media forms and explain how the conventions and techniques associated 
with them are used to create meaning.

Grade 12 English, University 
Preparation (ENG4U)
 
Grade 12 English, College 
Preparation (ENG4C)

Media and Understanding Media Texts 

• demonstrate an understanding of a variety of media texts.

Understanding Media Forms, Conventions and Techniques

• �identify some media forms and explain how the conventions and techniques associated 
with them are used to create meaning.

Grade 11 Media Studies, 
Open (EMS3O)

 
Understanding Media Forms, Conventions and Techniques

• �demonstrate understanding of a variety of media texts.

Deconstructing Media Texts

• �deconstruct a variety of types of media texts, identifying the codes, conventions and 
techniques used and explaining how they create meaning.

Understanding Media Perspectives 

• �analyze and critique media representations of people, issues, values and behaviours.

Understanding the Impact of Media on Society 

• analyze and evaluate the impact of media on society.

 
Grade 12 The Writer’s Craft, 
University Preparation 
(EWC4U)
 
Grade 12 The Writer’s 
Craft, College Preparation 
(EWC4C)

Writing, Writers and the Writing Life

• �demonstrate an understanding of writing as an art, a craft and a career as they 

explore the work of a variety of Canadian and international writers.

Grade 11 English: 
Contemporary Aboriginal 
Voices, University 
Preparation (NBE3U)
  
Grade 11 English: 
Contemporary Aboriginal 
Voices, College Preparation 
(NBE3C)

 
Identity 

• analyze images in media works related to aboriginal identity.

Relationships 

• compare, through analysis, relationships presented in media works by aboriginal 
creators.

Challenges 

• �identify and assess solutions to challenges suggested in media works by aboriginal 
creators.

Examples of Curriculum Expectations
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About the Film 

The Tunguska Project: the official website for the film 
provides a synopsis of the film as well as information on 
the film’s subject, Floyd Favel, and the filmmakers Gisèle 
Gordon and Kent Monkman. 
http://www.urbannation.com/tunguska.html

“The Sleeping Land Awakens on the Stage,” a newspaper 
review of Floyd Favel’s play, The Sleeping Land. The play 
was inspired by Favel’s journey to the Tunguska State 
Nature Reserve.

http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdf?vid=2&hid=101&si
d=c03c6c89-82ac-4836-87b7-09bdd8046708%40ses
sionmgr111

About the Filmmakers

The Urban Nation the website provides a list of 
productions, as well as biographies of the filmmakers 
Gisèle Gordon and Kent Monkman. 
http://www.urbannation.com/un.htm

Various Links for Lesson Plan Ideas, 
Media Awareness, Critical Literacy and 
Documentary Films
Using Documentaries in the Classroom: This teacher 
librarian’s personal website contains excellent resources  
for teaching with documentary films.
http://www.frankwbaker.com/using_docs_in_the_
classroom.htm

Media Awareness Network: A Canadian non-profit media 
education and Internet-literacy resource library.
http://www.media-awareness.ca

Center for Media Literacy: A U.S. website which 
provides several resources for making, understanding 
and criticizing media.
http://www.medialit.org

The National Film Board of Canada: This website 
contains an area with teaching resources, including short 
documentary films that can be used as teaching aides.
http://www.nfb.ca

Websites and Online Resources


