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INTRODUCTION TO STUDY NOTES, PART A 
These Study Notes are intended to provide students with further context, insights and information about 
Lightning Jar Theatre’s production of Anne Washburn’s Mr. Burns, a post-electric play. 

Part A is designed to be read before you see the show, and contains an overview of the play’s characters, 
setting and structure, along with a note from the playwright on the script’s initial development. 

Part B should be read after you’ve attended the production. It contains interviews with the core creative team, 
design imagery and production photography, as well as further insights into the stagecraft and dramatic 
elements, to aid you in your analysis of the show. 

Please refer to the below extract from the VCE Drama Study Design for the key knowledge and skills you 
should seek to demonstrate in your responses to the production. 

We hope you enjoy the show!

DRAMA UNIT 3 - AREA OF STUDY 3

ANALYSING AND EVALUATING A PROFESSIONAL DRAMA PERFORMANCE

In this area of study students analyse and evaluate a professional drama performance selected from the 
prescribed VCE Drama Unit 3 Playlist. Students analyse the actors’ use of expressive and performance 
skills to represent character and to communicate meaning in the performance. They consider how the actor–
audience relationship is created and manipulated and analyse and evaluate how the conventions, dramatic 
elements, production areas and performance styles are used in the performance.

OUTCOME 3

On completion of this unit the student should be able to analyse and evaluate a professional drama 
performance.

Key knowledge
• performance styles and conventions and their use in performance
• the actors’ use of expressive and performance skills to represent characters in performance
• manipulation of dramatic elements and production areas to enhance performance
• drama terminology associated with performance styles and practitioners from contemporary and/or historical and/

or cultural traditions relevant to the performance.

Key skills
• analyse and evaluate the representation of characters within a performance
• analyse and evaluate the manipulation of conventions, dramatic elements and production areas within a 

performance
• analyse and evaluate the use of performance styles within a production
• analyse and evaluate the actors’ use of expressive and performance skills in a performance
• analyse and evaluate the establishment, maintenance and manipulation of the actor–audience relationship in a 

performance.
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According to a recent New York Times article, Mr. Burns, a post-electric play is one of the best 25 American 
plays written since the Tony Kushner epic Angels in America (Ben Brantley, 2018). Last year a production was 
mounted at Sydney’s Belvoir Theatre and critic Jason Blake gave the production four stars, stating: “Only 
those who have been living in remote cave systems for the past half-century will be able to resist the appeal 
of Washburn’s wormholes of pop culture cross-referencing.” (Sydney Morning Herald, 2017).

Mr. Burns, a post-electric play tells the story of Story itself: its evolution and how humans use story to make 
sense of our changing world. Set sometime in the not-too-distant future in North America, the play opens 
on a group of people around a campfire. They try to recall a particular episode of The Simpsons with half-
remembered lines and impressions until a sudden sound from the woods causes a reaction that makes the 
audience realise that this is not just a camping trip. This is a group of survivors of an unspecified nuclear 
disaster doing their best to maintain a sense of normality in the post-apocalyptic world in which they find 
themselves. 

Act II takes place seven years later where the same group of people have formed a theatre troupe and are 
rehearsing the same episode of The Simpsons. They have made a functioning business out of the trade of 
pop-culture, buying storylines and quotes from episodes from the general public to add to their repertoire. 

Act III is set 75 years later when we see the resulting evolution of story turned into a pop-culture mash-up 
musical of sorts. A different group of people performs an amalgamation of commercials, songs, and that 
same episode of The Simpsons first discussed back in Act I. But by now the story of what has happened to the 
world has been woven into the history of the human race.

This engaging piece of contemporary theatre sustains intensive study due to its varied performance styles and 
conventions. Throughout the performance you will witness how a production can go beyond the reality of life 
as it is lived, shifting from naturalism in Acts I and II to non-naturalism in Act III. You may also reflect on how 
the actor-audience relationship is manipulated by subverting expectations in order to place an emphasis on 
theme rather than character or plot. The design incorporates found objects and ambient lighting, whilst the 
soundtrack interweaves live performance and instrumental score with detailed sound design. 

ABOUT THE PLAY
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SETTING

The play is set in the very near future

Then seven years after that

Then 75 years after that.

STRUCTURE
Mr. Burns is split into three distinct acts, each set at clear intervals following a nuclear disaster on mainland 
America. 

The first takes place in the months immediately following the incident and shows a disparate group of 
characters struggling to come to terms with the scale of the disaster. The second, set seven years later, shows 
the group reconciled to their post-electric world, rehearsing a patchwork of The Simpsons episodes and 
television advertisements for their traveling theatre show. Naturalistic and understated, these two acts set the 
groundwork for the third, set 75 years later. 

Separated by three quarters of a century from the world as we know it, the third act allows the playwright 
and the audience to imagine a post-electric society, still imbued with the modern myths of The Simpsons, 
Britney Spears and Eminem, yet cut off irrevocably from them. It strips away the play’s previous naturalism 
to explore the force of pop culture in providing a central narrative from which to build community and 
identity in a global, secularized society. In so doing it examines the place of storytelling, not only as a means 
of interpreting the world around us, but also as a means of forging identity and communicating shared 
experiences across time. 

CHARACTERS
We have chosen to list the characters as they appear in the introduction to the script, with no biographical 
information other than first names.  

In order of appearance:

MATT
JENNY
MARIA
SAM
COLLEEN
GIBSON
QUINCY
EDNA
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NOTES ON THE PLAY

In 2008 I was commissioned by The Civilians, an investigative theater group based in NYC, to work on an 
idea I’d been wondering about for years: what would happen to a pop culture narrative pushed past the fall 
of civilization.

For a week that summer director Steve Cosson and I hunkered in a disused bank vault/free rehearsal space 
deep under Wall Street with Civilians actors Quincy Bernstine, Maria Dizzia, Gibson Frazier, Matt Maher, 
Jenny Morris, Sam Wright, and Colleen Werthmann.

We tasked them with remembering Simpson’s episodes, and the dialogue around the remembering of the 
episode in the first act (and the small section of the episode rehearsed in the second act) is largely verbatim 
from those sessions. 

It should be noted that the characters in this play bear at best a passing, and in many cases none whatsoever, 
resemblance to the actors initially involved in the project.

NOTES ON STAGING

What It Looks Like: all illumination is from ostensibly non-electric sources.

The first act takes place by firelight, outdoors.

The second act takes place in an interior under a skylight in the afternoon.

The third act takes place after nightfall, in an interior stage, lit with non-electric instrumentation: candles and 
oil lamps, probably, or gas. The third act finale does use a motley assortment of electrical instruments, a few
traditional theatrical lighting instruments but maybe also other old jury rigged pieces of electrical lighting – 
Christmas tree lights, practicals, etc., adapted with care and cunning. It should be impressive.

Costuming is an interesting question. In the first act people wear normal clothes but all Gibson’s camping gear 
should look very new.

In the second act, clothing is looking a little worn, with a few newly made (sewn, knit) pieces.

In the third act everyone is ‘costumed’ to look like The Simpsons and should be wearing a combination of 
vintage pieces from the early 21th century, and new pieces which don’t look quite right to our eyes.

In Act 3 the ensemble can productively have masks or half masks as they impersonate the citizens of 
Springfield, but for the main part of the story they should have heavy character makeup, perhaps ala 
Victorian gaslit melodramas.

WRITER’S NOTE - ANNE WASHBURN
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Washburn opens Mr. Burns on a group of people swapping stories around a campfire. As the characters 
recount The Simpsons episode “Cape Feare” (itself a parody of films Cape Fear, directed by J. Lee Thompson 
in 1962, later remade by Martin Scorsese in 1992; both of which were adaptations of John D. Macdonald’s 
novel, The Executioners, 1957) we see the heart of the play: the evolving nature of story and its use as a 
vehicle for communicating culture, community and morality across time and trauma.

In each act the characters perform their stories in different modes. In Act I, they sit around the campfire and 
try to work it out together, adding impressions and half-remembrances to their account: “...Right...’I’m going to 
kill you Bart’...because doesn’t Lisa, doesn’t she have a pen pal or something?” (Act I, p.12) 

In Act II story has succumbed to commercial necessity, with quotes offered for sale to companies who recreate 
episodes in theatrical form for paying audiences. Whoever has the most faithful version of the original will 
not only profit, but survive: “...if we stop buying lines, then we’re going to lose out to shows which keep buying 
lines-” (Act II, p.87)

By Act III, story once again serves the purpose of its context, offering a means of communicating morality 
to the future generations of this post-electric landscape. A kaleidoscope of pop-culture references passed 
down through the processes of storytelling we witnessed in Acts I and II have evolved into a highly ritualised 
performance, verging almost on the medieval Passion Play in its overarching messages of human folly, 
suffering and hope. 

In addition to the content of the play, Washburn highlights the evolution of story through the script 
development process itself. As she states in her Writer’s Note above (p.4), the script development began with 
a week-long workshop, where she asked participants to recall an episode of The Simpsons. Using dialogue 
recorded at those workshops, she began to create Mr. Burns. 

STORY & STORYTELLING IN MR. BURNS

Lightning Jar Theatre began in 2016 with a desire to champion great playwrights and produce fresh, 
compelling and entertaining productions for Melbourne audiences. We see ourselves as tellers of fantastic 
stories and take great efforts, such as extended rehearsal times of four to five months, to ensure we explore 
and reflect the writer’s every intention. 

Theatre is about telling great stories in a way no other medium can. That belief is at the core of our company; 
finding stories that immerse an audience and make them forget about the outside world. We aim to choose 
stories that spur debate and resonate long after the curtains have closed.

A post-apocalyptic theatre piece/pop ballad, Mr. Burns examines the nature of storytelling and the centrality 
of pop culture (and particularly The Simpsons) in creating community and identity. As a company, we see 
ourselves as tellers of powerful, incisive stories that examine key issues of our world through great writing and 
fearless productions. Anne Washburn’s Mr. Burns is just such a work; its description of a post-electric world 
wracked by nuclear fallout is a chilling evocation of a parallel future that feels uncomfortably close. For 
contemporary audiences, faced with increasing evidence of climate change’s impact and with the Fukushima 
disaster still fresh in our collective consciousness, it is a timely, thought-provoking work. We are excited to 
present its Melbourne première in 2019.

COMPANY INFORMATION
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CREATIVE TEAM

ANDREW PATTERSON
Musical Director

CAST

JEN BUSH
Quincy

EMMA CHOY
Colleen

HANNAH GREENWOOD
Maria

TILLY LEGGE
Jenny

VICTORY NDUKWE
Sam

BEN WALTER
Edna

DYLAN WATSON
Matt

MARK YEATES
Gibson

JOHN KACHOYAN
Director

SOPHIE WOODWARD
Set & Costume Design

RUSSELL GOLDSMITH
Sound Design

RICHARD VABRE
Lighting Design

BEN WALTER
Assistant Director
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PRE-PERFORMANCE ACTIVITIES
Here are some questions and activities to think about before you attend the performance:

• Storytelling and the evolution of story are at the heart of Mr. Burns. How important do you think 
storytelling is to creating identity, both as individuals and as communities? Can you think of a story that 
explains something integral about Australian culture?

• The play opens with a group of characters trying to remember an episode of The Simpsons. As a group, 
try to recreate an episode of The Simpsons from memory - be as detailed as you can, down to exact 
quotes and character movements. 

• Mr. Burns creates a post-electric world that begins “in the very near future”. As a group, discuss how the 
world might look without electricity. What items would become more valuable? What items would become 
useless?

• What other contemporary plays can you think of that are set in a post-electric and/or post-apocalyptic 
world?  

• Mr. Burns weaves musical performance into the wider narrative drama. What do you see as the 
difference between a traditional musical and a play with music? Does one form lend itself more easily to 
non-naturalistic performance styles?

• There is a seven year gap between Act I and Act II. As an actor, think about how would you show that 
your character has aged seven years using expressive skills such as voice and movement.  

• Anne Washburn used a process of workshops with actors for the initial script development for Mr. Burns. 
As a group, discuss this method of script development - what are the pros and cons of verbatim dialogue?

When you attend the performance, here are some things to look out for:

• During the performance, look for how production areas such as lighting and sound contribute to the 
transformation of space and time. 

• How do the performance styles change during the performance? Are they mainly naturalistic or non-
naturalistic throughout?

• During Act I, consider how the dramatic elements of rhythm, tension and conflict are used to create 
contrast and introduce the audience to Washburn’s post-electric world. 

• At interval, consider the end of Act II - how effectively was climax used? How was the actor-audience 
relationship manipulated to enhance this?

• As you are watching the production, pay attention to the musical medleys. How many pop songs do you 
recognise?
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The many historical, contemporary and cultural contexts of Mr. Burns provide robust dramaturgical potential 
for students interested in examining the interplay between pop culture, high art, and the place of story as a 
marker of community identity. 

Here is a list of stimulus material from the play, which can be used for further reading/viewing.

The Simpsons episodes (Matt Groening, 1989) 
• “Cape Feare” (John Vitti, 1993): various quotes in Acts I, II and III
• “Homer’s Odyssey” (Jay Kogan, 1990): Act I, p.16
• “Homer the Heretic” (George Meyer, 1992) (referred to as “Heretic Homer”): Act II, p.79
• “Springfield Files” (Reid Harris, 1997): Act II, p.80, Act III, p.122
• “Space Patrol” as part of The Tracey Ullman Show (Gracie Films and 20th Century Fox Television, 1987): 

Act II, p.87
• “Bart of Darkness” (Dan McGrath, 1994): Act II, p.88
• “Lisa the Vegetarian” (David S. Cohen, 1995): Act II, p.88
• “A Streetcar Named Marge” (Jeff Martin, 1992): Act II, p.90

Source material for The Simpsons episodes:
• “Cape Feare” based on: film Cape Fear (J. Lee Thompson, 1962), also film Cape Fear (Martin Scorsese, 

1991). Films are based on book The Executioners (John D. MacDonald, 1957): Act I, p.22-23, Act III, 
p.114-115

• “Homer the Heretic” parodies a famous scene from film Risky Business (Paul Brickman, 1993)
• “Springfield Files” features TV’s The X-Files (Chris Carter, 1993) characters Mulder and Scully, Star 

Trek alumnus Leonard Nemoy parodying his own show In Search of… (Allan Landsberg Productions, 
1977), plus references to films: Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977), Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960 [itself 
an adaptation of book Psycho by Robert Bloch, 1959]), The Shining (Stanley Kubrick, 1980 [itself an 
adaptation of the book The Shining by Stephen King, 1977]), Waterworld (Kevin Reynolds, 1995) and 
Speed (Jan de Bont, 1994).

• “Bart of Darkness” parodies Rear Window (Alfred Hitchcock, 1954 [itself an adaptation of book It Had 
To Be Murder by Cornell Woolrich 1942]) among other things

• “Lisa the Vegetarian” features Paul McCartney as a guest star and as a result has many references to The 
Beatles

• “A Streetcar Named Marge” based on play A Streetcar Named Desire (Tennessee Williams, 1947) and 
movie The Great Escape (John Sturges, 1963) in turn based on book The Great Escape (Paul Brickhill, 1950) 
based on the real life mass escape of Stalag Luft III in Sagan (now Żagań, Poland)

Other references:
• The Night of the Hunter (Charles Laughton, 1955)
• Do the Right Thing (Spike Lee, 1989): Act I, p.18-19.
• Friends (David Crane and Marta Kauffman, 1994) and its theme song “I’ll Be There For You” by The 

Remembrandts (referred to as “Hectic Day”): Act II, p.64-65
• Saturday Night Live (Lorne Michaels, 1975): Act II, p.87
• Herbie Hancock:  Act I, p.45; Act III, p.107-108
• “Lose Yourself” (Eminem, 2002): Act III, p.107,130
• “Toxic” (Britney Spears 2003): Act II, p.91; Act 3, p.123-124
• “Living La Vida Loca” (Ricky Martin, 1999): Act III, p.108.
• Mazda commercial with miscellaneous additions: Act II, p.92
• “There’s a Storm a-Comin’” (Richard Hawley, 2011): Act III, p.111
• The Mikado by Gilbert & Sullivan (1885): Act I, p.52-54, Act III p.134
• HMS Pinafore by Gilbert & Sullivan (1878): Act I, p.52-54, Act III
• The Scooby Doo Show (Joe Ruby and Ken Spears, 1976): Act III, p.119

REFERENCES & FURTHER READING
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SEASON DATES
15 February - 10 March, 2019

VENUE
fortyfivedownstairs
45 Flinders Lane
Melbourne, 3000

PERFORMANCE TIMES
Wednesday - Saturday, 7.30pm
Sunday, 5.00pm

Wednesday 27 Feb & Wednesday 6 March, 1.30pm

DURATION
Approximately 130 minutes, including one 15 minute interval

ATTENDANCE INFORMATION
Guns are used during this performance and one character is shot. Some offensive language is used. The 
reading of a list of lost loved ones could be disturbing to some students.

BOOKINGS
Please email info@fortyfivedownstairs.com or call 03 9662 9966 to request a school bookings form. 

VENUE & SEASON INFORMATION


