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Activities in this resource are designed to encourage further conversation, debate, critical
analysis, writing, and performance making. We recommend you use this resource to
prepare students pre and post-performance.

Recommended Age: 12+
Duration: TBC

CONTENT / TRIGGER WARNINGS 
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CURRICULUM LINKS

how to use this resource

Animal abuse/violence/death: Descriptions, images & video content. 

Coarse language: Fuck/Mother fuckers

Death:  Descriptions / references to murder of characters 

Flashing lights/strobe: Video content & Lighting effects 

Guns: Mr Jones shooting a blank stage firearm

Loud noise/music: Video

Poverty/starvation: Descriptions / video 

Slavery: Slave labour references

Violence/physical assault: Descriptions/references

War, bombing, refugee crisis: Video Content

Mild Strong

DRAMA Year 7-10

Connections to both making (drama
conventions, forms, and styles) and responding
strands (the role of drama in society).

ATAR DRAMA Year 11 & 12

Unit 2: Techniques for connecting with an
audience through imaginative, political or
polemical engagement. 

Unit 3: Elements of drama to create dramatic
action by exploring choices (varying light and
darkness, sound and silence, stillness and
movement, colour and space).  

Reinterpretation of Drama for contemporary
audiences. 

ATAR ENGLISH Year 11 & 12

Unit 1: Relationships between purpose, context and
audience.

Evaluating mode and medium in response of the
audience, including digital texts.

Unit 2: Evaluating the effects of rhetorical devices. 

Effects of using multimodal and digital features.

Unit 3:  Analysis of conventions of genre, purpose
style, and cultural/ethical understanding.

ATAR ENGLISH LITERATURE Year 11 & 12

Unit 1:  Integrating real and imagined experiences
by selecting and adapting particular aspects of texts
to create new texts.

Unit 3 & 4: The dynamic nature of literary
interpretation and multi-modal texts.



CLOVER, PILKINGTON, SNOWBALL, OLD MAJOR, A DOG                     Andrea Gibbs                     
NAPOLEON, MR JONES, MURIEL, MOLLIE, HARDBALL, A DOG             Alison van Reeken
SQUEALER, FREDERICK, BENJAMIN, MOSES, WHYMPER                     Megan Wilding
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CREATIVES
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Playwright
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Set/Costume
Designer 

Fiona Bruce

Composer/Music
Designer

Rachael Dease

Video Designer
Michael Carmody

Dramaturg
Polly Low

 Andrea Gibbs  Alison van Reeken  Megan Wilding



 

A REBELLIOUS SATIRE BOILING WITH POLITICAL MADNESS

This high-octane adaptation of George Orwell’s 1944 novella by Van Badham (Banging Denmark, The
Guardian)  is set in a 1940s styled version of now. Infused with modern-day politics and technology
such as YouTube, Twitter, and the internet.

The plot adheres to Orwell’s seminal allegory of anti-Stalinist satire, which begins with Old Major's
dream of a utopian society of equality and freedom from human dominance. 

Old Major's vision for a collective society is subverted by Napolean and his lackeys after the animal
revolution. In an ironic twist, the maxim Four legs good, two legs better is replaced with a maxim
condemning two legs. By the end of the play, Napoleon is indistinguishable from his human
predecessors.

All characters in this production are played by three extraordinary actresses who navigate the split
world of stage and screen within this adaptation.

B A C K G R O U N D  I N F O R M A T I O N  3

SYNOPSIS 
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Farm-yard Power Struggle



What kind of night can Black Swan audiences expect at
Animal Farm?
It’s gonna be like watching CNN, if the hosts during a political
crisis were all standup comedians but also pigs and cows and
you’ve just had twenty coffees and are trapped in a runaway
train. Strap in!

Originally Animal Farm was going to be presented just
before the US Elections in 2020. What is its relevance in
2021?
The relevance of this play is even greater in 2021, given that
on the 6th of January a lot of would-be pigs and cows tried to
storm the Capitol building in Washington. I don’t think
everyone realises how close the Trump years brought us to
actual fascism.

You are a playwright, novelist, commentator, critic, and
activist. What is your favourite medium for storytelling?
Clearly, I love all of them, hence running around like a farce
character trying to meet increasingly impossible deadlines.
The great thing about writing across platforms is that some
stories are better told through different media. Journalism is
where facts go. The theatre is where you can speculate
wildly. Mixing these two up makes for bad theatre and/or
dysfunctional democracies.

You have said that this play is ‘an algorithm of political
madness for the YouTube Generation.’ What role does
digital media play in the script?

Digital media is the most effective platform for the
dissemination of propaganda in world history. Of course the
pigs are all over it. In Orwell’s original, the pigs had slogans.
In the play, they have their own YouTube channels.

When and how was your interest in the arts first
sparked? Who nurtured your passion?
My dad was a club manager, so I grew up in clubland with a
loud carpet, colourful gaming identities, club acts and annual
Christmas pantomimes. As a kid, I was entranced by the
stories shared by my parents about the larger-than-life
people that they met, as well as by the transformations of

[Cont'd] 
ordinary things into extraordinary ones by the lighting,
sound, and costumes of the performances that I got to
see.

At my Nanna’s house, there was a very theatrical pair of
red curtains that separated the loungeroom from the
hallway. I was always forcing my cousins into costumes
made of tablecloths and old neckties, creating skits to
perform there. My parents encouraged it all because
they found it very funny. I came from a family where no-
one ever had an arts career (or a university education). I
stumbled through the first few decades of my own career
like a bit of a hapless rube. Mum and Dad found it all
very amusing so I just kept doing it.

Where do you find inspiration? Who are your biggest
influences?
I stumble onto inspiration – sometimes it’s a newspaper
article I can’t stop thinking about or a personal story I’ve
been told that has affected me deeply, or sometimes
there’s something from my own life that I’m trying to gain
a new perspective around. The ideas tend to percolate in
the back of my head until someone offers me a writing
job and the appropriate idea screams out “this one’s for
me!” Then I run with whatever the idea needs to meet
the brief.

My biggest influence is my own taste. The great thing
about no longer being a young writer and feeling obliged
to say yes to every job that comes along is being able to
choose projects to do that I’d personally want to be the
audience for. If you’re not enthusiastic about your own
projects, no one else is going to be enthusiastic about
them either. I’m influenced by space lizards, talking pigs,
internet conspiracy cults, 1990s post-punk share
housing, and Spanish farces, this bizarre Trumpian
political era the West barely survived, and beach party
movies. That’s this week. Next week it might be
something different.

What’s playful and brave about this work?
Talking pigs, man.
Still funny after all these years.

Q&A with Van Badham
5

Listen to presenter Michael Cathcart interview Van
Badham on Radio National's Stage Show
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational

 

How has journalism influenced Van Badham’s writing? 
In what way/s does Van Badham’s adaptation of Animal Farm 

Discuss:

      align with American politics?
 

https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/the-stage-show/george-orwell-animal-farm-van-badham-dylan-van-den-berg-milk/12613282


POWER

How easily totalitarian propaganda can control the
opinion of enlightened people in democratic
countries. George Orwell, Preface to the Ukrainian
edition of Animal Farm, 1947.

Animal Farm is a universally recognisable allegory
about unchecked power, rebellion betrayed and the
capacity for ordinary individuals to believe in a
revolution that has been twisted by those in power.

Written 76 years ago, Animal Farm has confirmed ties
to Orwell’s disdain of the Stalinist era, yet its anti-
authoritarian themes could easily be applied to other
examples of authoritarian rule. 

The Western World is passionate about liberal
democracies & yet America has just slipped from the
grip of Populist Authoritarian Donald Trump. 

Trump was adept at manipulation of the media through
his use of social media, fake news, and misdirection of
information leading to uprisings, protests, and chaos
during the last days of his Presidency.

6THEMES

Similarly, we can question the role of right-wing British newspapers in the consistent flow of
misinformation and press propaganda to further the political agenda of opponents of the EU during
the Brexit era.

American journalist, Jonathan Russo believes Animal Farm perfectly describes life in the era of
Donald Trump. Interestingly, after Donald Trump was elected US president in 2016, publisher
Penguin Random House saw sales of George Orwell’s 1984 rise by an astonishing 9,500%,
propelling it to the top of Amazon’s bestseller list. Similarly, sales of the sequel to Margaret
Atwood’s dystopian fiction The Handmaid’s Tale, was purchased every four seconds in its first
week on the shelves. 

 
[Source: https://observer.com/2017/05/donald-trump-george-orwell-animal-farm]
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Another propaganda technique (used frequently by Donald J Trump) is name-calling.
Trump won’t stop coining nasty nicknames for his foes — but the media must stop amplifying
them. [Source: https://www.washingtonpost.com]

Trump coined many nicknames for his opponents such as Sleepy Joe (Biden), Crazy Bernie (Bernie
Sanders), Cooked Hillary (Hillary Clinton), Pochahontas (Elizabeth Warren) and Little Marco (Marco
Rubio).

PROPAGANDA

You can't con people, at least not for long. You can create excitement, you can do wonderful
promotions and get all kinds of press, and you can throw in a little hyperbole. But if you don't
deliver the goods, people will eventually catch on. Donald J Trump.

Propaganda (biased, manipulated information) is a technique that has been used to shape public
opinion for centuries. In Animal Farm several persuasive language techniques are frequently used
by Napoleon, Squealer, and Snowball, to convince the animals to agree with their ideas and
decisions

Read the list of propaganda devices below.

List examples from Animal Farm and/or recent politics. 

Write a slogan you have heard used in recent politics and explain whether you think it is
persuasive or not. 

 Read https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_nicknames_used_by_Donald_Trump
 

 Discuss the purpose of name-calling and its effectiveness.
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Emotional Appeal RHETORIC Tapping into deep-set principles, values and emotions.

BAND WAGON Appealing to the collective (herd mentality).

PLAIN FOLKS Using idioms and language of 'the people.'

Seeking approval without presenting the facts. Glittering 
Generalities

CARD STACKING Presenting one side of the issue/situation.

GENERALISATIONS

Authority, sanction, and prestige.

JARGON Language, maxims, statistics and data.  

TESTIMONIALS
Transfer

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_nicknames_used_by_Donald_Trump


SOCIAL MEDIA 

Trump’s primary use of Twitter has been to spread propaganda and manipulate public opinion. He
used it to delegitimize information and the positions of his opponents. Source: Sam Woolley, director
for propaganda research at the University of Texas at Austin’s Center for Media Engagement. 

Since entering the 2016 Presidential Election, Donald Trump’s tweets have been a major part of his
communications strategy with the public. These tweets were unmoderated for most of his presidency.
@realDonaldTrump has over 88.9 million followers. He tweeted until the final days of his term when
he was permanently banned from social media platforms for posting controversial and false
statements on Twitter, inciting unrest and riots. 

The most common phrases used in Trump’s tweets as President include; Fake News, Witch hunt,
Make America Great,Again, Total Endorsement, and Great Job.

8

The 36 posts containing election
falsehoods received a collective
22.6 million likes and 3.9 million
retweets (these statistics exclude
retweets from accounts other than
@realDonaldTrump)

 

“Fake news” appeared
approximately 900 times across his
tweet history, as a strategy for
delegitimising information. 
 

Other phrases such as “witch-hunt”
created the illusion of popularity for
ideas that actually have no basis in
reality. 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/jan/07/donald-trump-facebook-social-media-
capitol-attack

https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/more-governments-ever-are-using-social-media-
push-propaganda-report-n1076301

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/dec/28/alternative-facts-bigly-witch-hunt-trump-
era-words-phrases

Other articles you may find useful:
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https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/jan/07/donald-trump-facebook-social-media-capitol-attack
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/more-governments-ever-are-using-social-media-push-propaganda-report-n1076301
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/dec/28/alternative-facts-bigly-witch-hunt-trump-era-words-phrases


 

Trump’s manipulation of retweeted accounts to push conspiracy and fringe content. 

Misinformation about the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The role of false accusations about postal and electoral fraud, in the storming of the U.S Capitol on 6

January 2021.

Trump’s catchphrases and imaginary threats with those used in Animal Farm.

Belarus election poll shame and opposition candidate Svetlana Tikhanovskaya’s flight to Lithuania to

events in Animal Farm.

Discuss:

Compare:

INEQUALITY
All animals are equal, but some are more equal than others.

 
REBELLION

Sooner or later the day is coming, tyrant man shall be o'erthrown.
 

EXPLOITATION
Throughout the spring and summer, they worked a sixty-hour week.

 
CORRUPTION

Somehow it seemed as though the farm had grown richer without making the
animals themselves richer. Except, of course, the pigs and the dogs.

 
DECEPTION

Comrades, do you know who is responsible for this? Do you know the enemy
that came in the night and has overthrown our windmill? SNOWBALL!

 
ABUSE OF POWER

No animal shall sleep in a bed with sheets.
 

IDEALISM
The animals remind themselves of the beliefs that guided their revolution by

singing "Beasts of England," which describes their ideal world.
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The strategies used to maintain power and distort the truth. 

Compare these strategies to an event in past/recent history.

In what ways are we passively indoctrinated by propaganda?

Read the extract on the next page and discuss:
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CLASS ACTIVITY
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Extract



 

REVOLUTION CORRUPTED

Animal Farm begins with a revolution filled with hope for a better future by removing the two-tiered
power system comprising of those who had power (humans) and those who lacked it (animals).

As the animals embrace Animalism there is a shift of power. Rules/commandments are
manipulated for individual gain and power hierarchies are built.  

Animalism is reduced to a single principle - All animals are equal but some animals are more
equal than others, which is the virtual opposite of Old Major’s original idea.

What makes a good leader?

Are rules necessary for the foundation of society?

Is the ideal society first imagined by the animals actually possible? 

How does Propaganda fuel or detract from such ideals?

Is it possible to assume control over a group of people without rigorous propaganda? If so,

how can revolts be prevented?

Discuss/Debate:

11
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themes



The Dream
The Rebellion
Napoleon’s regime

The Seven Commandments
Sugarcandy Mountain
The Windmill
Milk and apples
Manor Farm
Jones Rifle

Beasts of England
Minimus's ode to Napoleon
Sheep chants 

The language in Animal Farm is simple, clear, and accessible and avoids sentimentality.
Even the most heartbreaking events are very direct in style, allowing the audience to
concentrate on the messages of the play.

This political allegory follows a simple structure, which can be  divided into three
sections:

Rhetoric is used throughout Napoleon's rise to power. It is used to keep the other
animals from realizing the chasm between what really is happening and what they want
to happen. 

Repetition of a word or words at the beginning of successive phrases, clauses, or lines
creates a sonic effect. For example - He does not give milk, he does not lay eggs... he
cannot run fast enough to catch rabbits. In this instance, anaphora is used to create a
sonic effect that appeals to the emotions of the audience.

Animal Farm is rich with symbolism. One example of this is the choice of character
names and the thematic role they play. 

Songs and chants are used throughout Animal Farm to promote particular causes and as a
method of stripping individuality. This also keeps the animals focused on the political agenda. 

STYLE
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Discuss other literary devices used in Animal Farm (Eg. satire, metaphor, and
paradox).

https://www.coursehero.com/lit/Animal-Farm/character-analysis/#Napoleon


Function and use of the screens.
Placement of screens within the Heath Ledger Theatre’s large proscenium arch. 
Interaction with the screen (who, when, how).
Concepts to support the themes of the play.
Political imagery inspired by contemporary politics.

Design and audio-visual components of the play were investigated by director Emily McLean and video
designer Michael Carmody, set/costume designer Fiona Bruce and composer/music designer Rachael
Dease during creative development in 2020. 

Elements considered included:

Themes
Symbolism
Character development

Discuss the costume designs above in terms of:

DESIGN 13
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Scaffolding (E.g. social hierarchy, status).
Large screen (E.g. politics, propaganda, social commentary)

Discuss the  symbolism of the set:
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IMAGE (LR): Director Emily McLean, Actor Alison van Reeken & 
Video Designer - Michael Carmody



CYGNET CREATIVE LEARNING RESOURCE 2021  © BLACK SWAN STATE THEATRE COMPANY OF WA

15

What is the role of a Video Designer? 

A video designer is typically responsible for any video content that is presented
as part of the live 3D stage environment. Most commonly this involves
projections onto a set or using digital LED screens that form part of the set.
Like all design roles, it's generally led by a dramaturgical approach to the
creative direction of the project. Making the video content might incorporate a
wide range of techniques - Live Action Filming. Stock or Found Footage.
Animation. Motion Graphics. Editing. Compositing. Live Feed. 

What study did you do to prepare yourself for such a profession?

I studied media in the early 2000s and developed general filmmaking skills. This
was just as everything was transitioning to digital. Over the years I've
continued to always be learning new technology and new techniques. YouTube
has become a fundamental source of how-to information.

You have worked on Black Swan show such as Assassins and Let the Right
One In - how to start your research process for a show?

INTERVIEW WITH VIDEO DESIGNER MICHAEL CARMODY

You can start anywhere really. Wherever your interest lies is often a good place. I think because I started in theatre
working on devised shows, I became comfortable going in very lateral directions. As I work more on shows with an
existing script, it feels almost luxurious to have such a known document to work from. Increasingly I read the script
over and over, backward and forwards, and often very slowly. And I try to follow my nose. 

What digital mediums have you engaged within Animal Farm?

We've filmed a lot of digital videos with the actors against a green screen These will get composited into different
backgrounds. We're sourcing lots of real-world footage and we're also creating graphics that will bring the bright
modern ‘media saturated’ world of the play to life.

Is the show digitally interactive with the audience?

The digital video content is an integral part of the script. Entire scenes take place on a screen world within the larger
stage world. The audience doesn't interact directly with this aspect of the show but the screen does almost become its
own character. 

How a virtual world could mirror the realities of contemporary politics.

How will the split reality between stage and screen support the themes of the
play?

Discuss: 



A newspaper article
News report
An Allegory
Dramatic monologue or short scene

Exaggerate
Reduce
Infuse different degrees of the movement to human gait

Weight (heavy or light)
Flow (free or rigid)
Time (quick or sustained)

Time
Space
Shape
Gesture

State the name of the play, playwright, theatre company, venue, director and performers.
What theme(s), tone and type of narration were used?
Dramatic structure – did it follow a linear narrative?
Discuss the use of multi-media and technology (E.g. live tweets, news reports and
interviews).
Describe lighting, sound/music, costume, props or any other technical aspects worthy of
mention.
Include your personal opinion and recommendations in your review.

Writing Activities

Explore how themes of Animal Farm relate to the world we live in today. Encourage students
to focus on one issue/event for the following activities: 

Write or improvise alternative events or moments within the play (E.g. a different outcome,
character journey, or power-dynamic).

Write the next scene in Animal Farm. Think about what might happen after the other animals
see the pigs meeting with the human farmers.

Write a dialogue between Snowball and Napoleon as it might have happened over the need
for a windmill. 

Movement/Character
Choose an animal and study its movements:

Choose an animal and apply Laban efforts to the movement:

Choose an animal and apply Viewpoints to the movement:

Review the production (be specific and give examples)
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