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Synopsis
The Rabbits, written by John Marsden and illustrated by The Rabbits, written by John Marsden and illustrated by The Rabbits
Shaun Tan, offers a rich and immensely valuable perspective 
on the effect of man on his environment. Visually loaded and 
told with a passion for truth and understanding, The Rabbits aims The Rabbits aims The Rabbits
to promote cultural awareness and a sense of caring for 
the natural world. 

The Rabbits is an allegorical tale about colonisation told from the The Rabbits is an allegorical tale about colonisation told from the The Rabbits
viewpoint of both sides. The narrator describes the coming of 
‘Rabbits’ in the most minimal detail and the style of storytelling is 
deliberately sparse and strange. Both text and image convey an 
encounter that is at first friendly and curious, but later darkens 
into bewilderment and fear as the numbat like creatures witness 
environmental destruction under the wheels of a strange new 
culture, as the rabbits just keep arriving - by the millions. 

There is a feeling of helplessness as the invaders take over, cutting 
down trees, building houses, paving roads and having children. A 
whole continent of rabbits and a sense of impending doom takes 
over as the sheer weight of newcomers results in fighting and 
war. The new order ‘progresses’, destroying all that mattered to 
the original inhabitants coupled with the horror of the loss of the 
most precious thing – the children; the future. 

The parallels with the real history of colonisation in Australia 
and around the world are obvious and based on detailed research 
that is complemented by stunning surrealism in the imagery and 
absence of any direct references. The rhetorical question at the 
end is a sobering reminder that we need solutions, that we must 
continue the work toward reconciliation. But it also opens up 
and allows for discussion and questions as complex as the 
audience wants.

The Rabbits is a rich and haunting allegory for all ages, all cultures.The Rabbits is a rich and haunting allegory for all ages, all cultures.The Rabbits

 An Opera Australia and Barking Gecko Theatre Company co-production 
in association with West Australian Opera.
Commissioned by Perth International Arts Festival and Melbourne Festival.
This project is assisted by the Australian Government’s Major Festivals Initiative, in 
association with the Confederation of Australian International Arts Festivals - Perth 
International Arts Festival, Melbourne Festival and Sydney Festival, and the Western 
Australian Government through the Department of Culture and the Arts.
The Rabbits, written by John Marsden and illustrated by Shaun Tan, The Rabbits, written by John Marsden and illustrated by Shaun Tan, The Rabbits
was first published in Australia by Lothian Books. 
The opera is produced by arrangement with Hachette Australia Pty Ltd.
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You are welcome to take photos of yourselves at the opera before the 
performance, but you may not photograph, film or record  the performance.

Don’t forget to pick up one of our beautiful souvenir programs. It contains 
a note from the director, John Sheedy, an account of the writing of The 
Rabbits and an article on the music of the opera. You’ll also find photos and 
biographies of the artists performing. All for only $20 on sale right now in 
the foyer.

The performance lasts approximately sixty minutes. There is no interval
Casting correct at time of publication but subject to amendment



On the book …
The Rabbits started life as a picture-book by author John Marsden and The Rabbits started life as a picture-book by author John Marsden and The Rabbits
illustrator Shaun Tan. The pair worked completely independently – 
John Marsden wrote the words and gave them to Tan to work his magic 
on. The pair didn’t speak until after Tan had finished the book!

On the opera …
By contrast, it was a big collaborative effort to create this new work for 
the stage. The creatives and producers gathered together for intense 
workshops spaced out over a year, and then a year of planning, design, 
construction and rehearsals took place before the picture-book 
reached the stage.  

On writing the libretto …
There are just under 250 words in John Marsden’s picture-book. 
Librettist Lally Katz had the formidable task of turning that into an 
hour-long libretto!

On creating scenes and characters …
There is a clear sense of story in the picture-book, but it tells the tale in 
a ‘zoomed out’ way – there are no real scenes. Director John Sheedy 
had the idea of treating each page as a scene. Hidden in Tan’s detailed 
illustrations were all kinds of clues for creating characters.

There are birds in most of Tan’s pictures – present and observing, but 
not interfering. We see this in the narrator, Bird (Kate Miller-Heidke), 
who watches over the action and tells us about it, but doesn’t get 
involved.

On writing the music …
Composer Kate Miller-Heidke drew on her own mixed-up musical 
background (singer-songwriter and opera singer, pop star and 
classically-trained soprano) as inspiration in writing the score – a 
background which offered great creative freedom. The colonising 
rabbits are a little Gilbert and Sullivan-esque, the naturalistic marsupials 
draw on elements of pop and music theatre, and the bird sings her alien, 
ethereal, dissonant top notes over all of the rest of the music. 

On turning pictures into costumes …
Designer Gabriela Tylesova had the challenge of taking Tan’s beautiful 
illustrations and turning them into wearable costumes. It took lots 
of planning, drawing and fine-tuning! The headpieces are made of 
polystyrene so they are as light as possible for the performers to wear.

On the rehearsal process …
Though the cast is made up of gifted and experienced performers, each 
of them found it a challenge to learn to convey emotion and character 
using the oversized headpieces and cumbersome tails. They had to 
wear bits and pieces of costume through the rehearsal process to get 
used to using their new bodies (as well as their faces) to show feeling. 

REFLECT
The Rabbits provides an opportunity for us to reflect on where, as The Rabbits provides an opportunity for us to reflect on where, as The Rabbits
Australians, we have come from and where we are heading. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have inhabited Australia 
for millennia, and their cultures, laws, ceremonies and connection to 
the land and waterways is strong and enduring.

After the show, you may want to talk about the themes explored in The 
Rabbits. Be respectful of others as the themes may be confronting to Rabbits. Be respectful of others as the themes may be confronting to Rabbits
Australians, particularly Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 
Reconciliation Australia has provided a few helpful pointers that may 
help you feel more confident to talk about these confronting issues.

Is this story set in Australia?
The story never identifies the place in which the events take place but 
think about the characters and visual cues in the story. Talk about the 
colours, the landscape and the animals.

Is it a true story?
Although this is an opera and uses Rabbits and Marsupials as 
characters, it is based on true events. The Rabbits gives an account The Rabbits gives an account The Rabbits
(although not literal or explicit) of events that unfolded at the time of 
European settlement.

Were children taken away?
Yes. A major influence on contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples’ lives, is the systematic removal of children, from their 
families, that occurred from the late 1800s. The children who were 
removed by past Australian government agencies and church missions, 
are known as the Stolen Generations.

What can we do?
Talk about the rabbit and marsupial looking into the pool together 
at the end, what does that symbolise or represent? Talk about the 
importance of relationships and respect in life. Reconciliation 
Australia’s Share Our Pride resource can help you learn more about the 
impact of colonisation in Australia: 
www.shareourpride.org.au/sections/our-shared-history/
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