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A Word from the Playwright... 

 

“I think Heisenberg is infused with the possibility of optimism, 
and I think that is important. The only response to a world in 
peril is to be optimistic . . . .There is a difference between 
optimism and naivety – between optimism and jolliness. Real 
optimism has to consider real peril, real despair, real fear and 
real isolation. To deny those is just naïve, but it’s about  
acknowledging those and finding the determination to  
persist.” 
 
 

   --Simon Stephens, from an interview with 
      Carl Woodward, September 18, 2017. 

 
 

Delaware Theatre Company thanks the following sponsors for supporting its educational and artistic work. 

 

      

 This program is supported, in part, by a grant from the Delaware Division of the Arts, a state agency, 

in partnership with the National Endowment for the Arts. The Division promotes Delaware arts events 

on www.DelawareScene.com. 

LAFFEY-MCHUGH 

FOUNDATION 



Characters and Summary 

2 

Characters 
 
Georgie Burns is a forty-two-year-old American 
woman from New Jersey.  She lives and works in 
England and has a nineteen-year-old son.  She is 
forward, talkative, and engaging, has a flair for the 
dramatic, a propensity for swearing, and a tendency 
towards lying.   
 
Alex Priest is a seventy-five-year-old man from 
County Wexford, Ireland.   He lives a somewhat 
solitary life, pursuing his own interests and mulling 
over his own thoughts.  His daily routine rarely 
changes, and he does not seek out the novelty of 
new experiences or the companionship of friends. 
 
 
Summary 
 

The play begins in present-day London in a train 
station, where Georgie is apologizing to Alex, a 
man previously unknown to her, for walking up 
to him and kissing his neck.  Alex accepts her 
apology and the two formally introduce them-
selves.  Georgie drives the conversation further, 
talking about her interest in photography, her 
job as a waitress, and her missing her deceased 
husband.  Alex is somewhat mystified by 
Georgie’s unsolicited personal revelations, and 
he tells her only that he is a butcher.  He gets up 
to leave the train station.   
 
Several days later, Georgie has located Alex in 
his butcher shop.  She launches into another se-
ries of revelations about her job, marital status, and living situation.  Alex responds, guardedly, to her 
questions about his life in and out of the butcher shop.   Georgie proposes the two go on a date.  
 
Later that evening, Georgie and Alex sit together in a restaurant, having just finished dinner.  Georgie 
shares that she is estranged from her son, and, feeling vulnerable from that admission, invites Alex to 
share something personal.  Gradually Alex opens up, telling her of his delight in music, his family   
 
          (continued) 

A Note to Readers:  To assist educators in preparing their students for seeing our shows, the Department of Edu-

cation and Community Engagement at DTC prepares and shares detailed summaries of the plots of our produc-

tions.  These summaries disclose important plot points, including the climax and resolution of each play.   Fur-

thermore, our study guides are constructed under the premise that the educator has read our summary, and addi-

tional articles herein may reference these same plot points.  This notice is intended to provide a “spoiler alert.”   

     Karen Peakes, above left, and  Bud Martin  play 
     Georgie  and Alex, respectively, in  Delaware 
     Theatre Company’s  production of  Heisenberg.   

              St. Pancras Train Station in London.  



Characters and Summary  (continued) 

Summary (continued)  
 
history, and why he tries to live a life devoid of surprises.  The two talk of their interest in science 
and how certain scientific facts are related to their own life experiences and personal challenges.  
Alex admits finding Georgie attractive.  Georgie invites Alex to sleep with her.   
 
The scene shifts to Alex’s bedroom, several hours later, where Georgie and Alex have just had sex 
and are savoring the experience.  Georgie begins a line of questions about Alex’s former love inter-
est, then gets up to look for something to eat as Alex turns on some music.  When Georgie returns, 
Alex confesses that he is beginning to fall in love with Georgie and is trying to resist having feelings 
for her.  He tries to end their date.  Georgie admits that she had the idea to ask Alex for a large sum 
of money so she could return to the United States to look for her son.  Alex accuses her of setting 
him up from the very beginning of their relationship.  Georgie equivocates on when she decided to 
try to get money from Alex.   
 
A week later, Georgie and Alex are in a park, meeting during Georgie’s lunch break.  Georgie talks to 
Alex about his having surprised her by coming to her work.  Georgie asks Alex how he has been in 
the interim since their evening together.  Alex offers Georgie the money she needs to go back to 
New Jersey and insists she take it.  He tells of how he varied his routine during the week.  Georgie 
tries to get him to talk about his feelings and reveals that, on the evening they were together, she 
read his diaries while he was out of the room.  A vexed Alex chastises her for invading his privacy.  
Georgie responds by inviting Alex to go further out of his comfort zone and life of solitude and join 
her on her trip.   
 
The action shifts several weeks ahead to a café in New Jersey where Alex is showing Georgie the 
denim jacket he has just bought.  Alex asks Georgie about her son, and she tells him she did not find 
him where she thought he lived.  Alex encourages her to keep looking and offers suggestions of how 
to find him.  The two, who have been sharing a hotel room, talk about other things they might do 
together in the United States.  Georgie shares that she has enjoyed being with Alex and has imagined 
the day he would die and the sadness she would feel at his passing.  She asks Alex to be her boy-
friend.  He refuses.  He explains that he does want the role but not the label, citing their ages.  She 
asks him to dance with her, and he agrees.  The play ends as the two are viewed as partners.   
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The Playwright’s Journey  
 

Simon Stephens is an English playwright who has written award-winning adaptations and original 
works for the theatre.  Possibly best known in the United States for his Tony Award-winning play The 
Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time, adapted from the best-selling novel by Mark Haddon, Ste-
phens studied history at the University of York, played in a punk rock band in Scotland, and worked 
as a teacher before beginning his career as a playwright.  Starting with Bring Me Sunshine in 1997 for 
the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, Stephens has enjoyed a successful playwriting career, writing hit plays 
for the Royal Court and the Lyric Hammersmith in London and other venues, as well as plays that 
speak to audiences throughout Europe and in the United States.   
 
In an interview with Alex Wood about writing Heisenberg, a play commissioned by the Manhattan 
Theatre Club, Stephens remarked that rather than planning the entire story ahead of time, he al-
lowed the characters and plot to develop on their own as he wrote them.  “I wanted to try and re-
lease the instinctive, the unpredictable.  I knew how the characters were affecting each other, but 
didn't know what they were going to say next.  It was daring and uncertain, and exciting."  As called 
to mind by the title of this work, Stephens told of having found an appreciation for science—such as 
the Uncertainty Principle put forth by scientist Werner Heisenberg in 1927—through his son’s pas-
sion for science and discovery.   
 
Heisenberg explores what happens when the separate 
worlds of two strangers unite through a common experi-
ence.  Stephens has said that he believes theatre is an art 
form that, like live music, has the potential to bring 
strangers together to share an experience that perhaps 
they would never encounter in the outside world.  A lov-
er of music, Stephens not only performed in a band, but 
attended concerts and enjoyed the raw energy shared 
between musicians and audience in a live rock perfor-
mance. As a university student, Stephens attended plays 
in which friends or girlfriends were performing, and 
though he admitted sometimes being unaffected by the 
material, he was struck by the similarity between the im-
mediacy of theatre and the electric energy at a live concert.  Realizing that he loved writing songs but 
would never have a career in music, Stephens looked to writing for the theatre as another way to 
express his ideas.  Speaking to The Economist about his love for theatre, Stephens noted, “It’s increas-
ingly rare to find a space where you can sit next to somebody you’ve never met before, sharing an 
experience that is live and in the same room. Without altering anything about its form, the rarity of 
shared experience has rendered theatre radical. Just sitting next to a stranger and sharing an experi-
ence, rather than putting your headphones on and staring at a Twitter feed.”   
 
Delaware Theatre Company’s production of Heisenberg attempts to do just that—facilitating a radical, 
shared experience among friends or strangers--by staging the play in an intimate setting, with the au-
dience’s sitting in chairs onstage, surrounding the playing space.  By joining people in close physical 
proximity to the action and to one another, actors and audience will examine, and potentially feel, 
the power of human connection through the medium of theatre.  And there’s a little music in there, 
too.   

Teachable  Themes and Topics 

Audience reacting to rock  
 concert performance.   



Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued) 
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Heisenberg, Uncertainty, and Strangers Near a Train 
 

Simon Stephens’ play Heisenberg follows the story of Alex and Georgie, a man and a woman, respec-
tively, who meet at a train station (where neither of them is actually waiting for a train) and, in the 
course of a few days, find that their lives have changed dramatically as a result of that unexpected first 
encounter.  The play takes its title from the early 20th Century German physicist Werner Heisenberg, 
who is perhaps most famous in the scientific community for publishing his Uncertainty Principle in 
1927.  One of Heisenberg’s contemporaries, physicist Niels Bohr, further expounded on the Uncer-
tainty Principle and asserted his theory of Complementarity in 1928.  The two scientific theories 
work in tandem with one another, and though neither physicist is named in Stephens’ play, and their 
theories only briefly mentioned, parallels between these scientific principles and the action of the play 
can be drawn.     
 
Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle makes a few statements regarding what we can know about suba-
tomic particles such as electrons.   

 
1. The more precisely the position of a particle is measured, the less precisely one can  
 measure a particle’s momentum.   
 
2.   Conversely, the more precisely the momentum of a particle is given, the less precisely 

can one say its position is.   

 
What does this mean?  If you see someone throw a baseball to you, your brain quickly calculates 
where the ball will be at a specific time (the ball’s momentum and the position it will be in at a certain 
time), then signals to your hand where to go and when to go there in order for you to catch the ball.  
Your brain has been able to figure out, more or less, the momentum of the ball and its position, and 
you subsequently catch the ball.  A baseball is a nice, everyday object that has a fairly large mass in 
comparison to a single atom, and it generally takes a very predictable path through our atmosphere 
once thrown.  Your eyes are capable of seeing the ball; your hand is capable of catching the ball; your 
brain takes care of the rest.  Any slight imprecision in measuring with your eyes and brain the ball’s 
position and momentum does not destroy your ability to catch the ball.   
 
But, Heisenberg says, in a quantum (or subatomic) world, this process does not work like that.  First 
of all, particles that are very, very small—such as very tiny electrons—cannot be seen with the naked 
eye.  Secondly, an electron does not stand still; it is in constant motion orbiting and jumping around 
the exterior of an atom’s nucleus.  If we took a quick photo of that electron to see where it is, we 
might get a picture of where the electron was at that particular instant, but we no longer see the 
electron’s path (its momentum).  Likewise, if we put an electron into a cloud chamber (think of it as a 
big jar with a smoky or vaporous substance in it), we can watch the electron’s path as it tunnels 
through the vapor, but that path only shows where the electron has been, not where it currently is.   
In a parallel with the action of the play, Georgie’s character can be compared to that electron.  She is 
in constant motion; her conversation changes topics quickly, and her back story jumps around from 
one possible truth to another.  She is unpredictable, and Alex (and the audience) may feel uncertain 
of who she really is and what she is really trying to accomplish.   
        

         (continued) 
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Heisenberg, Uncertainty, and Strangers Near a Train (continued)  
 

 Georgie:  I don’t live in Islington.  I live in Clapton.  Which is close to Islington, to be fair, 
 but in many ways a very different area altogether.  I’ve never been inside the theatre.  Or that
 particular cinema.  I mean I’ve been to lots of cinemas.  But never, ever that one.  Never.  I  
 work as a receptionist at a primary school.  St. Paul’s.  Behind the Hollingsworth Estate.  I 
 really enjoy it.  I like the children and their parents.  I have no idea why I didn’t just admit that
 right out.. . . I think it’s probably best if you assume that everything I told you when I saw 
 you last week was a complete fabrication.   
 
As Alex gets to know Georgie, he comes to find out more truth about her and her motivation for her 
actions.  Georgie, too, has learned that it can be difficult to understand even those we think are clos-
est to us.  Georgie tells Alex that she and her son have not spoken in months, and that their estrange-
ment was a shock to her. 
 
  Georgie:  If you watch something closely enough you realise you have no possible way of 
 telling where it’s going or how fast it’s getting there.  Did you know that?  That’s actually the 
 truth.  That’s actually scientifically been proven as the truth. . . . If you pay attention to where
 it’s going or how fast it’s moving, you stop watching it properly.  I watched him all the time. 
 He took me completely by surprise.   
 
Though Georgie watched her son each day, she remarks that she failed to see the path he was on—a 
path seeking independence from his mother.   
 
The theory of Complementarity, put forth by Niels Bohr, builds upon Uncertainty.  Bohr says that an 
object can seem to have contradictory properties, and, as noted in Uncertainty, our observing one set 
of properties keeps us from observing a different set of properties.  But Complementarity (notice the 
spelling—“complement” as in “completing”) offers that only by considering all sets of properties, con-
tradictory as they may seem, can we come closer to fully understanding an object.   In well-known 
optical illusions such as those pictured below, each illusion looks like something completely different 
when we focus on a different part of the drawing.  We can never see both views at the same time; 
our eyes force us to choose one way or another way to look at the drawing.  Yet both sets of prop-
erties exist in the drawing, and only by our looking at the drawing in more than one way do we un-
derstand the nuances of the drawing.   
       (continued)  
 

The face/vase illusion, above left, and the Necker Cube,  
above right, are two common optical illusions.   



Teachable  Themes and Topics (continued)  

Heisenberg, Uncertainty, and Strangers Near a Train (continued)  
 

In the play, Georgie confesses being unsettled at seeing Alex, a man she has been getting to know in 
her personal life, standing in the office where she works.  She remarks on the ambivalence she feels in 
revealing parts of herself to different people in different circles.   
 
 
  Georgie:  I didn’t expect to see you.  I’m completely thrown by it.  I can feel myself having 
 to reinvent myself to make sure I’m not confusing you with who I am.  I always think that I’m
 a different person when I’m at work.   I always think I’ve got a different personality.   
 
  Alex:  You haven’t. 
 
  Georgie:  How do you know?  I might have. 
 
  Alex:  There’s no such thing.   
 
  Georgie:  As what? 
 
  Alex:  As personalities.  They don’t exist.  People always get it wrong.  Personalities are just 
 the sum of the individual constituent things that people do.  And the path that connects be-
 tween them.  They’re never fixed.  They can always change.  They mean nothing.   
 
  
The notion of Complementarity is brought to light in thinking of Georgie as being a whole person, 
but having the capacity to be seen in a variety of ways.  Alex suggests that people can be viewed 
through the lens of the things they do.  The view of a person changes depending on what is being 
looked at, and by whom.  As new facets are uncovered, the view changes again.  And the more facets 
that are viewed, the more completely we can get closer to knowing the whole of a person.   
 
When playwright Stephen Simons said that while writing, he knew how Georgie and Alex were af-
fecting each other, but had no advance idea of what each was going to say or do next, he was also 
metaphorically experiencing Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle:  Simons knew his characters’ position 
at a specific point of the story, but did not know their momentum, their paths.  And by allowing for 
openness in his characters’ development, he did not limit them to a particular group of traits or a set 
way of being viewed.  Instead, that openness allowed for the characters to be multi-dimensional, full 
of surprises as each takes a new turn, shares a vulnerability, and expresses a desire.  As audiences 
meet and follow Georgie and Alex, they too take a journey to understand what it is to learn to know 
and love the uncertainty and complexity that is another human being.   
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Knowledge and Comprehension 
 

1. After first kissing Alex, what does Georgie suggest was her reason for doing so?   

2. At their first introduction, what does Georgie say her job is?  What do we learn about her 

job later in the play?   

3. Where is Georgie’s son?   

4. What do we learn about Alex’s sister?  His parents?  

5. Who is Joanne?  What happened to her?   

6. What does Alex agree to do with Georgie at the end of the play?  

 

 

 

Application and Analysis 
 

1. Why do you think Alex leads such a solitary life at the beginning of the play?  

2. How would you describe Georgie?  How would you describe Alex?   

3. How are Georgie and Alex similar?  How are they different?   

4. Give two examples of things Georgie says that seem contradictory.  Do we ever learn what 

is actually true about her in these circumstances?   

 

 

 

Synthesis and Evaluation 
 

1. Is Georgie a trustworthy person?  Why or why not?   

2. What is surprising to you about Alex?  If you had just met him at a train station, what would 

you have instead expected from or about him?  

3. Are Georgie and Alex good for one another?  In other words, does being in a relationship 

help each one have a better life?  Why or why not?   

4. Do you think in relationships that opposites attract?  Would you consider Georgie and Alex 

opposites?  What about being different from one another, if anything, is good for a friendship 

or romantic relationship?  What, if anything, should friends or romantic partners have in 

common to build and maintain a strong relationship?   



Classroom  Activities 
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1.  Interview your parents, grandparents, or another couple who has been together for many years 
about how they met and began a relationship.  What brought them together?  How long did it take 
for them to go from meeting one another to taking a big step in their relationship?  What interested 
each of them in the other person, initially?  What surprises did each encounter as their relationship 
developed?  What qualities about each person does the other now value most?  Consider audio or 
video recording the interview to allow the couple to tell the stories and reminisce without your 
having to stop the conversation to write; then transcribe later, and create a “Story of Us” to share 
with them, their families, and (with permission of the couple) your classmates.   

 
2.  With your classmates, brainstorm books that feature “unlikely pairs” (or groupings) of charac-
ters who come together to form a team, friendship, or other important relationship.  What makes 
these pairings/groupings unlikely at first glance?  What makes the pairing seem strong, inspiring, or 
rewarding?  How does the author negotiate the seemingly juxtaposed concepts of difference and 
unity?  Discuss with your class other examples in arts (theatre, literature, music, visual art) in which 
these themes/concepts are explored, and why the subject matter recurs in the arts over the years.   

 
3.   Assemble a group of everyday objects.  Choose an object and, with a camera (even the one on 
your phone), take a variety of photographs of that object from different angles or proximities.  Print 
or upload the series of photos and create an array that offers the viewer a unique—and possibly 
mysterious—perspective or set of perspectives on the object.  Share these in a visual presentation 
with your class.  Which objects are difficult to identify at close range or at an unusual angle until a 
larger picture or more “traditional view” is seen?  Which objects fascinate when viewed in an unu-
sual way?  How do artistic design and functional/scientific purpose work together in the construc-
tion of this object?  After viewing one another’s visual presentations, discuss with the class the ideas 
of complementarity, perspective, purpose, and wholeness.  

 
4.  In the play Heisenberg, Alex surprises Georgie by telling her about his love for music, “all kinds of 
music.”  He offers a litany of styles he appreciates.  Below is an abbreviated version of his mono-
logue.  
 
  Alex:  I started with rock and roll.  And then I moved onto rhythm and blues.  Gospel mu 
 sic.  Country and Western. . . String quartets.  Operas. . .Acid music.  Soul music.  Deep 
 soul music.  Techno.  House.  Grime.  Dub step.   
 
Alex mentions music that he likes of many genres and ages.  What surprises you about his list?  
What intrigues you?  Identify examples of music that you, too, enjoy, and create a compilation of 
short audio samples that you think would provide someone unfamiliar with that style of music an 
introduction to that genre.  Share your compilation with your class.   
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Why Go to the Theatre? 
State and National Education Standards Addressed Through 

Taking Your Students to a Live Theatre Production 
 
When your students view live theatre, they are taking part in a learning expe-
rience that engages their minds on many levels.  From simple recall and com-
prehension of the plot of a play or musical to analysis and evaluation of the 
production elements of a show, students receive and interpret messages com-
municated through words, movement, music, and other artistic devices.  Be-
yond “I liked it; it was good,” students learn to communicate about the con-
tent and performance of an artistic piece and to reflect on their own and oth-
ers’ emotional, aesthetic, and intellectual points-of-view and responses.  And 
the immediacy of live theatre--the shared moments between actors and audi-
ence members in the here-and-now--raises students’ awareness of the power 
and scope of human connection.   
 
 

The following educational standards are addressed in a visit to a performance at Del-
aware Theatre Company along with a pre-show DTC classroom presentation and 
post-show talkback session at the theatre.  (Additional standards addressed through the use 
of the study guide or through further classroom study are not included here.)   
 
Common Core English Language Arts Standards:   
Reading:  9-10 and 11-12, Strands 3, 4, 6 
Language:  9-10 and 11-12, Strands 3, 4, and 5 
 
National Core Arts Standards—Theatre: 
Responding:  Anchor Standards 7, 8, and 9 
Connecting:  Anchor Standard 11 
 

Delaware Standards for English Language Arts  (DOE): 
Standard 2:  2.2a, 2.4bl, 2.5b, 2.5g, 2.6a 
Standard 3:  3.1b, 3.3b1, 3.3b2 
Standard 4:  4.1a, 4.1b, 4.1c, 4.2f, 4.3a, 4.4b  
 
 
    Compiled by Johanna Schloss, Associate Director of Education &  
    Community Engagement, Delaware Theatre Company, 2016 
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