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Abstract: This major research paper explores the representations of depression and anxiety, 

as a consequence of the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic lockdown, in Bo Burnham’s 2021 musical 

comedy special Inside. I argue that pandemic-induced depression and anxiety are 

represented through the symbiotic relationship between its formal elements, such as editing 

style and setting, and its performative content, such as song lyrics and monologues. This 

relationship between form and content serves to break down the binary between artificial 

performance and vulnerable, real-life mental illness, thus bringing the two conflicting states 

together. As opposed to typical inaccurate/negative portrayals of mental illness in North 

American cinema, Burnham’s Inside demonstrates the experience of mental illness can be 

normalized in any given context, even within the theatrical artifice of a performance during 

a global crisis. This normalization furthermore emphasizes the voice of the individual 

sufferer, thereby outlining the potential of accentuating the individual’s voice in a post-

pandemic, mental health care paradigm. 
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The 2020 COVID-19 Pandemic 

In March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) characterized the 

transmission of the SARS-CoV-2 virus (COVID-19) as a global pandemic. No 

individual could have predicted the intense physical, social, political, economic and 

psychological changes that have occurred over the past two years due to the virus 

and the imposed restrictions. One of the many consequences of the restrictions has 

been a decline in the mental well-being of individuals. According to psychologist 

Lee Chambers, the multiplicity of lockdowns, the fear of infection, social distancing 

and other practices synonymous with pandemics are “‘massive catalysts for mental 

health issues” (qtd. in Lang). Such issues can include feelings of isolation, anxiety, 

depression and stress “especially during [the] lockdown period” (Mosquera-Presedo 

et al. 2). A survey conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) found that American adults reported an increase in symptoms of anxiety, 

depression and stress, in substance abuse and in suicidal thoughts as a result of the 

restrictions (Drake). A prophetic book published a year before the current crisis, 

titled Psychiatry of Pandemics: A Mental Health Response to Infection Outbreak, argues 

that the longer the imposition of restrictions the greater the toll on individual mental 

health (Huremović 102). Evidently, most of these restrictions (depending upon 

location) lasted over two years. Most of the medical literature on mental health 

status during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic echoes the severity and multiplicity 

of these issues, with studies conducted outside of a North American context 

providing further cultural viewpoints and experiences (Müller et al.). Emerging out 

of these experiences/symptoms of what I would call: pandemic-induced mental illness, 

have been some unique, creative representations of these experiences/symptoms 

(Agarwala and Saluja). Such varied representations of psychological responses to the 

pandemic are reflected in cinema. However, outbreak or pandemic-themed films 

have historically addressed only the societal, medical and political consequences of 

such an event (Wade). While some research on the genre of outbreak/pandemic films 
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has begun to analyze the representations of the psychology of a pandemic event 

(Agarwala and Saluja), the portrayal of mental illness as induced by the societal 

efforts to contain a virus (rather than contact with a virus) has yet to be as 

sufficiently explored. Although representations of mental illness in films have not 

historically contributed accurate or compassionate portrayals (Pirkis et al.), a very 

recent book length analysis of more positive representations in contemporary film 

and television demonstrates “that by unpacking such texts, we can contribute to 

helping audiences realize not only that mental illnesses are common but also that 

recovery requires a combination of self-love along with understanding and 

acceptance from the wider neurotypical society” (Olson 211). Thus, there is a shift 

towards films, television and other cultural texts assisting “audiences” to “realize” 

that mental health struggles need not be stigmatized because they are highly 

“common” (Olson). The examination of cinema which uniquely emphasizes the 

psychological consequences of a pandemic event could also create opportunities for 

the perspective of those afflicted by mental illness to be individually heard, 

especially following such world altering circumstances. Not to mention these 

representations of mental illness in narrative form hold the potential to 

inform/influence tangible mental health care practices such as greater incorporation 

of arts and humanities viewpoints (Finn and Laughey). As indicated by medical 

researchers Gabrielle M. Finn and William F. Laughey, through “focusing arts and 

humanities teaching on those who are often stigmatized in society—the homeless, 

those with serious mental illness, those addicted to alcohol and other substances” 

medical professionals may be less likely to “stigmatize” these patients in medical 

practice (547). They openly advance the notion that “The time is right for both the 

patient's voice and the arts and humanities to take centre stage in the arena of 

medical education” (Finn and Laughey 547). It is obvious the COVID-19 pandemic 

has affected individuals and groups very differently, especially those from 

marginalized communities like those afflicted by mental illness. To analyze artistic 

representations of how the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions impacted a specific 
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individual’s psychology is to potentially, as Finn and Laughey encourage, centre the 

“patient’s voice” and “the arts and humanities” in medical discourses/care practices 

outside of the text and in the real world. I aim for the following analysis to 

investigate cinematic representations of pandemic-induced mental illness and to 

demonstrate the real-world potential of these representations in a post-pandemic 

society/mental health care paradigm.  

Bo Burnham’s Inside (2021) 

Comedian, writer and director Bo Burnham’s 2021 musical comedy special 

Inside details his experiences during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic as he 

creates the special completely by himself during lockdown. The film features 

Burnham’s trademark comedic songs, elements of sketch comedy, stand-up comedy, 

meta-comedy, drama-comedy, documentary style filmmaking among other 

cinematic and comedic aspects. Some critics have even asserted the film transcends 

its touted genre as a comedy special, with a review in The Guardian dubbing it “a 

comedy Gesamtkunstwerk [emphasis in original]” (Logan), an artwork which utilizes 

differing modes and forms into one cohesive work (“Gesamtkunstwerk”). With the 

constituent elements Burnham presents, the film is certainly far from being a typical 

comedy special, especially with the lack of an audience or film crew. Although the 

COVID-19 lockdown plays a contextual role in the film’s set-up and Burnham’s 

representation of his mental illness, as indicated by a review in The New Yorker: “He 

[Burnham] doesn’t say the words ‘pandemic’ or ‘covid’ or anything related, but he 

charts the passing of time, through the length of his hair and his beard” (Brody). By 

not referring to the pandemic directly, the film is able to focus more on the “new 

normal” that was the initial 2020 lockdown and the resulting psychological 

consequences. Authors of critical reviews (Culotta) and even Reddit posts 

(U/I_No_Speak_Good) openly assert that Inside mirrored their own psychological 

experiences during pandemic-induced restrictions like lockdowns. The Reddit user 

even states, after watching the film, that “For some reason, this sudden release of 
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emotions I'd been bottling up came out, and the curtains of my depression parted 

just enough for me to actually take action on something” (U/I_No_Speak_Good). For 

this user, their self-reported relief from depressive symptoms was achieved by 

watching a film which represents mental illness not only in the context of the current 

pandemic, but also normalizes the experience/expression of mental illness generally 

from the perspective of an afflicted individual. As correctly pointed out in Carmen 

Bonasera’s analysis of estrangement, performativity and empathy in the film, we can 

identify with Burnham’s situation through BerysGaut’s notion of “epistemic 

identification” (205 qtd. in Bonasera 103) since viewers both “share his knowledge 

about what is happening” and find themselves in the same predicament (103). 

Rather than demonize the experiences/symptoms of mental illness or overly fixate 

on the physical spread of the virus, Inside presents mental illness and pandemic-

induced restrictions as inseparable in the cultural moment we have lived through 

and are currently still experiencing in some regard.  

This major research paper seeks to analyze the cinematic representations of 

depression and anxiety as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic, utilizing 

principles of textual film analysis. I argue that pandemic-induced depression and 

anxiety in Inside are represented through the symbiotic relationship between its 

formal elements and its performative content. The formal elements include the 

disjointed editing and the equipment-laden/limited setting of the guest house. The 

performative textual elements include the comedy songs featuring subtle and 

explicit references to the experience of depression/anxiety and Burnham’s personal 

monologues to the camera throughout. This relationship between form and content 

serves to break down the binary between artificial performance and real-life mental 

illness, thus bringing the two conflicting states together. By demonstrating that there 

is no strict binary between the artificiality of performance and the vulnerable 

experience of depression/anxiety, Inside presents mental illness as normal within any 

given context as opposed to abnormal. Through its form and content, Inside 
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encourages the normalization of mental illness within and beyond the context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, this normalization emphasizes the voice of 

Burnham as the sufferer of these mental afflictions, which outlines the potential for 

medicalized authorities/discourses to centre individual perspectives in a post-

pandemic mental health care paradigm. We collectively should all be open to getting 

“inside” ourselves as Burnham’s film encourages. 

Defining Depression and Anxiety 

 I am using “depression” and “anxiety” as two broad symptoms/categories to 

understand the cinematic representations of mental illness as induced by pandemic 

restrictions in Burnham’s film. This analysis, however, is not focusing on the medical 

accuracy of these representations nor the authenticity of the way in which Burnham 

portrays this cinematic version of himself. Rather I am interested in how these 

illnesses are represented, what these representations proliferate about mental illness 

generally and how these proliferations could extend beyond the text and into the 

broader world.  

 As a mental illness, depression is defined as a chronic condition that “causes 

feelings of sadness and/or a loss of interest in activities you once enjoyed. It can lead 

to a variety of emotional and physical problems and can decrease your ability to 

function at work and at home” (“What Is Depression?”). According to a medically 

reviewed article from the American Psychiatric Association, symptoms of 

depression include (but are not limited to) the feeling of sadness or feeling 

depressed, loss of interest in daily activities, sleeping too little or sleeping too much, 

fatigue, feelings of guilt or worthlessness, thinking difficulties and suicidal thoughts 

(“What Is Depression?”). Although the mental illness of depression can be triggered 

by traumatic or stressful situations, the feeling of depression from these situations is 

often less pervasive than chronic depression (“What Is Depression?”).  
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 As a mental illness, anxiety is defined as “a category of mental health 

diagnoses that lead to excessive nervousness, fear, apprehension, and worry…These 

disorders alter how a person processes emotions and behave[s], also causing 

physical symptoms” (Felman). Furthermore “The duration or severity of an anxious 

feeling can sometimes be out of proportion to the original trigger, or stressor” 

(Felman). While there are different types of anxiety disorders, the symptoms of 

generalized anxiety disorder (being the most commonly diagnosed) include feelings 

of restlessness, inability to control fears or worries, irritability, difficulty 

concentrating and trouble falling or staying asleep (Felman).  

 With the ongoing predicament of the restrictions between 2020 to 2022, it is 

obvious the chronic environment of COVID-19 created/exacerbated the chronic 

nature of depression and anxiety disorders for many persons. This is again what I 

would refer to as pandemic-induced mental illness: in which the restrictions and other 

consequent factors associated with the COVID-19 virus either created or exacerbated 

individual negative mental health states/illnesses. Thus, the terms pandemic-induced 

depression and pandemic-induced anxiety will often be utilized in this analysis.  

Textual Analysis: Form 

 As a film is a multimodal text, I will begin my textual analysis by firstly 

examining the formal elements of Inside. In artistic works like literature, film, 

paintings etc., form is “how [emphasis in original] it [the content] is said” (Robertson 

273) with content being “what [emphasis in original] is said” (273). Rowe addresses 

how the separation between form and content in film analysis can be useful as the 

textual elements typically reflect “wider cultural artefacts and the meanings they 

have” whereas the formal elements present “strictly cinematic [or visual] codes” 

(102). The formal elements I will be analyzing from Burnham’s film include the 

setting (mise-en-scène) and the editing style.  
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The mise-en-scène of a film is a French term which roughly translates to “‘put 

into the scene’” (Rieder). Like the intentional choices of what is seen on stage in a 

theatrical production, mise-en-scène “includes everything that appears before the 

camera within a shot” (Rieder). As mise-en-scène constitutes “everything that 

appears before the camera within a shot” this would include the formal choices 

made in a film’s production design or setting. When thinking of the expected setting 

of a comedy performance, the image of a stage equipped with lighting rigs, curtains, 

a microphone and an audience typically comes to mind. However, considering 

Burnham’s (following scholar Peter Trigg’s lead, I will be referring to the stage 

persona in the film’s songs as “Bo” and the individual making the special and 

speaking intimately to the camera as “Burnham”) circumstances in which he was 

alone in his guest house due to the COVID-19 lockdown, the setting (as a component 

of the film’s mise-en-scène)is both limited and equipment-laden due to the 

circumstances impacting his mental health. The limits of the guest house are 

established immediately in the opening shot with a fade-in on the main room of the 

guest house with a chair and a piano keyboard centred (see Appendix, Fig.1). A 

dresser is placed in the left side of the room with a long glass desk on the right side 

(see Appendix, Fig.1). Burnham opens the door and enters the room, exposing a high 

amount of natural sunlight (0:0:36-0:0:45) which stands in contrast to the darkly lit 

room with closed blinds on its windows. This established setting of the guest house’s 

main room is continuously re-used throughout the film, with virtually no exterior 

shots, only interior. Therefore, the setting is limited by this single space, in contrast 

to the kinds of set designs or outdoor environments standard in films made prior to 

pandemic restrictions. Although Burnham is highly creative with his use of lighting, 

projector effects, shots and angles in this limited space, we always remain inside the 

guest house. The only exception is one exterior shot at the very end 

(1:25:17).Working within his limitations, Burnham utilizes a variety of technical 

equipment throughout which we get to see not only in sequences of him creating the 

film but in the setting itself. For example, the slow zoom-out of Bo singing “Content” 
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and then aiming his head lamp at a spinning disco ball reveals that the previously 

empty room of the guest house is full of equipment on both sides of him (see 

Appendix, Fig. 2). The glass table on the right is now piled with equipment 

including a laptop and cords, another piano keyboard leans against the left wall, the 

top drawer of the dresser on the left is ajar and there are other materials behind Bo’s 

chair not completely visible to the viewer (see Appendix, Fig. 2). Following the end 

of “Content,” the film transitions to a similar shot from the opening but with even 

more equipment scattered throughout the space (see Appendix, Fig. 3). These 

include (but are not limited to) a large light stand behind a computer chair, a 

microphone stand, papers, headphones and cords scattered on the floor, another 

microphone stand on the left side of the room and another light stand next to the 

dresser (see Appendix, Fig. 3). Unlike typical films and comedy specials which do 

not display the specific technical equipment utilized to create the very moving 

images, Burnham chooses to make his equipment part of the film’s set design. This is 

reflective of having the making of the film being part of the film narrative itself. The 

equipment-laden setting is consistent throughout the film, even during the comedy 

songs like “How The World Works” with an even larger array of cords nestled at 

Bo’s feet as he sings and plays the keyboard (see Appendix, Fig. 4). The setting is 

both limited in space and materially chaotic, with technical film and sound 

equipment littered throughout in order to represent the experience of pandemic-

induced depression. Since depression typically results in such behavioural 

symptoms/changes including low energy and loss of interest in activities previously 

enjoyed (“What Is Depression?”), the limited and equipment-laden setting is 

representative of this depressive behaviour. The vast amount of technical equipment 

is left openly and almost thoughtlessly on the floor and within the space of what is 

Burnham’s main area to perform in as Bo. It is as if Burnham in his increasingly 

depressive state does not have the energy to organize his equipment or clean up his 

creative space. Burnham’s previous specials are equipped with various lighting and 

sound effects, but the technical nature of these effects is never explicitly revealed to 
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the viewer. Now Burnham openly reveals their technical nature, literally making the 

equipment the focal point of the setting. The limitations of the space are not 

necessarily an artistic choice, but a matter of contextual necessity given the COVID-

19 lockdown. The setting, as part of the film’s overall mise-en-scène, is confined to a 

single space, with the space littered with production tools clearly representing the 

lack of energy/interest on Burnham’s part in keeping the space presentable because 

of his depression induced by the pandemic lockdown.  

 Editing in a film is defined as “the linking of two different pieces of film (two 

different shots). Usually, the editing of a film follows some logic of development…or 

is meant to make some kind of statement through juxtaposition that might require 

the viewer to ‘fill in the gap’” (Rieder). Film editing choices usually consist of 

following “some logic of development” or juxtaposing two pieces of film “to make 

some kind of statement” (Rieder).Inside falls into the latter category. While there is a 

sense of development throughout the film with Burnham monologuing to the viewer 

about the project’s status or observing the growing length of his hair/beard (Brody), 

the editing in the film is consistently abrupt. Burnham acknowledges this structure 

of editing in his first monologue to the camera when he states: “And a warning, I can 

already sort of tell that this special is going to be a little all over the place, so don’t 

expect incredibly smooth trans-” (0:10:51-0:11:03) transitioning into “Face Time with 

My Mom” before he can even finish saying the word “transition.” These abrupt 

transitions between the comedy songs, the sketches and the behind-the-scenes 

sequences occur all throughout the film. Songs, sketches and moments will either be 

cut off or end just before approaching a suitable climax. For example, just as the song 

“Comedy” is about to have its final instrumental climax, the film cuts abruptly to a 

close-up on the window blinds, which Burnham then opens (0:09:19-0:09:32), 

juxtaposing the theatricality of the song with this quotidian moment. Another 

interesting transition takes place when a darkly lit shot of Burnham sitting down at 

his laptop (with the Twitch streamer Bo briefly flashing on screen in the corner) 
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transitions into the brightly lit, orange background of “How The World Works” 

(0:13:28-0:14:04). Not only do we once again have this juxtaposition between a 

mundane moment of Burnham sitting at his laptop and the colourful, playful 

introduction to “How The World Works,” but a version of himself Burnham will 

play later on in the film appears quickly in the bottom of the screen. Both are abrupt 

and unexpected, as if keeping the viewer’s attention heightened. There are some 

smoother scene edits, such as the fade-in from Burnham watching Bo perform 

“White Woman’s Instagram” into Burnham sitting in the main room with a chaotic, 

equipment-laden environment surrounding him (0:24:25-0:25:02). Yet, even this 

fade-in does not completely align with the earlier shot as the two shots are filmed 

from different angles, thus not synchronizing perfectly as is typical in a scene 

transition (Rieder). Much like the setting, the abrupt nature of the editing is a formal 

representation of pandemic-induced mental illness being experienced by Burnham. 

As the behavioural changes/symptoms of an anxiety disorder can include feelings of 

restlessness and an inability to concentrate (Felman), the abruptness of the editing 

between all the disparate parts of the film represents this experience of anxiety. It is 

as if Burnham often does not allow himself to finish a thought, reach a suitable 

ending for a song or transition footage of him working on the film smoothly with the 

film itself. The film is “anxious” to get onto the next scene, thus the editing seems 

overly abrupt and unfocused. Burnham himself offers a “warning” to us about the 

abrupt editing style, as if knowing that this experience of his own restlessness and 

inability to concentrate may bleed over into the film. Therefore, the editing of Inside 

is representative of the experience of pandemic-induced anxiety. 

Textual Analysis: Content 

 The next part of my analysis focuses on the textual elements of the 

representations of pandemic-induced mental illness. I will be focusing on Burnham’s 

monologues to the camera and the lyrics/music as performed by the Bo persona. 

Like a stage play, dialogue is used to convey information to progress the plot 
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forward or to assist the viewer in understanding the characters. Since Burnham is by 

himself throughout the entirety of the film, there is no dialogue in the traditional 

sense but a high degree of personal monologuing. Throughout Inside, Burnham 

openly addresses the camera, monologuing to a presently absent audience but an 

audience he knows will eventually be there watching as he puts it “whatever this is” 

(0:09:40-0:09:42). The first monologue occurs early in the film, with Burnham in front 

of a mirror, his camera next to him on a tripod and being dressed casually in a white 

t-shirt and jeans (0:09:32-0:10:50). He addresses how he is unsure of how the film will 

turn out and how it will be filmed with no audience or crew, stating “it’s just me and 

my camera, and you and your screen, the way that our Lord intended” (0:10:03-

0:10:11). Burnham establishes this sense of lockdown-induced isolation by 

addressing his being on his own with a “camera” and the audience watching on 

their “screen” as opposed to a live filming of a comedy performance. Burnham then 

shockingly says to the future viewing audience and to himself in this room: “I hope 

this special can maybe do for you what it’s done for me these last couple months, 

which is to distract me from wanting to put a bullet into my head with a gun” 

(0:10:32-0:10:47). This overt reference to suicide is the first of many references to his 

mental state throughout Burnham’s camera monologues. As suicidal thoughts are a 

symptom of depression (“What Is Depression?”), Burnham stating this film has 

distracted him from enacting those thoughts represents how the pandemic 

lockdown has both given him the opportunity for creativity yet created his mental 

illness due to the isolation. Another monologue occurs immediately after the end of 

the song “30” with Burnham sitting alone watching his Bo persona projected on a 

screen (0:46:50-0:48:07). Although Bo is directly addressing the camera like Burnham 

has previously, it can be assumed that this is the Bo persona speaking since he has 

no microphone in his hand and is captured at a wide angle. An angle wide enough 

for the projected film image to appear on Burnham’s white t-shirt (0:47:05). Bo 

reassures the viewer that he (meaning Burnham off-stage) does not want to commit 

suicide, then in a jokingly dark fashion telling viewers who are struggling with 



 

~ 127 ~ 
 

similar thoughts “can you not? Please? Just don’t, alright!?” (0:47:07-0:47:12). 

Burnham watches the moving image, looking slightly thinner and with longer hair 

and beard length as if watching a suicide prevention video from his performative 

self. Bo, however, flips his attitude slightly when he confesses: “If I could kill myself 

today and be dead until eighteen months from now, I would do it” (0:47:45-0:47:51), 

but lamenting that is not how death functions (0:47:51-0:47:57). Based off of 

Burnham’s unkept appearance and Bo’s monologue about secretly desiring suicide 

though only for the duration of “eighteen months,” this is another representation of 

pandemic-induced depression. Burnham watches Bo lamenting the idea of suicide, 

only for Bo to reveal that he wishes to “be dead” for a certain period, as if wanting to 

wait until the pandemic restrictions ease or his depression eases “eighteen months” 

from that moment. The last full camera monologue of the film features an attempt 

from Burnham to update viewers about the status of the project. Dressed in a hoodie 

and filmed from a far angle and surrounded by his technical equipment (see 

Appendix, Fig. 5), Burnham starts talking and stops several times, as if not being 

able to formulate a coherent sentence at this late stage in production. After clearing 

his throat and taking a deep breath, he says “so I’ve been working on this special for 

a year now and-” cutting himself off, then leaning over, taking a deep breath and 

rubbing his face (1:09:59-1:10:21). He finishes his sentence revealing that a year “is a 

lot longer than I anticipated working on it when I started-” again cutting himself off 

and slapping his knee in self-frustration (1:10:34-1:10:44). His self- frustration at not 

being able to speak properly prompts him to desert his set-up (1:11:04-1:11:09), then 

cutting to Burnham back again with a microphone tearing up as he reveals he is “not 

well” (1:11:21-1:11:39). Depression can manifest in having difficulty in thinking 

clearly (“What Is Depression?”) and anxiety can manifest in a related inability to 

concentrate (Felman). Burnham’s final monologue represents his mental health as 

being so poor that he cannot articulate his thoughts, as he cuts himself off, slaps his 

knee in frustration at not being able to speak and ultimately abandons this shot set-

up. With Burnham’s monologues containing explicit references to suicide, anxiety 
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and behavioural manifestations of these illnesses, this textual component of Inside is 

one of the major ways the film represents the experience of pandemic-induced 

depression and anxiety. 

 The other major textual element which represents pandemic-induced mental 

illness are the comedy songs, which comprise most of the film’s running time. 

Although there are some comedy sketches/scenes which feature overt references to 

pandemic-induced mental illness, I focus on the comedy songs as they are the most 

significant in what the film communicates about the binary between performance 

and mental illness. My analysis will predominantly focus on the lyrical content while 

maintaining some connection to Burnham’s choices in musical genre and visual 

production. While many of the comedic songs musically/lyrically deal with internet 

culture and the general malaise of 2020, a select group of songs deal with pandemic-

induced mental illness. The opening song “Content” features a zoom-out close-up of 

Bo lit by a single light and looking down away from the camera, singing “Robert’s 

[Burnham’s real name] been a little depressed, no! And so today I’m gonna try just 

getting up, sitting down, going back to work, might not help but still it couldn’t 

hurt” (0:01:37-0:01:50). Like the intimate camera monologues as Burnham, the Bo 

persona asserts that “Robert” as opposed to “Bo” or “Burnham” has been “a little 

depressed,” an explicit reference to the feeling of sadness that accompanies 

depression. Robert, like Burnham, is the real person orchestrating the film and the 

persona, whereas Bo is the stage persona itself in the songs, yet Bo refers to “Robert,” 

thus signaling that Burnham’s depression is bleeding over into his performance. 

Despite the lyrics, the song remains up-beat featuring a drum machine, a 

synthesized keyboard and a reverb effect on Bo’s singing voice. This presents an 

obvious contradiction between the form and content of the song, with the form being 

up-beat/poppy and the lyrics featuring earnest references to depression. This is a 

trend which continues throughout the film, especially as Burnham’s mental health 

begins to become compromised. The two songs which contain the most overt 
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references to Burnham’s mental illnesses proliferated through the Bo persona are 

“Shit” and “All Eyes on Me.” In “Shit,” Bo plays with a multicoloured lighting 

machine and sings up-beat about how “I haven’t had a shower in the last nine days. 

Staring at the ceiling and waiting for this feeling to go away. But it won’t go away. 

I’m not really feeling like I wanna get lit (tell us how you feeling). Well, I feel like 

shit” (0:54:40-0:55:01). Not showering for over a week suggests that Burnham, 

performing as Bo, does not have the necessary energy to look after himself, a 

common symptom of the illness of depression (“What Is Depression?”). Bo is also 

“waiting for this feeling to go away. But it won’t go away” representing the chronic 

nature of depression as an illness as opposed to a situational feeling (“What Is 

Depression?”). The use of multicoloured lighting and poppy sounding music with 

background harmonizing vocals stands in stark contrast to the vulnerable lyrics, as if 

once again Burnham’s mental state is bleeding over into the realm of performance.  

 The penultimate song “All Eyes on Me” begins right after Burnham tells the 

camera (the audience at home) that he is “not well,” with the camera slowly 

zooming into its own lens as the slow, electronic music fades in and a disembodied 

audience cheers and applauds (1:11:43-1:11:51). The song begins with a close-up on 

Bo’s eyes, bathed in blue lighting as he instructs the crowd to “get your fucking 

hands up, get on out of your seat, all eyes on me, all eyes on me” (1:12:49-1:12:56). 

The song is sung with Bo’s voice turned down to a lower octave, as Bonasera states 

in their analysis “It is clear now that the haunting distortion in his voice symbolizes 

his depression and alienation, the true villains of this story” (111). I would add to 

Bonasera’s point that the vocal distortion is also present for performative purposes 

since many actual singers use similar vocal effects in live concerts. Bo’s eyes shift 

directly towards the camera’s eye and he sings “Are you feeling nervous? Are you 

having fun? It’s almost over, it’s just begun. Don’t overthink this, look in my eye. 

Don’t be scared, don’t be shy, come on in, the water’s fine” (1:13:06-1:13:23). Terms 

like “nervous,” “overthink,” “scared” and “shy” are feelings and states related to the 
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experience of anxiety, standing in contrast to the chorus which harkens the 

experience of attending a live show as Bo instructs the audience (both the 

disembodied audience in the film and the audience at home) to “get your fucking 

hands up” (1:12:49). This contrast demonstrates one of the most significant aspects of 

this song, in which we see the complete blending of Burnham the individual 

suffering from pandemic-induced mental illness and Bo the performer seeking 

attention and desiring to entertain. The bridge of the song states “We’re going to go 

where everybody knows, everybody knows, everybody oh…” (1:13:23-1:13:30), as if 

now Bo the performer, incorporating the mental states of Burnham as induced by the 

universal experience of pandemic lockdowns, is bringing this real-life commonality 

of pandemic life and mental illness into the performance. “Everybody knows” what 

the pandemic restrictions entail and “everybody knows” how it feels to suffer 

mentally. The cinematic overlay of Bo’s eyes on top of other angles of Bo singing into 

the microphone (the same microphone Burnham has been using in his monologues) 

furthers this combination of the performative with mental illness, as if the two are 

coexisting together visually, musically and psychologically. Bo instructs the 

audience to put their “hands down, pray for me, heads down now, pray for me” 

(1:13:55-1:14:03), once again combining the performative with the experience of 

mental illness. The audience needs to “pray” for Burnham’s mental health off-stage, 

whilst still getting their “fucking hands up” and out their “seat” and enjoying Bo’s 

performance. The song features a monologue, presumably the real Burnham 

breaking the stage persona earnestly as he did in his previous special Make Happy 

(Trigg). Like the other monologues throughout the film, Burnham overtly references 

his mental state but this time during a musical performance:  

You wanna hear a funny story? (the audience cheers). So, uh, five years ago I quit 

performing live comedy. Because I was beginning to have severe panic attacks 

while on stage. Which is not a great place to have them (the audience laughs). So, I 

quit. And I didn’t perform for five years and I spent that time- (pause) trying to 

improve myself mentally. And you know what? I did! I got better. I got so much 

better, in fact, that in January of 2020, I thought: ‘you know what, I should- (pause) 

start performing again. I’ve been hiding from the world and I need to- (pause) re-
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enter.’ And then, the funniest thing happened (the audience laughs). (1:14:15-

1:15:33) 

Burnham quitting live stand-up comedy because of “severe panic attacks” while 

performing and then getting “better” enough to start again before “the funniest 

thing happened” is the most significant example of the film’s textual representation 

of pandemic-induced mental illness. Burnham, already experiencing an anxiety 

disorder prior to the lockdown (Renfro), helping himself enough to “start 

performing again” only to have the pandemic restrictions deny him both of the live 

performance and his mental health once again combines the performative instincts 

of Bo with the real-life mental struggles of Burnham. The pandemic has given him 

an opportunity to perform again, but without a live audience and with the 

consequent depression and anxiety. It is “all eyes on” Bo the performer singing and 

creating after “five years,” but we must “pray for” Burnham the individual suffering 

during this lockdown performance. The last verse of the song features Bo/Burnham’s 

resignation to his mental health while still keeping up the performance: “You say the 

ocean’s rising, like I give a shit. You say the whole world’s ending, honey it already 

did. You’re not gonna slow it, heaven knows you tried. Got it? Good! Now get 

inside” (1:15:50-1:16:07). The reference to the “rising” of the “ocean” and the 

“ending” of the “whole world” places global struggle in the same vein as Burnham’s 

personal mental illness. Similar to how the COVID-19 pandemic as a world event 

impacted everyone’s personal “world.” “The whole world” already ended for 

Burnham mentally, with his illness becoming worse throughout the lockdown and 

being present within his lockdown performance. Not being able “to slow it” despite 

having “tried” suggests resignation to the experience of mental illness which has 

bled over completely into the realm of performance. The lyrics commanding 

Bo/Burnham to “get inside” suggests that getting “inside” our own mental struggles 

even “inside” a room or “inside” a performance is necessary even if it is unpleasant. 

Nearing the end of the song, Bo/Burnham angrily instructs the physically absent 

viewers to “get the fuck up!” (1:16:53-1:16:55). He then grabs the camera off the 
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tripod, dancing around the room with it (1:16:56-1:17:29) in the most intimate shot of 

the film as the camera has remained stationary throughout. It is as if Bo/Burnham is 

substituting the attention and empathy from an audience for the loneliness of the 

single camera. The song ends abruptly when Bo/Burnham drops the camera on the 

ground (1:17:27-1:17:29). As many of the comedic songs in the film feature overt 

references in the lyrics to depression and anxiety, contrasted against colourful, 

inviting visuals and up-beat, pop music production, the songs effectively blend 

artificial performance with the rawness of mental illness.  

Performance/Mental Illness and Post-Pandemic Potential 

While both the formal and textual components of Inside separately represent 

these mental disorders, when combined in the total modality of the film, the 

relationship between the form and content reveals the film’s attitude towards mental 

illness. According to Judith Butler, in her examination of gender as a kind of social 

performance:  

In the theatre, one can say, ‘this is just an act,’ and de-realize the act, make acting 

into something quite distinct from what is real. Because of this distinction, one can 

maintain one's sense of reality in the face of this temporary challenge to our 

existing ontological assumptions about gender arrangements; the various 

conventions which announce that ‘this is only a play’ allows strict lines to be 

drawn between the performance and life. On the street or in the bus, the act 

becomes dangerous, if it does, precisely because there are no theatrical 

conventions to delimit the purely imaginary character of the act, indeed, on the 

street or in the bus, there is no presumption that the act is distinct from a reality; 

the disquieting effect of the act is that there are no conventions that facilitate 

making this separation. (527) 

Performing paradoxically aims to suspend the viewer’s disbelief and experience the 

performance as “real” yet not truly being “real'' given that it is a fictional 

performance (Noice and Noice). Butler points out how in non-theatrical settings the 

demarcations between performance and reality are eroded since “the disquieting 

effect of the act is that there are no conventions that facilitate making this 

separation” (527). In Burnham’s case, there are no obvious theatrical conventions of a 

comedy performance in Inside, except possibly for his array of technical equipment. 
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Yet even this equipment is not used conventionally at all, given its relegation to 

scenery and the fact that it is being used in a single space. The inclusion of both 

formal and textual representations of pandemic-induced mental illness within a film 

dubbed as a “comedy special” or “comedy performance” thus presents “a 

disquieting effect” in which the binary between performance and mental illness is 

deconstructed and thereby brought together in the film. This established binary 

between performance and mental illness arguably holds a long discursive history in 

conceptions of aesthetic production especially in the notion of artistic “genius,” as 

indicated by Tobin Siebers: “Defective or impaired intelligence cannot make art 

according to this rule. Mental disability represents an absolute rupture with the 

work of art” (286). Thus, any individual afflicted by a mental illness or “disability” is 

considered “defective” in their “intelligence” or capacity to produce art. Yet, 

Burnham demonstrates cinematically how the artistic effort and resulting, theatrical 

performance and the experiences/symptoms of mental illness do not exist in this 

strict, ableist opposition. One can experience depression or anxiety and still perform 

and create.  

 Inside simultaneously deconstructs and combines Burnham as the individual 

suffering mentally during this pandemic lockdown (particularly exemplified via the 

formal elements) and Bo as the stage persona wanting to entertain even an absent 

audience (particularly exemplified via the textual elements). While scholars like 

Bonasera and Trigg assert this binary between Burnham the individual and Bo the 

persona serves to critique capitalistic, self-obsessed culture, I argue this binary is 

broken down via unification in Inside since both the form and content represent the 

experience of mental illness within Bo’s performance and within Burnham’s efforts 

at the making the film. Much like the guest house becoming his home, his work-

space and performative space as a result of the pandemic, the performance of Bo and 

the mental suffering of Burnham become one in the same. The two identities get 

“inside” each other just as Burnham and the majority of us were forced to remain 
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“inside” during lockdowns. The expected binary between the artificiality of 

performance and the raw experience of mental illness is broken down and unified in 

the film, thus demonstrating that the experience of mental illness is normal in any 

context, even within the theatricality of a performance. Instead of 

compartmentalizing his performance from his personal mental health, Burnham 

effectively brings the two together, in a sense encouraging the experience of mental 

illness to be normalized in any circumstance. Additionally, just as Finn and Laughey 

advocate for the patient’s perspective to take “centre stage” in a mental health care 

paradigm that includes the arts and humanities (547), Burnham’s highly personal 

representations of pandemic-induced mental illness also take “centre stage” in the 

world of his performance. We are along with Bo/Burnham for the whole filmic 

experience, thus only his representations of personal mental suffering are 

emphasized. Therefore, this normalization of mental illness through deconstructing 

the binary between performance/mental illness advances the potential for the voice 

of the afflicted individual to be accentuated. If mental illness is a normalized 

experience, then individuals afflicted by it can and should be encouraged to share 

their narratives or perspectives. Inside, as both a narrative film and one individual 

artist’s perspective on mental illness, reflects the potential for greater emphasis on 

the individual in a mental health care paradigm. Rather than continuously relying 

upon medical authorities and traditional discourses to instruct mental health care, 

we could rely on individual or patient perspectives going forward in a world after 

COVID-19.Getting “inside” of our own struggles both individually and collectively 

through artistic means holds much potential in a future, post-pandemic world. A 

potential that demands to be further explored.  
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Appendix 

 

Figure 1. Screenshot from Burnham, Inside (0:00:37). 

Figure 2. Screenshot from Burnham, Inside (0:02:01). 
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Figure 3. Screenshot from Burnham, Inside (0:02:21). 

Figure 4. Screenshot from Burnham, Inside (0:14:26). 
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Figure 5. Screenshot from Burnham, Inside (1:09:46). 
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