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‘Dennis Kelly is one of the most important playwrights of the 21st century. He has inspired so many playwrights and written the defining plays of his generation. Rousseau's brilliant, incisive book is full of deft insight and penetrating analysis. It is required reading for anyone seeking a deeper study of Kelly's extraordinary body of work’.

—Lucy Kirkwood, playwright

‘Rousseau has done the impossible – written a definitive guide to that most mercurial and elusive of playwrights, Dennis Kelly. It’s a rich, smart and comprehensive analysis, written with verve and energy, reminding us how daring, diverse and funny his work is, while also making a compelling case for its political sophistication. This is the book Kelly deserves’.

—Dan Rebellato, Royal Holloway, UK
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INTRODUCTION
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In April 2003, a thirty-year-old unknown playwright named Dennis Kelly was staging a play entitled Debris at the Theatre 503, a venue above a pub then called the Latchmere Theatre which, at the time, did not enjoy the reputation it does today. Little did he know that, twenty years later, he would be an internationally acclaimed playwright and screenwriter who had authored twelve published plays, two radio plays, two musicals – among which the multi-award-winning Roald Dahl’s Matilda the Musical – four adaptations/translations, two films, three TV series and a number of TV series episodes and pilots. Kelly’s approach to the arts has always been a very eclectic one, characterised by a refusal to write texts that people can fit within neat categories, very much in the tradition of Caryl Churchill, a playwright whom Kelly deeply admires:


And I also probably started stubborner than other writers: an early decision not to write plays that were like each other was, more than anything, born of pig-headedness. […] Formally and structurally, each one of these plays turned out differently because their subject matter demanded different ways of telling the story. There is a fear as a writer that through being flexible, you might lose your identity. But one of my favourite writers is Caryl Churchill, someone who reinvents herself with every new play. 

(Kelly 2008b)



Kelly’s oeuvre comprises works as diverse as highly challenging and very violent plays, a play for young people, a Royal Shakespeare Company turned West End musical, a sitcom, or a cult TV thriller, to give just a few examples of Kelly’s constantly renewed voice. His TV series Utopia has gained an impressive cult following and his play DNA – an English literature set text for the GCSE – has been very popular among students. Kelly is widely produced abroad, more particularly in continental Europe. As early as 2007, Dan Rebellato described Kelly as


the writer who perhaps has most convincingly shown us how to write plays not just in this new century, but about this new century. His is a distinctive new voice in British playwriting and the answer to anyone who longs for the return of metaphor, imagination, formal invention, and savage humour on our stages.

(Rebellato 2007, 606)



And yet, despite Kelly’s essential contribution to contemporary British drama and his rise to international fame with Matilda the Musical,1 this book is the first monograph on Kelly’s oeuvre. Even though there is a growing body of research on his work,2 he has until now been relatively neglected in twenty-first-century anthologies, drama guides and edited collections, which comes as quite a surprise when taking a look at his prolific twenty-year career. A striking example of that is the Methuen Drama Guide to Contemporary British Playwrights which mentions Kelly as being part of ‘a new crop of talents’ (Middeke et al. 2011, xiv) even though nine of Kelly’s plays had already been produced when the book was published. Scholars such as Vicky Angelaki, Clare Finburgh Delijani, Marissia Fragkou, Dan Rebellato and Aleks Sierz have helped bring Kelly’s plays to the fore but his work for television and film has drawn little critical attention. Although no obvious answer can be given to explain this relative dearth of scholarship about his work, a few hypotheses can be put forward. It may have to do with Kelly’s outsider status: When most contemporary British playwrights have their breakthrough plays in their twenties, Kelly had his first full-fledged play produced aged thirty, making him, in his own terms, ‘an old fart’ ‘in playwriting terms’ (Kelly 2008b). Kelly’s previously mentioned eclecticism could be another reason: His swift transitions from new writing to popular entertainment, from children to adult plays or from stage to screen may have confused those prone to sticking labels. Then again, this blurring of boundary has become a staple of contemporary British drama with a number of playwrights going back and forth between different genres and media. Perhaps the answer more convincingly lies in the challenging and often uncomfortable nature of Kelly’s plays which this book delves into.

In terms of the volume as a whole, Part I contextualises Kelly’s biographical background and professional development and throws light on his unusual career path. Chapter 1 focuses on Kelly’s prolific oeuvre and the reception of his work while Chapter 2 re-evaluates several preconceptions concerning Kelly’s work and personality.

Part II of the book explores some of Kelly’s major works and comprises four chapters grouped thematically. A chronological approach could have been adopted since three broad phases can be identified in Kelly’s career. The noughties have been mostly marked by his frustration with the British government and with the media’s treatment of the Iraq War. The 2010s have been the decade of Kelly’s critique of neoliberalism. Finally, his most recent work for theatre and television all have the loss of a loved one and grief as central motifs. There are however several exceptions to the rule throughout his work, as evidenced by the central place of grief and mourning in his first play Debris or by the preoccupation with truth and storytelling that runs through Kelly’s whole oeuvre rather than within a specific period. Part 2 thus identifies recurring motifs in Kelly’s plays, films and television series. Some of the chapters focus exclusively on Kelly’s plays, films or television series while others look into his work for stage and screen so as to avoid an artificial distinction between these media.

Part II also follows American philosopher Stanley Cavell’s advice that ‘the way to overcome theory correctly, philosophically, is to let the object of the work of your interest teach you how to consider it’ (Cavell 1981, 10). Each chapter adopts a different critical approach, in keeping with Kelly’s wish never to repeat himself. Building on moral and political philosophy, Chapter 3 looks at Kelly’s plays about rampant capitalism. It argues that the playwright’s interest in neoliberalism in Love and Money (2006), The Gods Weep (2010) and The Ritual Slaughter of Gorge Mastromas (2013) becomes a means to probe human nature. Chapter 4 draws on the theories of Theodor Adorno, Rustom Bharucha, Judith Butler and Emmanuel Levinas to study dynamics of exclusion and marginalisation in Osama the Hero (2005), DNA (2008) and Orphans (2009). Chapter 5 scrutinises Debris (2003), Girls & Boys (2018), After the End (2005) and The Third Day (2020) through the prism of trauma studies to show how the notion of storytelling is intrinsically linked to that of trauma. Chapter 6 offers to view Together (2021) and Pulling (2006–2009) through the lens of genre theory and film studies to define these works as post-romantic comedies. These chapters are not immutable categories but suggested entries into Kelly’s work.

Finally, Part III provides a close analysis of Kelly’s most popular works in production. It focuses on three productions of his most critically acclaimed play Girls & Boys, on his major popular success Matilda the Musical and its transfer from stage to screen and on the ethics and aesthetics of his cult television series Utopia.

This book is an extensive but not exhaustive approach to Kelly’s oeuvre. Its aim is to shed light on sometimes overlooked yet essential aspects of his work for stage and screen in an attempt to grasp the essence of Kelly’s unique voice.


Notes


	The title Matilda the Musical – rather than the full title Roald Dahl’s Matilda the Musical – is used from now on for the purpose of brevity.

	As this book is going to production, a collected volume entitled Beautiful Doom: Dennis Kelly’s Work on Stage and Television, edited by Jacqueline Bolton and Nicholas Holden, is reaching the final steps of its editing process.
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PART I Life, Career and Key Notions





1 LIFE AND CAREER
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Dennis Kelly: Youth and Early Career

Dennis Kelly was born on 16 November 1968 into a working-class Irish Catholic family of five children. They lived in East Barnet and Kelly attended Finchley Catholic High School. His father was a bus driver and his mother was a housekeeper. The family lived on a council estate and although their earnings were modest, Kelly is keen to point out that his childhood wasn’t unhappy. He did, however, have little access to the arts:


We grew up in a council house, not in a sink estate. We were a bit poorer than other people but it wasn’t a terrible childhood. We didn’t read books, and telly in our house was ITV on Saturday night: I don’t think I went to a theatre, or knew what one was, until I was about 17.

(Kelly 2012b)



They did not have many books at home but Kelly discovered J.R.R. Tolkien’s 1954 novel The Lord of the Rings when he was about fourteen and refers to this moment as what may have sparked his wish to write stories (see Appendix). As a teenager, the one thing that Kelly longed for was to explore life outside of East Barnet and to have easier access to central London and its social and cultural life. He struggled at school, finding it hard to concentrate and spending most of his time daydreaming and escaping to an imaginary world (see Appendix). This attempt to escape reality probably has to do with his being bullied in his youth. He often mentions in interviews how he has received rather than given out violence in the past and jokes that he ‘probably [has] been beaten up more than the average playwright’ (Kelly 2012b). This may account for the many physically abused young people in his plays, such as Gary in Osama the Hero or Adam in DNA. Since Kelly often discreetly injects fragments of his own life into his work, the character of Denny in the first draft of Together, a child who is bullied by the female protagonist, could very well be Kelly’s younger self:


Denny was the middle child [of five children], a mass of curly hair, curious but quiet at the same time, like he never wanted to disturb or upset or cause a fuss or even be seen, actually. Yet inside he wanted to know things. See things – curious, he was.

 (Kelly 2020c, 43)



Kelly’s teenage years were a difficult period in his life. He sank into alcoholism, drinking ‘about a bottle of spirits a day’ (Kelly 2012b), left school at sixteen and found a job in a supermarket stocking shelves, desperate to find a way out (Kelly 2020a). He was given an opportunity to do so when a friend of his took him to a youth theatre called the Barnet Drama Centre (see Figure 1.1). Although Kelly likes to joke that he followed him there with the hope of meeting girls, he started attending regularly, finding an escape from his grim daily routine: ‘My job was so boring that I lived for that one day in the week when I could go and watch plays’ (Kelly 2005c). There, he discovered the plays of Harold Pinter, Sarah Kane and other contemporary playwrights who would have a lasting influence on his work and met Sharon Horgan who would later become his best friend and frequent collaborator. Horgan played an essential part in Kelly’s career, the latter often stressing how he ‘wouldn’t be writing if it weren’t for Sharon’ (see Appendix). Kelly and Horgan lost touch for several years after that before bumping into each other in a pub in their twenties. Kelly told Horgan that he had written a play – mostly to impress her, he says – and Horgan, whom Kelly describes as the most proactive of the two, told him that she wanted to produce it. This led to the unpublished Brendan’s Visit which was staged at the Etcetera Theatre in Camden Town in October 1997 and which Kelly would rather be forgotten: ‘I’ve killed everyone who ever saw it, let’s never talk about that ever again’ (Kelly 2018e).


[image: A young Dennis Kelly is sitting on a couch with two of his friends from the Barnet Drama Centre. They are smiling.]

FIGURE 1.1 Dennis Kelly and friends at the Barnet Drama Centre



Kelly’s thirties were a turning point in his life and career as he enrolled at Goldsmith University as a mature student and graduated in 2000 with a degree in Drama and Theatre Arts.1 Although he says that none of the classes that he was taught there have found their way to his writing – apart from ‘slightly pretentious passages about Japanese theatre’ in The God’s Weep (Kelly 2020a) – he does describe higher education as deeply formative and eye-opening. In 2001, Kelly turned sober with the help of Alcoholics Anonymous, a life-changing moment which accounts for his obsession with truth and honesty that runs through his work (see Appendix).



The Early Plays

In 2002, Kelly wrote a play called White Pig ‘about a boy called Edward who had this weird life and non-real characters would wander into his life and he would have no idea what was going on’ (Kelly 2018e). The play had ‘choppy little scenes’ that Kelly describes as inspired by Georg Büchner’s 1913 play Woyzeck (Kelly 2018e). White Pig was never published nor staged but those who had access to the script started being interested in Kelly’s work. Blackout,2 another unpublished play which Kelly describes as ‘a kind of mess of a play’ (Kelly 2023), followed. It was commissioned by The Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama and performed as part of the Soho Writer’s Festival on 28 October 2003. That same year, Kelly’s first published play, Debris, was staged at Theatre 503, then the Latchmere Theatre, a venue which has long been dedicated to promoting new voices and which truly helped Kelly get his foot in the door. At the time, several producers had advised Kelly to stick to realism. Since he had grown up on a council estate, they conjectured that it was the only world which he could aptly depict. Kelly luckily decided to subvert the advice that he was given. He wrote a play which was indeed set on a council estate but which immediately veered towards magic realism. Debris, which Lyn Gardner describes as ‘a memorably nasty and distinctive debut’ (Gardner 2004, 406), opens with a man’s ‘cruxicide’, his son recounting how he came home on his sixteenth birthday to witness his father’s self-crucifixion. The opening scene of Debris is a rather confusing and upsetting one, not the kind of scene that you expect from a first-time playwright who presents his work to an audience. It is however a typically ‘Kellyesque’ opening scene, one that exemplifies the playwright’s distaste for career choices and compromise that he has very often commented on: ‘you need to write what is right for you to write, what’s in your heart. And then you’ve got to hope people will be interested in what’s in your heart because if they’re not they won’t put it on’ (Kelly 2018e). Debris stages two storytellers who recount their life story and sometimes enact it on stage, a recurring device in Kelly’s later work be it in plays that sporadically resort to narration such as DNA or The Ritual Slaughter of Gorge Mastromas or those that rely almost entirely on storytelling as in Girls & Boys.

In 2004, Philippe Lemoine – then international project manager at the National Theatre Studio and soon to be Kelly’s French translator – invited Kelly to participate in an NT Studio initiative called ‘CHANNELS’. British playwrights were commissioned to translate foreign plays. Kelly was part of the second project dedicated to the translation of Hungarian texts. He worked on Péter Kárpáti’s The Fourth Gate with the help of a literal translator during a one-week residency at the NT Studio. The Fourth Gate, which takes place in 1907 and tells the story of a man’s quest to find his Teacher among Hassidic communities, was read at the Cottesloe Theatre on 18 June 2004 but there was no production of the play. The reading did however arouse Mark Rosenblatt’s curiosity. Rosenblatt – then artistic director of Dumbfounded Theatre – found Kelly’s adaptation of The Fourth Gate ‘absolutely amazing’ and saw Kelly as someone ‘about to explode a bit onto the scene’ (Rosenblatt 2005). He commissioned Kelly to adapt German playwright Gerhart Hauptmann’s 1903 play Rose Bernd which was produced at the Arcola Theatre from March to May 2005. It was part of the Last Waltz season by Oxford Stage Company & Dumbfounded Theatre along with translations of Frank Wedekind’s Musik and Arthur Schnitzler’s Professor Bernhardi. All three plays focused on individuals rejected by their community, a recurring theme in Kelly’s later plays. Rose Bernd takes place in Silesia and tells the story of a woman’s downfall due to her forced marriage and her bearing another man’s child. Lyn Gardner praised Kelly’s translation as ‘muscular and full of memorable lines’ but described the production as failing to persuade that ‘this [was] a masterpiece rather than just a curiosity’ (Gardner 2005a, 372). Although Kelly did not become a household name with these first plays, his work started catching the attention of several theatre practitioners who would later commission him.



Kelly’s Collaboration with Paines Plough

After seeing Debris, Vicky Featherstone, then artistic director of Paines Plough – a London-based touring company that has been promoting new voices for decades – appointed Kelly writer in residence. The collaboration with Paines Plough was a turning point for Kelly as his years there were the most fruitful in his career. It also led to further collaborations with Vicky Featherstone who would later become the inaugural artistic director of the National Theatre of Scotland (2005–2012) and the Royal Court’s artistic director (2013–2023). The first of his plays written with Paines Plough was Osama the Hero which originated thanks to the Wild Lunch series launched by Sarah Kane in 1996. During these events, young playwrights were asked to come up with an idea for a play in one weekend and read it to the audience (Kelly 2011b, 284). The first two acts of the play were staged as part of Wild Lunch 7 in May 2004 at London’s Young Vic theatre, along with seven other plays. The whole play with the added third act was produced at Hampstead Theatre in 2005. It was directed by Anthony Clark and starred Tom Brooke as nerdy misfit Gary. The provocative title led to four policemen being posted outside Hampstead Theatre on the opening night yet Kelly has underlined how it ‘was never meant to upset anyone […], but to pull back, to not use the title would have been an act of cowardice’ (Kelly 2005b). The play won the Meyer Whitworth Award in 2006. It inaugurated Kelly’s Iraq cycle as many of his ensuing plays would deal, more or less explicitly, with the British government and the media’s manipulation of truth that helped justify the war in Iraq. 2005 was also the year Kelly co-wrote the ten-minute play Pupation for Hampstead Young Writers.

The year 2005 gave evidence of Kelly’s refusal to fit within specific categories as his first play produced that year – Osama the Hero – featured a teenager being tortured while the other one was a children’s play staging twins revolting against an ogre. Our Teacher’s a Troll was performed over lunchtime at the Menier Chocolate Factory in March 2005. Paines Plough had created a Wild Lunch Funsize event with Half Moon Youth Theatre, commissioning playwrights who hadn’t written for young audiences yet, such as Mark Ravenhill, Gary Owen and Dennis Kelly. Four years later, Featherstone remembered Kelly’s Our Teacher’s a Troll when she was appointed director of the National Theatre of Scotland and the play was produced at Mull Theatre, Druimfin, in April 2009. 2005 was a remarkably creative year for Kelly who also came up with After the End at that time. The play, a Paines Plough/Bush Theatre co-production, was performed for the first time on 28 July 2005. It was directed by Roxana Silbert and once again starred Tom Brooke, this time as psychopathic Mark. It was also during his residence at Paines Plough that Kelly made his only two appearances on stage.3 Shortly after writing After the End, Kelly wrote and performed a solo piece entitled ‘Dennis is a Liar’ in which he divulged both authentic and deceptive fragments of his life and let the audience decide whether it was true or not, a strategy that would later pervade almost all his work. In 2006, Kelly curated a play by Matthew Dunster for a ‘Later’ session at Paines Plough. Dunster accepted, provided that Kelly performed it. Kelly describes the experience as ‘absolutely terrifying’: ‘I forgot all my lines and got everything jumbled up, but because the character was going through a kind of psychological episode, I’m not sure the audience noticed and it kind of worked’ (Kelly 2023). It was also while writing in residence at Paines Plough that Kelly co-wrote the murder mystery Murder at Gobbler’s Wood with fellow playwrights Robin French and Enda Walsh. The play, once again directed by Roxana Silbert, was performed in July 2007 at the Latitude Festival in Henham Park. The play hasn’t been published but the plot, described as ‘disturbing and hilariously dark’, can be found on Paines Plough’s website (Paines Plough 2007). The noughties were thus very prolific years for Kelly who interprets this period of intense creativity as having to do with his being a late bloomer in the theatre. Having had his first play produced in his early thirties, Kelly felt an urge to make up for lost time and to prove to others and to himself that he was indeed a playwright.



Kelly’s Eclectic Oeuvre and Critical Reception

As his first plays were being produced by Paines Plough, Kelly was writing two radio plays for the BBC, both produced by Pam Marshall. The Colony was performed on BBC Radio 3 and won the 2004 Prix Europa for Best Drama. 12 Shares was a 2005 BBC Radio 4 play. The Colony tells the story of five misfits who live on the same council estate and who are not invited to the party going on in the building. All of them witness a baby crawling on a balcony before falling off, yet none of them intervene, closing their eyes to the horror of the moment. Many of Kelly’s recurring preoccupations are present in this early radio play, be it the obsession with stardom (Vinnie wants to become a famous war reporter), the trauma felt after the loss of a child (Ade has lost his son in Iraq), or the difficulty in connecting with others as all the characters fail to create bonds with their neighbours. 12 Shares also prefigures Kelly’s later plays and more particularly Girls & Boys as it is a woman’s monologue. It is Kelly’s only play to date in which he explicitly addresses alcoholism since the voice heard is that of Kate, a recovering alcoholic who attends AA meetings. Both plays were very well received by critics, yet it was Kelly’s unique foray into the world of radio, mostly because of his frustration at the BBC when they decided to let producer Pam Marshall go, someone whom Kelly had very much appreciated working with (see Appendix).

In October 2006, Matthew Dunster’s production of Love and Money opened at the Royal Exchange Manchester before transferring to the Young Vic in November as part of a Young Vic/Royal Exchange co-production. It was the first play produced at the Young Vic’s brand-new Studio Maria, named after the late stage designer Maria Björnson. The play opens with an email exchange between a British man and his French love interest, Kelly drawing inspiration from his own overseas romance with Neapolitan actor Monica Nappo who was at the time playing in an Italian production of After the End. Kelly and Nappo married in Arizona in 2011 and their relationship lasted until 2017. Love and Money was the first of Kelly’s proleptic plays as it prefigured the 2008 credit crunch and heralded a number of credit crunch plays produced at the beginning of the twenty-first century. These plays, among which David Hare’s The Power of Yes (2009), Lucy Prebble’s Enron (2009), Clare Duffy’s Money: The Game Show (2013) or Zinnie Harris’s How to Hold Your Breath (2015), all conveyed ‘how materialist obsessions [had] seeped through to the very core of things’ (Angelaki 2013, 65). Apart from Quentin Letts’s indictment of the ‘grungy playwright’s vile words’ (Letts 2006, 1414), the play received very positive reviews which underlined not only the play’s prescience but also its daring aesthetics.

2006 was also the year Horgan and Kelly’s TV series Pulling was first broadcast on BBC Three. Horgan and Kelly had written sketches together and they submitted them to the BBC. This led to their contribution to Monkey Dust, a very dark and disturbing animated series created by Harry Thompson and Shaun Pye and broadcast on BBC Three between 2003 and 2005. Horgan and Kelly were then commissioned to write a sitcom called Pulling. They decided not to follow the guidelines they were given which were to tell the story of ‘three women’s sexploits’ and rather drew inspiration from their own chaotic youth (see Appendix). The show takes place in South East London and is about ‘three women in their 30s behaving badly, getting insanely drunk, sleeping with awful men’ (Raphael 2009). The show’s two series, directed by Tristram Shapeero and produced by Phil Bowker, were broadcast on BBC Three from 2006 to 2008 and received both critical and popular acclaim. The first series was nominated for a Bafta Award for Best Situation Comedy in 2007 and Horgan won a British Comedy Actress Award in 2008. Yet the BBC did not commission a third series, probably deciding that Pulling’s thirty-year-old characters no longer appealed to the target audience of young adult viewers. There was, however, a one-hour special episode broadcast on 17 May 2009 which quite ironically won the Best TV Comedy Award. There have been three attempts at an American remake, none of which has come to fruition although there were filmed pilots for two of them.4 The series was hailed by playwright Mark Ravenhill as ‘very dark and painfully funny’ (Ravenhill 2007) while Guardian journalist Danny McFadden described it as ‘black comedy in its truest sense’ (McFadden 2008). Kelly’s fear when he was working on Pulling was that his ‘theatre writing would now become more televisual’, yet his next play was Taking Care of Baby, ‘probably [his] most theatrical play’ (see Appendix).

Kelly’s mock verbatim play was performed for the first time at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre on 3 May 2007 and opened to globally positive reviews. It tells the supposedly real story of Donna McAuliffe who is accused of killing her two babies after being diagnosed with the ‘Leeman-Keatley’ syndrome which leads young mothers to perform acts of cruelty on their children. When the play was first produced, most audience members believed that it was indeed a verbatim play, Lyn Gardner noting how she had ‘never seen so many people buy the script at the interval, a sign of just how slippery and unsettling this play is’ (Gardner 2007, 682). It was praised as intellectually stimulating by some (Marlowe 2007, 680; Sierz 2007, 681) and as emotionally challenging by others (Edwardes 2007, 681; Gardner 2007, 682). With his solo performance ‘Dennis is a Liar’, Taking Care of Baby is Kelly’s play which most exemplifies Kelly’s preoccupation with truth. By playing with the codes of verbatim theatre, Kelly debunks any possible claim to authenticity. The play highlights the way in which language can be manipulated and truth distorted. It posits, like many of Kelly’s other plays, that truth is necessarily relative. The play moreover adopts a strategy that is a recurring sleight of hand in Kelly’s theatre which is to encourage the audience to constantly reevaluate their previous perception of characters. At the end of the play, it is unclear whether Doctor Millard is a fraud or an honest man, whether Donna has killed her children or not, or whether Lynn is a loving mother, an opportunistic politician, or both. Doctor Millard’s statement that ‘none of this is the truth, it’s just people saying things’ (Kelly 2013a, 85) can be read as a comment on the play itself.5

Kelly’s next play was DNA, a play with and for young people which was part of the 2007–2008 National Theatre Connections project. The programme was created in 1995 and has been commissioning ten new plays for young people each year. DNA was performed in schools and youth theatres across the United Kingdom before being performed at the National Theatre in London in February 2008, in a triple bill with Lin Coghlan’s The Miracle and Roy Williams’s Baby Doll, directed by Paul Miller. It was Kelly’s first play at the National Theatre. In 2012, it was revived by director Anthony Banks and toured around England before becoming an English literature set text for the GCSE. There have been numerous national and international productions since then, among which a 2017 National Youth Theatre production, directed by Sean Hollands. DNA is one of Kelly’s most popular plays – and a sure hit with students – as well as one of his most critically acclaimed plays. Kelly was hailed as ‘the new Pinter in combining sharply honed language, cold menace and black humour’ (Bassett 2008, 240) while Metro critic noted how the play ‘uncover[ed] layers of moral unease beyond the reach of many plays for grown-ups’ (Szalwinska 2008, 239).

The following year saw Kelly resume his collaboration with Paines Plough as his 2009 play Orphans was a Paines Plough, Birmingham Repertory Theatre Company and Traverse Theatre Company coproduction. The play was directed by Kelly’s frequent collaborator Roxana Silbert and premiered on 31 July 2009 at the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh. It opened to very positive reviews and won the Fringe First Award before transferring to Birmingham and the Soho Theatre in London. It confirmed Kelly’s already established reputation as a writer of dark tales and brought Kelly’s Iraq cycle to an end.

2010 was once again a very productive year for Kelly whose almost three-hour epic play The Gods Weep opened at Hampstead Theatre in March, followed by his adaptation of Heinrich von Kleist’s The Prince of Homburg at the Donmar Warehouse in July and by Matilda the Musical which opened in December at the Courtyard Theatre in Stratford-Upon-Avon. Not only were these three plays drastically different in terms of subject matter and format but they also met with strikingly opposed reactions. In March 2010, Kelly received the worst reviews in his career for The Gods Weep which was described as an ‘imaginative, preposterous and finally very dull play’ (Nightingale 2010, 288) in which there were ‘atrocities galore’ which ‘develop[ed] into a pattern of risible predictability’ (Taylor 2010a, 290). Four months later, the critics disagreed over Kelly’s decision to change The Prince of Homburg’s ending. Some deplored that Kelly would take such liberty with Heinrich von Kleist’s classic (Billington 2010, 835; Taylor 2010b, 837) while others praised Kelly’s daring decision (Benedict 2010; Cavendish 2010, 835; Rebellato 2010). At the end of that same year, he was unanimously celebrated as the author of a musical which would soon become the Royal Shakespeare Company’s hit show after Les Misérables. Matilda the Musical indeed transferred to the West End (2011), Broadway (2013) and travelled around the world, winning over one hundred international awards. It was adapted into an equally successful film, released in UK cinemas on 25 November 2022 and on Netflix on 25 December. Then RSC Dramaturg Jeanie O’Hare’s decision to commission Kelly to adapt Roald Dahl’s novel into a musical had raised a few eyebrows at the time: ‘What? Dennis Kelly? The one who wrote Osama the Hero?’ was her puzzled colleagues’ reaction (O’Hare 2023). Yet the years that followed were proof that O’Hare had been right to trust her instinct.

As Matilda the Musical was hailed a great success and was about to make its way to the West End, Kelly showed that he hadn’t sold his soul to the supposed devil of commercial theatre by participating in Theatre Uncut’s project. Theatre Uncut was founded by creative director Hannah Price in 2011 ‘in response to the cuts in public spending’ to create ‘political new writing and mak[e] it available for everyone, everywhere’ (Theatre Uncut 2019). With the help of David Greig and Mark Ravenhill, Price commissioned Clara Brennan, David Greig, Dennis Kelly, Lucy Kirkwood, Laura Lomas, Anders Lustgarten, Mark Ravenhill and Jack Thorne to write short plays in response to the cuts that would be available to anyone wanting to produce them. The eight plays were performed together at the Southwark Playhouse in London before being staged by professional and amateur companies in the UK and abroad. Kelly’s Things That Make No Sense is an absurd police interrogation in which a man is forced to admit to a crime that he hasn’t committed. The play is probably Kelly’s most Pinteresque work as both situation and dialogue are reminiscent of Harold Pinter’s menacing atmosphere in plays such as The Birthday Party (1958) or The Dumb Waiter (1960). Caryl Churchill’s influence, and more particularly the nightmarish war of all against all that is waged at the end of her 2000 play Far Away, is also discernible in the two policemen’s disquieting claim that they ‘arrested a four-year-old girl as the suspected head of a Columbian drugs cartel’ or that they ‘did a cat yesterday for piracy on the high seas’ (Kelly 2011a, 37).

In between 2011 and 2013, Kelly was busy working on several projects that came to fruition in 2013, among which Kelly and Marc Munden’s now cult TV series Utopia. Produced by Kudos, Utopia was first broadcast on Channel 4 on 15 January 2013 and it ended on 12 August 2014 after running for two series. Kudos had come to Kelly with a plot for a conspiracy thriller which Kelly adapted ‘to ground it in quite a real world, and not make it superheroic or sci-fi’ (Kelly 2012d). Although several conservative newspapers expressed their indignation at the show’s extreme violence and its rewriting of recent British History – ‘Anyone who watched this dross and was taken in by it should be ashamed of themselves’, The Daily Mail’s Christopher Stevens admonished (Stevens 2014) – Utopia’s challenging content and daring aesthetics were praised by many. Despite its large community of fans, the broadcasters considered that the show had failed to reach a large audience and it was cancelled after two series.

As Utopia was being broadcast on Channel 4, Kelly’s new play was making its way from German to British stages. The Ritual Slaughter of Gorge Mastromas was commissioned by the Städtische Bühnen Frankfurt am Main GmbH.
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