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to ask myself whether it was right to sacrifice the
individual for the many – this for me is the central
question in the play. It’s not about bullying or
anything like that, as the real bullying takes place
before the play starts. What the characters are
struggling with in the play itself are questions of
how far they should go to protect the group –
how many wrong things you can do for a greater
purpose.”
DNA is about a group of teenagers, who could
be described as a ‘gang’, who have accidentally
killed one of their classmates. When they realise
the terrible mistake they have made, they try to
cover up this crime, but inadvertently implicate
an innocent man in the process. At each
moment when they could come clean, the group
instead weaves a darker, more complex web of
lies.

Historical
Context
The “noughties” was described by one
commentator as ‘humanity’s decade
of disillusionment and decline’. The
world was shaken by events like 9/11,
the world banking crisis, the London
bombings and major environmental
disasters like Hurricane Katrina. Whilst
these events did not individually inspire
the events within the play, they show a
world which is becoming increasingly
unsafe and dark.

‘DNA is about a group of young people who
accidentally commit a serious crime and attempt
to cover it up. These characters do something
pretty awful, and by telling this story through
the guise of young people, we’re looking at the
entirety of society’s response towards cruelty,
empathy, pack mentality, and some would even
say bullying.
The young people in the play are a microcosm
of a wider society and by calling it DNA, Dennis
Kelly poses a question about whether or not
these behaviours are societal and learned, or
whether these behaviours are just in us all.’
Tom Saunders, head of youth theatre Birmingham
Rep.

When asked what inspired him to write
DNA, the author Dennis Kelly answered
“Oddly it was to do with western foreign
policy. At the time, people were becoming
increasingly scared of terrorism (as
they are now). I felt our fear meant we
were in danger (as we are now) of overreacting and curbing our own liberties
and the liberties of others. So I began
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Original Staging
Conditions

and processed forest birds – often with
appropriate symbolism”.
• Costumes were naturalistic with
adaptations of a school uniform, but
the colours were controlled, focusing on
greys, blues and whites.

• The play DNA was first staged in 2007
at the National Theatre before going on
national tour for the first time.
• It was designed for the Cottesloe
Theatre (now renamed the Dorfman)
which can be configured in a variety of
different ways (end on, in the round or
thrust) DNA was performed End On.
• The set design, by Simon Daw, was
minimalistic and consisted of an open
square stage with a projection screen
that appeared to float in the space at
the rear of the stage. The stage surface
was textured to look like black tarmac
and was framed by a drain cover around
the perimeter.
• Projections were used to support the
narrative. The video had a forensic
quality, slowing movement and
exploring.
• The original projection used Alva Noto
(“J” and “Birr”) and Cycle (“C7”) – all
just for scene changes. The tone was
naturalistic with “an edge”. Rich Walsh,
the sound designer, commented, ‘We
used a lot of creaking, bowed springs,
drones, tones, fence hits, stick drags,
rumble buttons, horror cowsheds, real
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Task
The playwright, Dennis Kelly, has avoided making any references to the staging of the play:
“I have deliberately written it so that there are many staging options. Theatre is a very collaborative
art form. Part of my job is to create the circumstances where other people can come in and use
their own creativity as much as I’ve been allowed to use mine, whether they are actors, directors,
design, sound or lighting. When I wrote it, I saw a field, a wood and a street, as that’s where the
characters were.”
Look at the images below. In groups, discuss;
a) Which are the most effective in creating a specific location? How is this achieved?
b) Which design uses colour most effectively. Give 3 reasons for your choice.
c) Which design creates the most menacing atmosphere? Give 3 reasons for your choice.
d) Decide which of the following theatrical styles best fits the set design for each of the
images
i) naturalism ii) minimalism iii) expressionism iv) symbolism.
a)

c)

b)

d)
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f)

e)

a) Choose a brief scene from the play. Using the internet, find an image from a contemporary
production that you find effective.
b) Choose an acting area. Design the set, costume, lighting and props for your chosen scenes
basing it on your selected image and stage choice.

Task
The director of the 2016 National Youth Theatre production of DNA, Sam Holland,
commented in an interview;
“Brecht was a massive influence in the use of lights, signs and microphones. Torches were used as
a way of controlling space, and microphones and lighting to pinpoint key moments, often when
vital information is given, e.g. when Phil needs to tune in and find out what is happening, torches
highlight the action and close down the space.”
Choose a brief scene from the play. Using torches, experiment how they could be used to
create:
i) a menacing atmosphere
ii) isolation
iii) social hierarchy.
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Task
In an interview with Birmingham Rep prior to their production of DNA, Dennis Kelly was
asked:
In a number of scenes Leah consistently talks to Phil who almost never answers. Were these
difficult scenes to write? For you, why doesn’t Phil speak? And, why does Leah keep talking?
‘They weren’t difficult as Leah was doing the talking and that seemed fine. I think she talks
because Phil doesn’t, and I think Phil doesn’t talk because it makes the most sense. He knows
that this is a dangerous time in his life, the kids around him are behaving in increasingly
dangerous ways - he figures if he just keeps quiet and eats for the next couple of years he may
just get through this. Unfortunately he doesn’t, he stops eating, starts talking and gets involved.
And that’s when things go wrong.’
a) Using the template on the next page, design:
i) Suitable stage makeup for the character of Phil in scene.
ii) An expressionistic mask design for Phil in scene
iii) Design a suitable costume for the character of Adam. Consider the garments, colour
and fabric you would choose. Also think about hair and makeup. Give 3 reasons why
you have decided on this particular costume.
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Task
Rich Walsh, the sound designer on the original production, commented;
‘DNA is a gift of a show for sound design as the dialogue is fast moving and poetic, and the
locations aren’t that important – and don’t have to be literal. You can ground some scenes in
normality – the field is great for this as you hear all kinds of things outside that can be used to help
the audience to feel distance between characters, tension, etc., e.g. sirens, “the motorway” in the
script, helicopters, planes, trains (Lea talks about leaving). You can also change the tone for the
final scene. The woods can be more about how it feels rather than having to sound like an actual
wood. I used a lot of metal – fences, bowed springs (DNA is a helix after all) – and creaking, but
from ships and rowing boats and floorboards, not just trees.
A lot of the time you’re not 100% sure what’s going on or what people are talking about so you
can help fill in the gaps for the audience by setting the mood. Horror film tropes are a shared
language, but don’t overdo it! We used music for the scene changes – some weird stuff by Alva Noto
that sounded a bit like how I imagined DNA code would translate to a computer… Maybe there’s
fun to be had with the 4 proteins that make up DNA (GCTA) and 4 note clusters? I quite often use
tangential symbolism to give a path to explore. You can help mark the shifts within scenes – like
when Phil speaks – with audio highlights – a bird flush, a twig snap, something non-literal.
There are lots of great words in there: torture, kill, cigarette, dentist. P3 is an odd monologue when
you don’t know what’s coming but can juxtapose nicely with a literal sunny field with birdsong. Phil
is always eating – I had thought about trying to pick up his mundane sounds but didn’t pursue it in
the end. I did use a Doppler car horn to underline the part about Adam running across a motorway
– there was a lot of subtly helping the audience to paint the pictures they are imagining from the
text. These sounds need to land as suggestions, hints, memories – not “here comes a sound cue”.
Look at Leah’s monologue (pages 11-12) with a partner and make a list of the sound effects/
music you would use to create:
i) atmosphere
ii) location
iii) tension
iv) character.
• Decide where these would be best placed to have the greatest impact on the
audience.
• Present your ideas to the rest of the class, giving reasons for your choices.
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The Play
DNA deals with a whole host of contemporary issues through its portrayal of a particularly
disaffected and alienated teenage-orientated view of the ‘modern’ world. The characters are
loosely drawn and not often given space to comment on anything other than their immediate
world and the complications of the relationships through which it is structured. The scenes
are full of confrontational situations, often framed around a character addressing another
with no response, and at times this creates scenes constructed of a series of monologues.
This lack of communication builds powerful dramatic tension and often explodes into furious
argument between characters and within characters.
DNA, as a drama, takes the negativity and nihilism of a group of teenagers to a wholly
different level to that which has been seen in literature before, e.g. Catcher in the Rye. There
is virtually no communication with the world outside the friendship group portrayed in the
opening scenes. The world of the characters takes very little notice of the rest of society until
faced with the consequences of an act of wilful and ‘mindless’ aggression. The aftermath of
this act brings the characters closer together and pulls them apart.

The structure of the play
The play has been constructed with a cyclical narrative. The structure repeats itself and when
we read the play, we come to realise that there is a pattern to the sequence of the different
scenes – and to the three different locations. For example, the first scene is always Mark
and Jan in A Street, who introduce the problem of that particular section. Then it’s Leah and
Phil, before moving on to a greater scene with everyone where the problem is solved. This
sequence is repeated throughout the play and below is an overview in order to see the exact
structure of the play
.
Section 1
The Problem

Section 2
Framing the Postman
Scenes
3

1

2

pp.
9–10

pp.
10–12

pp.
12–26

A
Street
Jan
Mark

A Field

A
Wood
Lou
John
Tate
Danny
*
Richard
Cathy
Brian
*
Mark
Jan
Leah
Phil

Leah
Phil
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Scenes
7

4

5

6

pp.
26–
28
A
Field
Leah
Phil

pp.
29–30

pp.
30–
32
A
Field
Leah
Phil

A
Street
Jan
Mark

pp.
33–
41
A
Wood
Phil
Leah
Lou
Dann
y
*
Richa
rd
Cathy
*
Jan
Mark
Brian

Section3
The climax; Adam lives and
dies
Scenes
11

8

9

10

pp.
41–43

pp.
44–46

pp.
46–48

A Field

A
Street
Jan
Mark

A Field

Leah
Phil

Phil
Leah
Jan
Mark

Section 4
The resolution –
Life goes on
Scenes
14

12

13

pp.
48–60

p. 61

pp.
62–63

pp.
63–66

A
Wood
Cathy
Brian
Leah
Mark
Lou
Jan
ADAM
Phil

A
Field
Leah
Phil

A
Street
Jan
Mark

A
Field
Richard
Phil
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The Street
Jan and Mark’s scenes in The Street
introduce the audience to what has been
happening to the characters and then
prepare us for the action that is to come in
the group scenes (Scene 3 in each act).

The Field

normal society. The setting actually allows
the events to take place without anyone
finding out.
In the scenes where the wider group
gather, you should be carefully
considering the physical dynamics of what
is seen on stage – who stands where and
what can this represent to the audience?
The group scenes:

Leah and Phil’s scenes take place in a field.
This could have a ‘romantic’ notion as the
field is open and spacious and away from
the distraction of the other characters.

• (Act 1 Scene 3) John Tate’s leadership
threat, revelation of what has happened
to Adam and Phil’s plan

These scenes also have a notable structure
created through Leah’s monologues. Her
speeches seemingly discuss irrelevant
topics that are completely unrelated to
the situation the groups are in. Deeper
analysis will reveal that each speech
could be metaphorical and applied to
the group completely (the Bonobos and
Chimps, for example). It could be read
that these speeches are used as a way
to remove/distract her from the reality
and the horror of the situation she finds
herself in. Ultimately, she is trying to get
Phil’s attention. When she can’t gain his
attention through thoughtful words, she
tries something more physical or shocking
(strangling herself, showing her ‘Jerry’).
With no reaction from Phil, she then brings
her monologue to a close by referring
directly to the situation they are in
(‘Adam’s parents were on TV…’) which may
gain a reaction of some sort from Phil.

• (Act 3 Scene 3) Adam returns.

The Wood
The Wood is a suitable setting for the
whole group scenes because of the
connotations a wood has. They tend to be
on the outskirts of a settlement and could
be described as dark, mysterious, isolated
etc. The discussions that the group have
when they are in the woods are about
things that should be kept hidden from
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• (Act 2 Scene 3) they’ve got DNA evidence

Themes
“I am hoping that our production will help
students see the wider social conversation
that we are having about what happens
to society if you only act in terms of selfinterest, because what we see in this play
is a group of young people who act in the
interest of self- preservation, but ultimately
what happens is you see the effect that has
on everyone else.”
Tom Walsh, Birmingham Rep Theatre
Many of the themes in DNA challenge
the audience to reflect upon our role in
society and whether our life should simply
be about self-preservation or whether we
should always consider society in general
when we act.

Bullying
This is most obvious one and the most
obvious character who is bullied is Adam.
He is desperate to be a member of the
group and thus becomes an easy target
for the bullies. His bullying is so severe
that at the start of the play we believe
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that this has led to his death. Even when
he returns alive at the end of the play,
he is not spared from further bullying.
This eventually leads to his death for the
‘second time’. It is worth considering who
the main bullies are in the play and the
different types of bullying, e.g. verbal,
mental and physical.

Gangs
The group of characters in the play can
be described as a ‘gang’. Adam is not the
only one desperate to be a member of the
gang. We witness a few of the characters
who, in their own way, want to be accepted
as a member of the gang. They are willing
to do things that they don’t really want to
in order to ‘belong’.

Evolution
Leah wonders if we will always be destined
to repeat the mistakes of those who have
gone before us. The name Adam suggests
the biblical “Adam” who was cast out of
Paradise for tasting forbidden fruit. Can
we evolve beyond our primal nature? Can
our DNA evolve and change over time?

Friendship
All the friendships break down or evolve,
perhaps the only true friendship within the
play is Mark and Jan. However, the group
has no contact or communication with
anyone in the outside world, their actions
binds them together, but is that true
friendship?

Power
Linked with this theme of gangs is Power,
because within the gang, there are
continuous power struggles. Make some
notes as to who has the power at different
stages of the play, how they achieve it
and how they use it. It’s also interesting to
remember that it is Cathy who ultimately
takes on the role of gang leader at the end
of the play.

Responsibilty
The whole group is quick to distance
themselves from their involvement in
Adam’s death, going as far to suggest that
they convince themselves it was Adam’s
fault. Their main purpose is to avoid
responsibility and to take any blame for
the incident, allowing themselves to let
an innocent party take the blame and
go to prison. Ironically, there is a kind of
responsibility for the “community” they
have accidentally created.
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Task
a) Take a look at https://bbc.in/365Xn7J Drama GCSE: DNA by Dennis Kelly to further develop
your understanding of key themes.
“The main themes of the play are bullying, gang membership, social responsibility, morality
and leadership. The characters remain in role in the interview-style sequences, commenting
on the events of the play and explaining their views on the events and their role in what has
taken place.”
b) Choose one scene from the play which shows the theme of Bullying. Using Theatre in the
Round, design a set which reflects this theme. Think about the following areas:
• audience position
• set (don’t forget to think about the area above the stage and the floor of the stage)
• use of colour
• props.
c) Choose one scene from the play that shows the theme of Power. With your group/partner
explore practically how:
• voice
• movement
• interaction
can be used to highlight this theme to an audience.
d) Use the following improvisation to explore the theme of Friendship
i) Imagine the group, 20 years after the events in the play, have attended a school
reunion. After a few drinks, the conversation turns to the events in the play.
ii) Intersperse the interaction with flashbacks from the events surrounding Adam’s death.
e) Look at the scene on page 12 ‘A wood. LOU, JOHN TATE and DANNY.’
to
page 15 JOHN TATE “No one says that word, okay, no one.”
As a director, think of 3 rehearsal techniques you could use with actors within this 		
scene to explore the theme of Gangs.
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The Characters
There are eleven characters in the play:
Mark and Jan; Leah and Phil; Lou, John
Tate and Danny; Richard; Cathy and Brian
and a boy (Adam). However, although the
playwright has given the characters names
and gender, he states “Names and genders
of characters are suggestions only and can
be changed to suit performers”
The character traits and the moral choices
they make are more important than a
name.

Jan and Mark
As we see from the overview above,
Jan and Mark appear together at the
beginning of each section. They act as
narrators or as a ‘Greek chorus’ and throw
the audience directly into the action at the
beginning of each section. They are also
used to fill in any blanks for us and make
us aware of any new developments in the
story. Their scenes follow the same pattern
each time; they introduce a ‘teasing’
idea of what has happened but leave
us curious. They are used to hook the
interest of the audience. They speak very
short sentences – often one word each constantly interrupting each other. They
repeat phrases the other one has said,
and they never really create proper, full
sensible sentences. The actors portraying
these characters must take all this into
consideration because the pace of their
scenes is important. Any delay between
words or phrases could make their scenes
very uninteresting to the audience. Yet
they must make sure that, as a ‘chorus’,
they make things clear to the audience.

Leah and Phil
Leah and Phil are another pair of
characters who always appear together.
Leah is the talkative one and Phil is the
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character that doesn’t say anything in
scenes where they are together, but
just eats. Leah obviously adores Phil,
but he just ignores her. He doesn’t
respond verbally to what she says, which
results in Leah having long speeches or
monologues. The actress portraying Leah
faces a challenge to make these long
monologues interesting to the audience.
She repeats a lot, jumps from topic to
topic, asks Phil rhetorical questions and
answers her own questions. This means
that the actress must use her vocal skills
to the full. She must consider pace, pitch,
volume and pauses. She has to consider
the different moods conveyed in her long
monologues. It would help the learners if
they were given one of Leah’s monologues
to study and learn and then, in turn,
present it in front of the other members of
the class.
Phil on the other hand is the silent one,
especially in the scenes with Leah. The
stage directions make it clear that he eats
a lot: Phil eating an ice cream; Phil opens
his bag of crisps and begins to eat them
etc. This character again is a challenge
to any young actor. Because he doesn’t
say anything in the scenes with Leah,
the actor must act with his body and his
facial expressions. The author doesn’t
give him many stage directions as far as
movement is concerned, e.g. Phil shrugs
(p. 32) Phil looks up (p. 32). It’s up to the
actor then to decide on his movements
and facial expressions when Leah rants
on and on in her monologues in front of
him. It’s significant that Phil doesn’t eat in
the final scene – which possibly suggests
that he really misses Leah! Although silent
in the scenes between him and Leah,
Phil can be a powerful figure when he
is with the other characters. They listen
to him and seem frightened of him. In
these scenes, he has a controlling and
reassuring body language. Here the stage
directions for him are more specific, e.g.
when answering Lou’s question on page
57 about Cathy, the stage directions
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state: Phil goes to her. Places a hand on her
shoulder, smiles, warm, reassuring.

John Tate
John Tate only appears in one scene –
Scene 3 Section 1. When we first see him,
he appears to be the leader of the group.
This doesn’t last long, and his leadership
is challenged. He becomes very stressed
and is visibly falling apart during this
scene. It is obvious from his mannerisms,
his words and his interaction with the
other characters that he feels incredibly
guilty about Adam’s death. He even tries
to ban the word ‘death’. An actor playing
this character must be aware of his stress
and insecurity following threatening and
aggressive behaviour at the start of the
play.

Cathy
Cathy finds the whole situation exciting
and ‘better than ordinary life’ (p. 16). She is
excited rather than horrified by the police
investigation. She seems to enjoy conflict
and is a cruel and disturbed character
who, at the end, is prepared to kill Adam.
She is capable of violence and cruelty
towards others, e.g. the way she slaps
Brian.

Brian
Brian is the weakest link in the group. The
other characters must see him as such
and someone the police could believe to
be a victim of the ‘fake man’. He is the only
character to cry and it’s obvious that he’s
visibly affected by Adam’s death.

Lou

because, as with some of the others, her
body language and facial expressions are
important as a response to what is said
and what is happening around her. She is
easily manipulated.

Danny
Danny is intelligent but is a follower. He is
disturbed by Adam’s death and is terrified
that it will affect his future – he wants to
be a dentist. He repeats a lot and seems to
have a one-track mind.

Adam
Adam does not appear physically until
Section 3. When he appears, it is a massive
shock to the others that he is still alive. The
stage directions describe his appearance:
His clothes are torn and dirty and his hair is
matted with dried blood from an old gash in
his forehead that has not been cleaned up.
He stands there, twitchily, staring at them as
though they are aliens and it looks as though
he might run off at any moment.
The actor playing this part must consider
that Adam is the victim, he is weak, he is
desperate, lonely and bullied. When he
does appear, the actor must remember
that his speech is confused and staggered.

Richard
Richard seems to be a responsible
character and when we first meet him,
he appears to have the potential to be
a leader. He is completely missing from
Section 3 and when he appears in the final
scene it seems that he has now taken the
place of Leah as narrator.

Lou is another follower – she swears a
lot and again panics over Adam’s death.
Although she is on stage a lot, she is often
quiet. This will be a challenge to the actress
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Task
a) The play centres around the events that happen to Adam. It indicates that he would prefer
to live in the woods than return to school. In groups:
• Improvise a typical school day for Adam prior to the events of the play.
• Look at Adam’s monologue on pages 53-54. In groups of 3, split the monologue up
and explore practically how you would use physicality to communicate your character
to an audience. Think about
° character motivation
° posture and movement
° gesture
° facial expression.
b) Look at the opening scene between Mark and Jan. As director, how would you use the
space to communicate the relationship to an audience? Mark out the following acting
areas and explore practically:
• Theatre in the Round
• Traverse
• Thrust
• Proscenium Arch.
c) Look at Leah’s monologue on pages 10-12. In groups of 3, split the monologue up and
explore practically how you would use vocal skills to communicate your character to an
audience.
Think about:
• character motivation
• tempo
• volume
• expression
• silence.
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The characters start off with what seems like a relatively small wrong thing and they create
an elaborate lie about what happened to Adam. Phil does this to protect all these scared
people around him – the many. But as the play goes on, the wrongs they have to do become
bigger and bigger. They need to create bigger lies, to implicate another person in a crime, to
intimidate and threaten, to turn a blind eye to violence and ultimately to murder. In the end,
the group has become terrifying, as has Phil, who is at its centre – but I don’t think he starts
out that way.
The play has been described in many different ways. One reviewer described it as a
tragicomedy. However, the author in one interview said that he didn’t like that description.
How would Dennis Kelly himself describe his own play?
“Well I don’t think modern plays tend to fall into such easy categories as they used to. Often plays
have humour in them but are tragic at the same time. I think there is humour in DNA but if you
call it a comedy that is the element that comes out more in our minds. It takes away from the more
tragic elements and makes them feel slightly glib – after all, a child dies and that is not funny.
Equally, if you called it a tragedy, the humour would suffer. I think the nice thing about theatre
these days is that plays don’t need to be categorized, they can just be.”
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Staging the Play
There are three different locations in the
play – all of them outdoors; the street,
the field and the wood. The scenes in the
street are rather short. In these scenes
the audience are made aware of what
has been happening and are prepared
for what will happen in the group scenes.
Because they are short, the set must be
minimal for a quick change of scenery
before we move into the field and then
into the wood.
The author has avoided making any
references to the staging of the play:
“I have deliberately written it so that there
are many staging options. Theatre is a very
collaborative art form. Part of my job is to
create the circumstances where other people
can come in and use their own creativity
as much as I’ve been allowed to use mine,
whether they are actors, directors, design,
sound or lighting. When I wrote it I saw a
field, a wood and a street, as that’s where the
characters were.”
The learners could be asked to experiment
with different types of staging and decide
what works best. Would the play, for
example, work on a thrust stage with
a different background to depict the
different locations? On the other hand, it
could be staged in the round with special
lighting and sound effects to depict the
locations. The wood, for example, is a
suitable setting for the group scenes.
Woods tend to be dark, mysterious
and isolated and this complements the
discussions that the group have in the
woods – discussions about things that
should be hidden from the outside world.
The group’s attempt at a cover-up of the
crime is reflected in this setting of a wood,
where the trees would make it easy for
them to hide. This kind of setting would
be a challenge to the lighting designer
to suggest the horrific and threatening
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behaviour of the group.
In conclusion, the author was asked if he
wanted the audience to learn something
after watching a performance of DNA on
stage. He replied:
“Not really, to be honest. I tend to write plays
around a moral question that confuses me
– it’s generally something I don’t have the
answer to. So the play is often as much a way
of me asking things as it is for the actors or
the audience. I don’t really feel I can teach
people things, especially not about morality
as I’m not any more or less moral than the
next person. When writing a play, rather than
trying to teach or preach, I think you have to
try to be as honest as you can – that alone is
hard enough.”

Useful Background
Research
• https://www.birmingham-rep.co.uk
DNA resource material
• https://www.nyt.org.uk/
DNA resource material
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