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Preface

rama Criticism (DC) is principally intended for beginning students of literature and theater as well as the average
Dplaygoer. The series is therefore designed to introduce readers to the most frequently studied playwrights of all time
periods and nationalities and to present discerning commentary on dramatic works, of enduring interest. Furthermore,
DC seeks to acquaint the reader with the uses and functions of criticism itself. Selected from a diverse body of com-
mentary, the essays in DC offer insights into the authors and their works but do not require that the reader possess a wide
background in literary studies. Where appropriate, reviews of important productions of the plays discussed are also

included to give students a heightened awareness of drama as a dynamic art form, one that many claim is fully realized
only in performance. o

DC was created in response to suggestions by the staffs of high school, college, and public libraries. These librarians
observed a need for a series that assembles critical commentary on the world’s most renowned dramatists in the same man-
ner as Gale’s Short Story Criticism (SSC) and Poetry Criticism (PC), which present material on writers of short fiction and
poetry. Although playwrights are covered in such Gale literary criticism series as Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC),
Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (TCLC), Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism (NCLC), Literature Criticism from
1400 to 1800 (LC), and Classical and Medieval Literature Criticism (CMLC), DC directs more concentrated attention on

individual dramatists than is possible in the broader, survey-oriented entries in these Gale series. Commentary on the works
of William Shakespeare may be found in Shakespearean Criticism (SC).

Scope of the Series

By collecting and organizing commentary on dramatists, DC assists students in their efforts to gain insight into literature,
achieve better understanding of the texts, and formulate ideas for papers and assignments. A variety of interpretations and

assessments is offered, allowing students to pursue their own interests and promoting awareness that literature is dynamic
and responsive to many different opinions.

Approximately five to ten authors are included in each volume, and each entry presents a historical survey of the critical
response to that playwright’s work. The length of an entry is intended to reflect the amount of critical attention the author
has received from critics writing in English and from foreign critics in translation. Every attempt has been made to identify
and include the most significant essays on each author’s work. In order to provide these important critical pieces, the edi-

tors sometimes reprint essays that have appeared elsewhere in Gale’s literary criticism series. Such duplication, however,
never exceeds twenty percent of a DC volume.

Organization of the Book

A DC entry consists of the following elements:

8 The Author Heading consists of the playwright’s most commonly used name, followed by birth and death dates.
If an author consistently wrote under a pseudonym, the pseudonym is listed in the author heading and the real
name given in parentheses on the first line of the introduction. Also located at the beginning of the introduction are

any name variations under which the dramatist wrote, including transliterated forms of the names of authors whose
languages use nonroman alphabets.

B  The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author and the critical debates
surrounding his or her work.
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B The list of Principal Works is divided into two sections. The first section contains the author’s dramatic pieces
and is organized chronologically by date of first performance. If this has not been conclusively determined, the

composition or publication date is used. The second section provides information on the author’s major works in
other genres.

W Essays offering overviews of the dramatist’s entire literary career give the student broad perspectives on the
writer’s artistic development, themes, and concerns that recur in several of his or her works, the author’s place in
literary history, and other wide-ranging topics.

® Criticism of individual plays offers the reader in-depth discussions of a select number of the author’s most
important works. In some cases, the criticism is divided into two sections, each arranged chronologically. When a
significant performance of a play can be identified (typically, the premier of a twentieth-century work), the first
section of criticism will feature production reviews of this staging. Most entries include sections devoted to criti-
cal commentary that assesses the literary merit of the selected plays. When necessary, essays are carefully
excerpted to focus on the work under consideration; often, however, essays and reviews are reprinted in their

entirety. Footnotes are reprinted at the end of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those
footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts are included.

m  Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.

B A complete Bibliographic Citation, designed to help the interested reader locate the original essay or book,
precedes each piece of criticism. Source citations in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago

Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual of Style, 14th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1993).

An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for ad-
ditional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included

here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Gale.

Cumulative Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale,
including DC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also includes
birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in DC by nationality, followed by the number of the DC volume
in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Title Index lists in alphabetical order the individual plays discussed in the criticism contained in DC. Each
title is followed by the author’s last name and corresponding volume and page numbers where commentary on the work is

located. English-language translations of original foreign-language titles are cross-referenced to the foreign titles so that all
references to discussion of a work are combined in one listing.

Citing Drama Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language As-
sociation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the

current standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a list of citations.

viii



The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 14th

ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:

Morrison, Jago. “Narration and Unease in lan McEwan’s Later Fiction.” Critigue 42, no. 3 (spring 2001): 253-68.
Reprinted in Drama Criticism. Vol. 20, edited by Janet Witalec, 212-20. Detroit: Gale, 2003.

Brossard, Nicole. “Poetic Politics.” In The Politics of Poetic Form: Poetry and Public Policy, edited by Charies Bernstein,

73-82. New York: Roof Books, 1990. Reprinted in Drama Criticism. Vol. 20, edited by Janet Witalec, 3-8. Detroit: Gale,
2003. ,

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 5th ed. (New York: The Modemn Language Association of America, 1999); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Morrison, Jago. “Narration and Unease in Ian McEwan’s Later Fiction.” Critique 42.3 (spring 2001): 253-68. Reprinted in
Drama Criticism. Ed. Janet Witalec. Vol. 20. Detroit: Gale, 2003. 212-20.

Brossard, Nicole. “Poetic Politics.” The Politics of Poetic Form: Poetry and Public Policy. Ed. Charles Bemstein. New
York: Roof Books, 1990. 73-82. Reprinted in Drama Criticism. Ed. Janet Witalec. Vol. 20. Detroit: Gale, 2003. 3-8.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Product Manager:

Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8054
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Sarah Kane
1971-1999

(Also wrote under pseudonym Marie Kelvedon) English
playwright and screenwriter.

INTRODUCTION

Sarah Kane was a British dramatist of the late twentieth
century, whose violently graphic and politically charged
plays generated controversy among both critics and
audiences in the 1990s. Her first and best-known play,
Blasted (1995), is often considered a landmark work
that injtiated a shift in British theater from naturalism to
experimentalism. The plays that comprise Kane’s
relatively small body of work employ experimental
formal techniques while addressing themes such as
violence, love, sexuality, torture, and death. They are
characterized by a spare and intensely poetic language.
Kane’s oeuvre, particularly her controversial first play,
is often compared to Edward Bond’s Saved (1965),
which also shocked audiences with its graphic scenes
and difficult subject matter, but critics have also made
connections between her work and the plays of Samuel
Beckett, Howard Barker, and Georg Biichner. Although
Kane’s promising literary career ended prematurely
with her suicide in 1999, many commentators consider
her contribution to British theater to be significant. Dan
Rebellato has maintained that *“since her death, there
have been many testimonies to her inspiring presence
as a teacher of playwriting, in rehearsal, and as an actor
and director. But cruelly these memories will fade, and
when the last eyes that saw her are closed, it will be as
a writer that she will be remembered. Hers was a short
career, comprising no more than four or five slim,
unflinchingly pared-down pieces of writing for the
stage, but it is one which has enriched British playwrit-
ing more powerfully and enduringly than any other
writer of her generation.”

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Kane was born on February 3, 1971, in Brentwood, Es-
sex. Her mother was a teacher, and her father, a journal-
ist, worked as a correspondent for the Daily Mirror.
During her childhood and youth, Kane embraced her
parents’ faith in evangelical Christianity but later came
to reject it as a young adult. She claimed, however, that
her early reading of Scripture partly inspired the violent
imagery of her plays. In 1989 she matriculated at the

University of Bristol,.where she studied drama; she
graduated in 1992, withi honors. Kane enrolled in the
master’s course in playwriting at the University of
Birmingham, and while studying under the direction of
David Edgar began constructing her first play, Blasted.
Early scenes of the play were performed in a workshop
on July 3, 1992.

After graduating Kane became involved with the Bush
Theatre in London, where she assumed a literary as-
sociate position in March of 1994. She continued work-
ing on Blasted, and in January 1995 James Macdonald
staged the first production of the finished play at the
Royal Court Theatre. Although Kane maintained a
relationship with the Royal Court throughout her brief
career, she also worked with other companies. The Gate
Theatre in Notting Hill commissioned her second play,
Phaedra’s Love (1996), which was the only one of her
works that Kane directed. In 1996 she became the writer
in residence for Paines Plough, an experimental
company that performed at the Bridewell Theatre. The
play Crave (1998), written under the pseudonym Marie
Kelvedon, was presented there at a lunchtime reading.
It was later performed at the Traverse Theatre in Edin-

burgh, during the Edinburgh Festival, under her real
name.

At the request of Channel 4, the most experimental of
England’s television channels, Kane produced the
screenplay Skin, which premiered in 1997. Kane
returned to the Royal Court Theatre in 1998, however,
with the production of Cleansed. Her last play, 4.48
Psychosis, was commissioned by the Actors Touring
Company and dealt with the subject of suicide. Shortly
after completing the play, Kane, who had a history of
depression, attempted to kill herself. She was taken to
Kings College Hospital in London. A few days later, on
February 20, 1999, she hanged herself by her shoelaces
in the hospital bathroom. 4.48 Psychosis was produced
posthumously at the Royal Court Theatre in 2000.

MAJOR DRAMATIC WORKS

In Blasted, Kane juxtaposes violent sexual exchanges
between a couple in a hotel room with images of war.
Ian, a xenophobic and homophobic journalist, and Cate,
his epileptic girlfriend, arrive at a hotel room in Leeds,
where they engage in various sexual acts. Between
scenes, however, Ian rapes Cate. Halfway through the
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play, war intrudes and the action onstage seems to move
beyond England to another location, though Kane
provides no direction. Cate escapes as a soldier (known
only as the “Soldier”) arrives, who rapes Ian. Ian is
further wounded when a mortar bomb demolishes the
hotel room. The soldier sucks out lan’s eyes, eats them,
and finally commits suicide. While Cate is away,
another victim of the war entrusts her with the care of a
baby. She returns to the hotel room with the child, but
it dies soon after, and Ian tries to eat it. Cate leaves
once again and returns with food, and Ian thanks her.
The play ends on an ambiguous note: according to a
brief stage direction, Ian “dies with relief,” though he
continues to speak and eat after his apparent death.
Kane indicated in interviews that the war scenes in the
play were written in response to the war in Bosnia,
although it is not explicitly mentioned. While the
thematic focus of the drama is concerned with alien-
ation, as well as the connection between personal and
political violence, some critics have argued that hope is
another important theme in Blasted. Cate’s decision to
care for the estranged baby and share food with Ian,
despite the violence he has inflicted on her, suggest that
goodness is possible, even in the midst of violence.
Critics have also observed the play’s formal attributes.
Christopher Wixson has noted that “with Blasted, Kane
seeks to dismantle the old psycho-geographical drama-
turgy and construct onstage a new model of place and
identity from the devastation.” Wixson adds that in this
work Kane “strives to represent onstage what is often
only implied or relegated offstage, moving the margins
to the center. She attempts to represent the political,
ethical, and existential unconscious while avoiding
euphemism through abstract symbolism or metaphor,”
concluding that she “resists the neoclassical discretion
in her representation of violence, mandating us to
confront what comfortable theatergoers in the West put
aside in our day-to-day lives.”

Love, torture, and purification are the predominant
themes of Cleansed, Kane’s third production. The play
is set in an institution, called a university, which exists
to purge society of undesirable people. Grace, a subject
in the institution, searches for her brother Graham, an
addict. She discovers that he has been murdered by
Tinker, a doctor-like figure with sadistic tendencies.
Grace gradually draws closer to Graham by wearing his
clothes, dancing with his spirit, and having sex with
him. Finally, after she is given a penis transplant, Grace
becomes Graham. Love and betrayal are the central ten-
sions between the other characters in the play, including
Carl and Rod, and Robin, a mentally disturbed teenager
who falls in love with Grace. Carl is repeatedly
mutilated, suffering amputation each time he expresses
his love for Rod. Loss of selfhood and the fluidity of
personal identity are other important themes in
Cleansed. By the end of the play, several identities
shift, so that most of the characters are either trans-

formed or have taken on the traits of other figures.
Amidst the horrors of torture and symbolic mutilation,
however, some critics have maintained that love is the
primary focus of the play. Dan Rebellato has averred
that throughout Cleansed “love is tested unendurably in
torture and in a series of maiming injuries. The play
strips romantic love of all its unknowable promises, its
claims of eternity, and asks what is left. What the critics
seemed hardly to notice is that there is something left,
and this irreducible core is the extraordinary and hard-
won affirmation of the play.” Rebellato concludes that
Cleansed “shows us a world that is unremittingly cruel,
bleak, and harsh, yet the play is none of these things.”

Some critics have described Crave, Kane’s fourth
production, as a tone poem rather than a play. The work
consists of exchanges between four characters, named
A, B, C, and M, who communicate about their desires
in spare, poetic dialogue, which intermittently alludes
to the work of T. S. Eliot, William Shakespeare, and the
King James Bible. Each of the characters is distinct,
with clear personality traits, but their relationships with
each other are undetermined and left open to interpreta-
tion. A is described as a pedophile, C is a victim of
abuse, M communicates a desire to have a baby, and B
longs to be seduced. At the end of the play the
characters embrace death, proclaiming that they are
“happy and free.” In addition to its formal differences,
Crave also avoids the graphic and violent acts that were
typical of Kane’s previous work. Elaine Aston has
argued, however, that while “bodies may not be hacked
to pieces as they are in Cleansed,” the play “charts a
process of dissonance and disintegration; one that is
arguably much bleaker than before.” She concludes that
the characters in the play “endure lives without mean-
ing and live through, feel through, love through, black
existential despair,” which brings them to the “point of
breakdown leading ultimately to the release of death.”

CRITICAL RECEPTION

When Blasted was first produced on the London stage
in 1995, many critics were initially horrified. Reacting
mainly to the relentless portrayal of graphic violence,
some reviewers described the play as obscene and im-
moral. Others complained that its major themes of
brutality and violence had already been explored in
dramatic works by other playwrights, and that Kane
had failed to offer new insights. The Royal Court
Theatre, which had a reputation for staging contentious
plays, supported Kane, despite the controversy, and
continued running the play. In fact, the furor that sur-
rounded the work increased ticket sales and contributed
to Kane’s sudden notoriety. In the years since, critics
have continued to focus on Kane’s depiction of
violence, brutality, and graphic sexuality, but many
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have defended her ability to shock audiences. Tom
Sellar has asserted that, by venturing into “extremity,
terror, and social decay,” Kane “brings an explosive
reality into our theater that the larger culture would
rather deny.” Sellar concludes that “we can challenge,
deny, repudiate, or endorse Kane's line of thought. But
above all we must hear and see it, opening ourselves
stoically to the ugly social truths it puts before us.”

Since her suicide in 1999, Kane has emerged as an
important figure in contemporary British theater, herald-
ing the arrival of a new school of writers who offered
an unwavering examination of sexuality and violence in
modern society. This group of writers, which shared
political and aesthetic tendencies, was sometimes
described as the “New British Nihilists” or the “New
Brutalists.” While some critics have continued to regard
the violence in Kane's plays as “dehumanizing,” others
have argued that it brought audiences closer to human-
ity. For instance, Graham Saunders has claimed that
“the extreme states and situations that operate” in
Kane’s dramatic work are presented “to shock us into
regaining our humanness.” Saunders argues that this ef-
fect “removes her work from the slick, modish, and
often socio-realist concerns of her contemporaries, and
places her closer to the tradition of Elizabethan and Ja-
cobean dramatists such as Marlowe and Webster.”

Other commentators have noted the playwright’s treat-
ment of themes associated with love, hope, and kind-
ness. Ken Urban, for instance, has remarked that “rather
than distinguishing right from wrong, the core of all
moralistic enterprises, or conversely, flirting with a cyni-
cal amorality, where anything goes, Kane dramatizes
the quest for ethics.” Urban concludes that “hers is a
theatre that offers neither solutions nor redemption. But
Kane emerges from calamity with the possibility that an
ethics can exist between wounded bodies, that after
devastation, good becomes possible.”

One unfortunate aspect of Kane’s snicide, as a number
of critics have noted, is that it shifted attention from her
plays to her life, and has tended to overshadow many
critical assessments of her literary career. Some theater
critics have suggested that Kane’s death, rather than her
talent, has fueled interest in her work. Commenting on
this situation, Mary Luckhurst has observed that “what
really distinguishes Kane’s notoriety as a postwar Brit-
ish playwright is the sheer intensity of the hostility
directed towards her as a dramatist,” as well as a
“concerted attempt to marginalise” her work. Luckhurst
notes that though Blasted generated considerable
controversy, “very few critics asserted that she could
write well, and none argued for her theatrical genius.
This makes the gradual iconisation of her after her death
all the more troubling.” According to the critic, “Kane’s
suicide was deployed as evidence that she was a ‘great’
writer but she is still remembered more for her

iconoclasm than for her artistic credentials and whether
her fame will endure in Britain is rather doubtful.”

In 2001 the Royal Court devoted a season to the produc-
tion of Kane’s work, in an effort to make her plays ac-
cessible to a wider audience, but many scholars have
maintained that while her work has gained exposure, it
is still widely misunderstood. Despite the controversies
surrounding the playwright’s life and work, many crit-
ics agree that Kane’s brief literary career left its mark
on the direction of British theater at the close of the
twentieth century. In the words of Ken Urban, “Kane’s
Blasted remains the defining moment of British theatre
in the 1990s, not because of tHe media brouhaha, but
because it was a wake-up call: the critics had to
recognize changes occurring in British playwriting.”

PRINCIPAL WORKS

Plays

Blasted 1995

Phaedra’s Love 1996

Skin (television play) 1997
Cleansed [as Marie Kelvedon] 1998
Crave 1998

4.48 Psychosis 2000

OVERVIEWS AND GENERAL STUDIES

Dan Rebellato (essay date August 1999)

SOURCE: Rebellato, Dan. “Sarah Kane: An Apprecia-

tion.” New Theatre Quarterly 15, no. 3 (August 1999):
280-81.

[In the following essay, Rebellato appraises Kane’s
plays, including Blasted, Cleansed, and Crave, assert-

ing that her “faith in love” emerges from the pain of
her work.]

I First Saw Sarah Kane on stage at Bristo]l University as
a strutting, raging, passionate Bradshaw in Victory by
Howard Barker, the writer she described as the ‘Shake-
speare of our age’. Her performance has returned to me
several times since her death: Bradshaw’s fierce moral
sense but relentless testing of the limits of the body, her
sympathy for the oppressed but grim understanding of
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the oppressor, seems to find its echo in many areas of
Sarah’s work. The last time I met her, in November
1998, we talked about Barker’s The Castle, and she
burst into enthusiasm at the thought of playing Skinner,
the feminist witch tortured and demonized but ultimately
invited into the sanctuary of male power. ‘That’s the
part I was born to play’, she said. This is only one of
the promises that Sarah Kane’s suicide earlier this year
has robbed us of seeing fulfilled.

Sarah initially wanted to direct but, discovering that
there weren’t enough plays she liked, decided to write
her own. A small number written while she was at Bris-
tol were followed by the play she wrote on the Play-
writing MA at Birmingham, Blasted. In the first half of
the play a young girl and a middle-aged journalist play
dangerous sexual games in a hotel room in Leeds. Half
way through the play, an explosion blows the wall open
and, without apparently having shifted location, we

seem to be caught up in the siege and scouring of Sre-
brenica.

The play opened in February, a conventionally quiet
month, at the Royal Court’s Theatre Upstairs, in 1995.
The response, perhaps partly cooked up by critics want-
ing to cause a stir, but also occasioned by the play’s
horrifying confrontation with the terrors and tortures of
war in the former Yugoslavia, spilled onto the front
pages of the tabloids. It was denounced as ‘a disgusting
feast of filth’ and worse. Kane was patronised, vilified,
hounded by reporters, who preferred to believe that the
events in the play were the product of a young woman’s
mind rather than the daily experience of tens of
thousands of Bosnian Muslims.

The play, despite having been seen in this country by
no more than 2,000 people, has become a landmark. It
increasingly seems clear that for many people British
theatre in the 1990s hinges on that premiere. In a decade
once again dominated by low-key naturalism, the play’s
stylistic rupture and terse, flint-like dialogue revived
again an enthusiasm for formal experimentation and
imaginative daring in British new writing.
5

The critics focused exclusively on the violence of the
play. And while this theme undeniably haunts and
shapes her work, perhaps especially Phaedra’s Love
(1996), her riotously unblushing take on Seneca, in her
last two plays, Cleansed and Crave (1998), it became
ever clearer that what Kane was writing about was love.
Near the start of Cleansed, Carl professes undying love
for Rod. Throughout the play, this love is tested unen-
durably in torture and in a series of maiming injuries.
The play strips romantic love of all its unknowable
promises, its claims of eternity, and asks what is left.

What the critics seemed hardly to notice is that there is
something left, and this irreducible core is the extraordi-
nary and hard-won affirmation of the play. As Rod says:

I love you rnow.
I'm with you now.

I'll do my best, moment to moment, not to betray you.
Now.

That’s it. No more. Don’t make me lie to you.

It’s the most genuinely romantic speech in contemporary
British playwriting. Cleansed shows us a world that is
unremittingly cruel, bleak, and harsh, yet the play is
none of these things. Looking across the span of Sarah’s
work, her faith in love, however minimally advanced,
emerges more and more strongly from the pain of the
work. Hers was, as a character says in Eliot’s The

Cocktail Party, ‘the kind of faith that issues from
despair’.

In Crave, four characters, A, B, C, and M, talk. The
writing is spare and poetic, foregrounding rhythm and
repetition over literal reference. The longest speech in
the play is a wonderfully tugging, insistent expression
of the minutiae of a loving relationship (‘And I want to
play hide-and-seek and give you my clothes and tell
you I like your shoes and sit on the steps while you
take a bath and massage your neck and kiss your feet
and hold your hand and go for a meal and not mind
when you eat my food and . . .’).

Yet, as ever, the moment is enriched with moral
complexity: although the text does not precisely specify,
the speech is probably being spoken by a paedophile to
a young girl. The relationships spiral through the play,
sometimes gentle and questioning, sometimes cruel and
exploitative. The play ends with the four characters
entering into their deaths and finding themselves to be
‘Happy / So Happy / Happy and free’.

It is easy to look back and find hints of Sarah’s life in
the work, but to do so is to do a disservice both to the
work and the life. Sarah spoke powerfully about the
lazy reviewer’s habit of simply listing the atrocities that
stud her plays and calling it a review; for these events
are always made meaningful and derive their force from
the exceptional sense of stage action, of narrative move-
ment, and her complex drawing of character. It is cruelly
ironic to see those critics who seemed incapable of
finding narratives in her plays being able to detect a
narrative only in her death, retrospectively finding

presentiments of suicide in the pained gestures of the
work.

Her final play, 4:48 Psychosis, will bear a weight of
expectation and prurient reading from which it will take

-some time to emerge. It would be a second tragedy if
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her death were to become an easy way of not confront-
ing the seriousness of her work. As David Greig said so
eloquently at her memorial, Sarah Kane was not some
petulant enfant terrible who simply gloried in shocking
audiences; she was a committed, sophisticated, chal-
lenging playwright who had a fine sense of the tradi-
tions she came from, and had a generous respect and

love for and from the community of writers she moved
in.

In October, I invited Sarah to come to Royal Holloway
to talk to my students about her work. Given the
famously fractious relationship she had with the two
institutions at which she studied, it is not surprising to
find that the psychiatric torture camp that is the setting
of Cleansed is said to have been built on the site of a
university; yet to my surprise she agreed to come.

My students, having just read Blasted, Cleansed, and
Crave, went to the event with some trepidation. And
she charmed everyone. Her passionate seriousness about
the theatre, her ability to locate the real source for every
one of the brutalities in her plays, her wit and ease with
her work and reputation were inspirational.

Since her death, there have been many testimonies to
her inspiring presence as a teacher of playwriting, in
rehearsal, and as an actor and director. But cruelly these
memories will fade, and when the last eyes that saw her
are closed, it will be as a writer that she will be
remembered. Hers was a short career, comprising no
more than four or five slim, unflinchingly pared-down
pieces of writing for the stage, but it is one which has
enriched British playwriting more powerfully and endur-
ingly than any other writer of her generation.

Ken Urban (essay date September 2001)

SOURCE: Urban, Ken. “An Ethics of Catastrophe: The

Theatre of Sarah Kane.” PAJ 23, no. 3 (September
2001): 36-46.

[In the following essay, Urban evaluates Kane’s overall
body of work and argues that the production of Blasted,
in which an “image of good” emerges out of catastro-

phe, was the “defining moment of British theatre in the
1990s.”]

What I can do is put people through an intense experi-
ence. Maybe in a small way from that you can change
things.

—Sarah Kane

In the spring of 2001, London’s Royal Court Theatre
devoted an entire season to the plays of Sarah Kane,
each one receiving either a production or a reading in
the large Jerwood Theatre Downstairs. Kane, during her

brief career, created a substantial body of work that
altered the landscape of British theatre in the 1990s,
and the season was a chance to reflect on this ac-
complishment.

Kane’s first play Blasted, set in an expensive hotel
room in Leeds, charts the violence that befalls the dy-
ing journalist Ian and his unwilling sexual partner Cate,
a mentally-deficient young woman plagued by fits.
Blasted’s exploration of personal violence erupts into a
far more bloody spectacle when the hotel room is
transformed into ground zero for a war. The play was
greeted with a maelstrom of abuse by critics when first
produced by the Royal Coust in 1995. Respected
newspapers, TV programs, trashy tabloids, all relished
describing their disgust at this play and speculating
about the “sick” twenty-three-year-old female author
who wrote “this disgusting feast of filth,” as Daily
Mail’s Jack Tinker not-so-subtly put it.

Despite this rancorous reception at home, Kane was
welcomed by European theatre. Blasted was quickly
recognized as one of the most important British plays
of the decade. Her plays were produced throughout the
continent, two of which won awards for Best Foreign
Language Play in Germany. What seemed the start of a
lengthy career was cut painfully short when Kane com-
mitted suicide in February 1999 at the age of twenty-
eight. Though admired abroad, Kane remained a little-
understood playwright in her own country. The critical
tide had finally begun to turn by 1998 with Crave, but
with her sudden death, her plays again became prime
targets for biographical speculation.

Recognizing Kane’s status as the most-talked about,
least-seen British playwright, the Court decided to
consolidate her work and make it available to a much
wider audience. The season included new productions
of Blasted and Crave, a transfer of the Theatre Upstairs
production of 4:48 Psychosis (posthumously staged in
the summer of 2000), and readings of Phaedra’s Love
(1996) and Cleansed (1998). This would allow the curi-
ous an opportunity to see her plays, the critics a chance

to revisit them, and her supporters a means to celebrate
her talent.

Inspired by the Royal Court’s season, this article aims
to do something similar for an American audience.
While Kane is becoming more well-known in this
country, her plays have still not been staged in New
York City, bar one unsuccessful production in Fall 2000
(the Axis Theater production of Crave featuring Debo-
rah Harry), or in other theatre capitals across the U.S.
Here, Kane is becoming a recogmzable name, but her
work remains misunderstood. This is due, in part, to the
lack of understanding regarding changes in contempo-
rary British theatre.

The Kane season at the Royal Court made clear the
formal innovations of the plays, which stray far from



