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t h e  f r o n t

And as if by magic… Mr Benn has made it to the stage. By Daisy Bridgewater

David McKee is as intrigued as I am to watch Mr Benn, the 
mild-mannered, bowler-hatted star of the television series 
he created 40 years ago, tread the boards for the first time 
in a production by Tall Stories (creators of the popular 
Gruffalo and Room on the Broom stage shows). ‘I don’t 
know what they’ve done with my little boy,’ he laughs when 
we meet at the Rose Theatre in Kingston, Surrey, before 
the debut performance, ‘so I will probably be as surprised 
as the audience about what he has done next.’

For anyone of a certain age, the 13 episodes of Mr Benn, 
with their simple, storybook animation and surreal 
storylines, are as much a part of childhood as itchy school 
uniforms and tinned fruit salad. Originally published as a 
picture book in 1967, Mr Benn – Red Knight was picked up 
by the BBC in 1971. ‘He was in a slot called Watch With 
Mother,’ says McKee, who wrote and illustrated the book. 
‘Obviously this was a sexist title that was later dropped, but 
it is a shame as it implies the same dual audience as a 
picture book. It made me conscious of who I was writing 
for: the adult the child will be and the child the adult still is.’

Tate Publishing has recently released two books, Mr 
Benn – Red Knight and Big-Top Benn, to coincide with his 
40th anniversary; Liberty Art Fabrics has chosen Mr Benn 
to headline its new collection of children’s fiction-inspired 
textiles; and next month, Big-Top Benn, with live 
orchestration and narration by Ray Brooks, will be at 
Wayne Hemingway’s Vintage festival at the Southbank 
Centre in London. ‘There is an element of disbelief that all 
of this is going on, but in a way Mr Benn has always been 
real, and I have to let him live on.’

Born in Devon in 1935, McKee had a childhood full of 
storytelling. ‘I was brought up without a lot of books, and 
obviously there was no television. It was a world of 
storytellers: mothers told stories, teachers told stories, and 
it was then that I learnt that the world is full of stories and 
you have to let them come to you. Often they arrive 
unbidden, like music. You just have to plug in.’ In McKee’s 
mind they arrive, like Mr Benn’s shopkeeper, as if by magic.

For the original Mr Benn story, McKee had wanted to 
write about a benevolent knight, and came up with the 
costume shop door as a narrative device. ‘I wanted my 
hero to act as a catalyst for change, but I never liked the 
idea that you could have this great adventure, and then it 
ends up as a dream. That was one of the biggest let-
downs in stories.’ Fables, meanwhile, and parables from 
the Bible had resonance. ‘I like stories that give you 
something to think about, that you can return to and find  
a different meaning. Stories that live on in spite of you.’

Mr Benn is not the only one of McKee’s creations to live 
beyond the author’s imagination: Elmer the Patchwork 
Elephant, written in 1989, is now published in more than 40 
languages and appears on everything from backpacks to 
bath toys; King Rollo the childlike king is still a popular 
cartoon series; and Not Now Bernard remains in print 30 
years after it was first published. ‘They are like my children: 
I try to guide them, but there comes a point when you have 
to let them go their own way. Sometimes they do things 
you don’t want them to,’ he says, as the lights go up and 
Mr Benn steps onstage. ‘Sometimes they surprise you.’
Ticket and performance details: mrbennlive.com.
‘Big-Top Benn’ and ‘Mr Benn – Red Knight’, both £8.99, 
are available from tate.org.uk/publishingpo
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